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Vagueness and Omniscience 
Vagueness manifests itself (among other things) in our inability to find borders to the extension of vague 
predicates. A semantic theory of vagueness like supervaluationism plans to justify this inability in terms of 
vague semantic rules which govern language and thought: the idea is that it is not our fault if we are unable 
to find such a border, even an omniscient being like God would be equally unable. My paper has two aims. 
First, I argue (contrary to Hawthorne (2005)) that, given higher-order vagueness, God cannot be asked to be 
cooperative in her linguistic performances and, as a consequence, she cannot manifest cooperatively such an 
inability. Second, I claim that the assumptions supervaluationism should make in order to allow God to have 
such an inability are incompatible with supervaluationism being a semantic theory. 
My work is divided into four parts. The first part is a short presentation of Hawthorne’s argument. In the 
second part, I explain which premise of Hawthorne’s argument I do not consider to be true and why. In the 
third part I propose a different account of God’s cooperativeness which allows for her to verbally express a 
precise border to the extension of a vague predicate and I argue that a supervaluationist would object to it 
and to any other account of cooperativeness. In the last part, I argue that the reasons that allow rejection of 
God’s cooperativeness are problematic for supervaluationism as a semantic theory. 
1. Hawthorne’s argument 
Suppose God is confronted with a sorites series: for example, a series of 10.001 women, the first hairless, the 
last hairy and such that there is a small difference of hair between each woman and the following one. For 
each woman in the series we then start asking God: ‘Is the woman under consideration bald?’. How would 
she react? John Hawthorne (2005) argued that God, as defined from a supervaluationist perspective, would 
behave linguistically in a progressively vague way in order to be cooperative.  
Hawthorne’s argument assumes the supervaluationist semantic and a language with the “definitely” operator 
(abbreviated Def) which expresses supertruth. The Def operator is treated as the modal operator 
“necessarily” and different modal logics could be adopted. The only rules (concerning Def) which are 
relevant for the arguments in consideration are Def-introduction (P├ DefP) and Def-distribution 
(Def(P→Q)├ DefP→DefQ). 
Let us now consider again the situation presented at the beginning of the paragraph. Hawthorne considers the 
two following demands to make of God: 
1): Def (God says “Yes”) or Def ¬ (God says “Yes”) 
2): Def (God says “Yes” iff the woman under consideration is bald) 
From the two demands it follows supervaluationally: 
C) Def (the woman under consideration is bald) or Def ¬ (the woman under consideration is bald) 
which is an unacceptable conclusion for a supervaluationist who rejects bivalence. 
The solution Hawthorne proposes is to give up premise 1). He concludes that God cannot be precise in her 
linguistic performances, she has to be “slippery” instead.  
2. My objection to Hawthorne’s argument 
I object that premise 2) should be rejected instead.  
Here is the argument Hawthorne proposes in order to adopt 2). He accepts the following premises: 
A] [God says “Yes” and ¬(the woman under consideration is bald)] → ¬ (God is cooperative) 
B] [¬(God says “Yes”) and the woman under consideration is bald] → ¬ (God is cooperative) 
From the two premises, it follows: 
C] God is cooperative → [God says “Yes” iff the woman under consideration is bald]  
Assuming that God is cooperative, it follows by modus ponens: 
C’] God says “Yes” iff the woman under consideration is bald 
And by the Def-introduction rule, it follows: 
C’’] Def (God says “Yes” iff the woman under consideration is bald) 
I argue that premise B] is not supertrue. I assume that one of the necessary conditions for God’s being 
cooperative is that she definitely does not say “Yes” when the proposition expressed by “the woman under 
consideration is bald” is neither supertrue nor superfalse. Now, in order to realize that  B] is not supertrue, 
imagine a case where: “God says “Yes”” is superfalse, “the woman under consideration is bald” is neither 
supertrue nor superfalse, and “God is cooperative” is supertrue. If one premise is not supertrue, the argument 
does not allow us to deduce that the conclusion is supertrue. And I actually reject the supertruth of the 
conclusion C’’] (i.e. 2)) as well as of B]. 



3. A different proposal for God’s cooperativeness and its rejection 
Now, let us consider again the argument with premises 1) and 2). In my opinion, 2) should be abandoned and 
1) should be maintained. But 2) was introduced in order to characterize God’s cooperativeness. Now, how 
should God’s cooperativeness be defined? When should God say “Yes” in order to be cooperative?  A 
proposal is to use the operator ‘Definitely*’ (abbreviated ‘Def*’) introduced by Williamson (1994); ‘Def*P’ 
means the infinite conjunction ‘P and Definitely P and Definitely Definitely P and …..’. God’s 
cooperativeness is defined in the following way: 
2*): Def (God says ‘Yes’ iff Def*(the woman under consideration is bald)) 
From 1) and 2*) it is possible to deduce: 
C*) DefDef* (the woman under consideration is bald) or Def¬Def* (the woman under consideration is bald) 
C*) is compatible with the rejection of bivalence and with infinite higher order vagueness. If the 
supervaluationist accepts conclusion C*), then he allows for there being a precise border to the extension of a 
vague predicate and for God’s finding it. 
As a matter of fact, most supervaluationists would reject C*). Why? Williamson writes that a 
supervaluationist “may insist that even ‘Definitely*’ is vague”. If Def* is vague, then C*) cannot be 
accepted. And if C*) is to be rejected, so is 2*): whenever it is neither supertrue nor superfalse “Def*(the 
woman under consideration is bald)”, “God says ‘Yes’” is to be superfalse in order to guarantee God’s 
cooperativeness and 2*) is not supertrue. 
Now, if Def* is considered to be vague, so is each iteration of Def and/or Def*. What is the consequence of 
this consideration? It should be realized that God cannot be cooperative. Any definition of God’s 
cooperativeness should assume the following form: 
Def (God says ‘Yes’ iff ………) 
However we decide to fill in the gap, the solution may be neither supertrue nor superfalse; and if we allow 1) 
to be indisputable, it follows that we are not allowed to give an appreciable definition of God’s 
cooperativeness. This result is quite different from Hawthorne’s: while Hawthorne claims that God should 
use a “slippery” language in order to be cooperative, I argue that God should be precise in her linguistic 
performance, but she could not be cooperative if any iteration of Def and Def* were vague.  
4. Supervaluationism confronting infinite regress of higher order vagueness  
The impossibility of God’s being cooperative depends on the vagueness of every iteration of Def and Def*. I 
believe that this last assumption is very problematic for supervaluationism as a semantic theory. 
Suppose that there is a woman, let us say Mary, whose baldness is indeterminate for any higher order of 
vagueness. Whenever we consider Mary, “Def (the woman under consideration is bald)” is indeterminate, 
infinitely indeterminate, infinitely infinitely indeterminate and so on. Let us now ask: what is the epistemic 
status of God when faced with the proposition expressed by “the woman under consideration is bald” while 
considering Mary? If we consider Hawthorne’s definition of omniscience, we should accept that 
Def P iff God believes P 
And we should conclude that any attribution to God of belief or indefinite belief concerning Mary’s baldness 
is itself indeterminate, infinitely indeterminate and infinitely infininitely indeterminate and so on. This is 
quite a problematic result. There are two possible interpretations I can think of concerning the description of 
God’s epistemic state and they are both difficult to accept for a semantic theorist. 
A first conjecture is that there is no linguistic sentence which truly describes the epistemic status of God. If 
that is the case, God has a particular epistemic status concerning some propositions which can only be 
vaguely described. This is quite problematic because it accepts a gap between language and the mind of God 
(a result which is highly problematic for any semantic theorist).  
There is a second conjecture: it is probable that a semantic theorist would not like there being a gap between 
language and the mind of God. If that is the case, it should be concluded that there is not an epistemic status 
of God which can only be vaguely described, but that the epistemic state of God is itself indeterminate and 
infinitely indeterminate and infinitely infinitely indeterminate and so on. The vagueness of language reflects 
the vagueness in the mind of God. If that is the case, it should be conceded that the vagueness in the 
description of God’s epistemic state is not just dependent on the rules of language, but it reflects the 
vagueness in the reality it describes. If that is the case, supervaluationism is not just a semantic theory of 
vagueness but an ontic theory instead. 
References 
Hawthorne, J. (2005) Vagueness and the Mind of God. Philosophical Studies, vol. 122, pp. 1-25 
Williamson, T. (1994) Vagueness. (London: Routledge) 


