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Almost every theory of vagueness shares at least one feature: it uses, and in most cases heavily 

relies on, some kind of normative predicate (or predicates) in its metalanguage. Metalinguistic normative 

predicates are discussed chiefly by supervaluationists and other defenders of higher-order vagueness. 

According to this group of theorists, the existence of higher-order vagueness depends on and is explained 

by the vagueness of predicates like “definitely x”. However, the question of how to characterize these 

predicates has wider interest. The vagueness of metalinguistic normative predicates may seem particularly 

worrisome to theorists who insist that the metalanguage used to describe a theory of vagueness be precise. 

In general, however, both for those who accept metalinguistic vagueness and for those who deny it, even 

in ordinary language normative predicates are difficult to classify.  If they are not vague, what are they? If 

they are precise, how do you explain the possibility of generating a sorites paradox with them? Is a 

different solution to the paradox necessary for this class of predicates? 

Normative predicates differ from standardly vague predicates such as tall and red in that their 

extensions are not arbitrary, that is, do not permit of multiple standards of application. A non-normatively 

vague predicate (tall, red) would not usually engender a heated debate about its application because its 

vagueness is widely recognized. But a normative modification of a claim involving a vague predicate 

(such as the claim that Bill is definitely tall – not just tall – or that Sally’s hair color mandates the 

description red – not just that Sally’s hair is red) is different. Two or more competent speakers of the 

language in which these claims are made would not debate these normatively modified claims; at the first 

sign of disagreement, they would have to withdraw the normative modification. For example, they would 

concede that Bill is tall according to one of them, but to the other he seems average, and so instead of 

being definitely tall they would say he is on the tall side or even tall compared to most people.  

As a matter of fact, this very feature of normative predicates (that they do not permit of multiple 

standards of application, and hence do not allow for disagreement) explains why they get used so often in 

theories of vagueness. Normative modifications seem to eliminate the vagueness of vague predicates 

because they imply a kind of certainty (a definitely tall person really is tall). However, in practice, there 

are no people who are definitely tall, in the sense that every competent speaker of the language will 

always say they are tall in every context. Even if there are a few outlying cases that the vast majority of 

people would agree are definitely tall, the predicate definitely tall is just as susceptible to a sorites series 

as the predicate tall. Normative predicates share some features with vague predicates (e.g., lacking sharp 

boundaries) and other features with precise predicates (e.g. not permitting multiple, arbitrary standards of 

application). The difficulty lies not in deciding whether they fit better into the category of precise 

predicates or vague ones, but in the fact that they do not seem to fit satisfactorily into either, which 

suggests that they belong to a third distinct category. 

The vagueness of normative predicates is a largely unrecognized problem. There has been an 

ongoing debate about the vagueness of the predicate ‘vague’, but this is a separate, though related, issue. 

Whether or not the predicate ‘vague’ is vague depends entirely on the definition of vagueness in question. 

The vagueness of normative predicates, on the other hand, is a problem for all theories of vagueness. In 

theories which recognize higher-order vagueness, the two issues overlap. The vagueness of normative 

predicates and the phenomenon of higher-order vagueness explain one another, and any theory 

recognizing higher-order vagueness likewise recognizes the vagueness of ‘vague’. These theorists must 

still account for the normative force of these predicates, however, which sets them apart from typical 

vague predicates. Other theorists of vagueness deny higher-order vagueness and also define vagueness 

independently of borderline cases, but they must also still explain the status of normative predicates, 

especially if they employ normative predicates in their metalanguage. 
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Although this paper is not chiefly concerned with the question of whether the predicate ‘vague’ is 

vague, in my first section I will review the literature surrounding this debate for background. In Section 

II, I will present Diana Raffman’s theory of vagueness as an example of a theory that denies higher-order 

vagueness and defines vagueness independently of borderline cases. Despite defining vagueness in such a 

way as to seemingly eliminate the troubling problem of the vagueness of ‘vague’, she still does not have a 

way to classify normative predicates, and the question of whether ‘vague’ is vague arises again in 

connection with this classification. In Section IV, I will consider whether the epistemic account of 

vagueness offers a plausible solution for normative predicates.  

Epistemicists do not rely on normative predicates in their metalanguage in the same way other 

theorists of vagueness do. Since they argue that all predicates have precise extensions, epistemicists do 

not use predicates such as ‘definitely x’ to help determine whether the vague predicate x applies in a 

particular case. If anything, ‘definitely x’ expresses the degree of certainty the speaker has that the 

predicate x applies. However, the speaker’s certainty about whether x applies or not has no bearing on 

whether the predicate actually does apply, and in borderline cases knowledge of whether it applies or not 

is simply not possible.  

Not only do normative predicates not create problems in the metalanguage of an epistemic view, 

but they also seem to reduce the view’s implausibility. The main reason for the implausibility of the 

epistemic view is that the application of vague predicates seems arbitrary, and competent speakers of a 

language happily accept multiple different extensions for predicates without argument. However, 

uniquely in the case of normative predicates, their normative force seems to permit only one extension, 

even if nothing in the meaning of word itself specifies what this extension is.  

The plausibility of the epistemic view of vagueness in the particular case of normative predicates 

does not save the whole view from charges of implausibility. It is a point in the favor of any theory of 

vagueness if it supplies one unified explanation for all cases of vagueness, but such a preference does not 

guarantee that a unified explanation is the right one or even possible. Normative predicates may fall into a 

distinct category within the field of vagueness, and if so it is possible that they require a distinct 

explanation. If such a separate explanation is permissible, or in fact necessary, the epistemic view may 

provide a plausible solution for this distinctive group of predicates. 
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