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An important foundational project in understanding language use is the Gricean [3]
program of reducing meaning to communicative intentions. Here I will fill in some details
in the Gricean picture, by outlining how linguistic vagueness arises from indeterminacies
in preferences, as studied in models from economics and psychology. (The proposal is
related to Fara’s [2] treatment of “vague desire”.) I will also sketch a connection with
supervaluationist semantics.

An intention can be factored into a desire to make something the case and a belief that
it will happen. For Gricean communicative intentions, the object of the attitude is that
the audience comes to believe something, by means of recognizing the speaker’s intention.
Hence, a Gricean should attempt to reduce linguistic vagueness to indeterminacies in belief,
and to indeterminacies in desire (preference and indifference).

A model for this approach can be found in the treatment of the perceptual foundations
of belief, in Raffman’s [5] study of intransitivities of indiscriminability. She argues that
pairwise judgments of perceptual sameness undergo Gestalt shifts as a subject works her
way through a sorites series, and this results in judgments about the items in a sorites
series being subject to a sliding standard. This offers a contextualist dissolution of the
sorites paradox: although each individual step seems compelling in some context, there is
no context where they all seem compelling.

A similar phenomenon arises for desire, thanks to intransitivities of indifference. Con-
sider these two examples (from Luce and Armstrong, respectively, cited by [4]). You prefer
two lumps of sugar to one, and you prefer each to no sugar, yet you are indifferent between
changes in a single grain of sugar. Hence your indifferences are intransitive, due to accu-
mulating perceptual indiscriminabilities. A child prefers a bike with a bell to one without
a bell, but is indifferent between each and a pony. Again indifference is intransitive, due to
multiple criteria of evaluation. (The case focused on by Fara, where one of the competing
criteria is efficient decision making, is an instance of this general phenomenon.)

Preference is connected with choice by the principle that an option is choiceworthy if
undominated: there is nothing available which is preferred to it. The objects of choice in
Gricean communication are the extensions and anti-extensions of predicates in a context.
So we can see how sorites predicates (like “heap”) arise as in the sugar example, while
multi-criteria words (like “vehicle”) behave in a manner like the example of the child.
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Intransitivities of indifference lead to choiceworthiness being context-dependent. Espe-
cially, intransitive indifferences yield violations of this property of “expansion consistency”
(as in [7]): if a pair of options are choiceworthy, then it isn’t the case that only one re-
mains so when the menu of options is enlarged. In our Gricean picture, this leads to the
prediction that vague predicates will have different extensions depending on what else is
in the context.

Intransitive indifferences lead to a paradox of sequential pairwise choice similar to the
sorites. If you are willing to trade up for more preferred options, and you are willing to
exchange items that you are indifferent between, you will end up in a potentially endless
cycle of choice (and an expensive one, if you must pay to upgrade). It is has been argued
(by [6]) that the problem with the “money pump” is not the preferences but how choice
is determined by them: one should not choose independently of past choices or expected
future options. This suggests that in a “forced march” sorites, one should not treat each
step as if it occurred outside of the context of the march.

The psychological sources of vagueness are also of interest from un-Gricean perspectives.
(For instance, Dummett [1] cites these psychological indeterminacies as determining the
incoherence of language.) We can make a connection with the popular semantic theory of
supervaluationism (as in [1]). There are several ways of extending intransitive indifferences
into transitive ones, [4] and choosing on the basis of any transitive extension will avoid
cyclical choice. So if partial meanings are determined by intransitivities of indifference,
then their precisifications are determined by transitive extensions of indifferences. Some
penumbral constraints on meaning can be seen as determined by transitivities in the pref-
erence relation, and by stronger conditions like Luce’s semi-orders (representing threshold
preferences in the sugar example).
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