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VAGUENESS VERSUS AMBIGUITY

The article deals with closely related but not identical phenomena of vagueness and
ambiguity. It is revealed that vagueness lacks clear and specific meaning, on contrary am-
biguity is always related to a specific meaning, which can be interpreted in more than one
specific way.
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The phenomenon of vagueness has given rise to a large number of research
since the early 1970-s in the areas of natural language semantics, philosophy and
artificial intelligence. Often vagueness is attributed to the information conveyed
by particular sentences, typically to stress the fact that this information is impre-
cise or overly general [1, p. 90]. From a linguistic point of view, as P. Egré sup-
poses, vagueness thus understood can obviously be found in many lexical cate-
gories and probably in all the categories, for which some notion of grading can
be relevant. Thus nouns can be vague (indirectly most common nouns such as
chair, apple, etc., and even proper names such as London) as well as verbs (walk,
run), determiners (many, few, much, little), adverbs (quickly, surprisingly,
clearly), and modifiers (very, somewhat, completely) [1, p. 92].

S. Loebner in order to demonstrate the vagueness phenomenon gives the fol-
lowing example: «Whether or not we will refer to a child as a “baby” depends on
criteria such as the age of the child and its developmental stage, and both criteria
are gradual. What one person considers a baby need not be considered so by an-
other person. As a consequence, the denotation of the word “baby” has flexible
boundaries. The concept “baby” is in itself vague» [2, p. 5]. Therefore one may
conclude that vagueness can be observed in all concepts depending on properties
varying on a continuous scale. Obviously, names of colours have a vague mean-
ing. And, in general, all gradable adjectives are vague. For example, with the pair
of lexemes tall / short language provides us with a rough distinction on the scale
of a body height. This is much more efficient for everyday communicative pur-
poses than expressions with a more precise meaning. S. Loebner underlines that
vagueness may also occur in combination with polysemy [2, p. 17]. The idea that
vagueness is not wholly reducible to imprecision is relatively uncontroversial, and
the study of imprecision remains one important aspect of the understanding of
vagueness. There remains some debate concerning the identification of vagueness
with other semantic notions in its vicinity. Let us consider a few of those here.

In semantic theories of vagueness it is essentially tied to the notion of under-
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determination and openness of meaning. This idea is crucially distinct from the
contextualist position, according to which vagueness would derive from the con-
textual variability of a determinate threshold [2, p. 102].

Vagueness, according to M. Chierchia, is a matter of the relative looseness or
of the no specificity of interpretation. Rightly all expressions can be considered
as general. For example, many linguists is noncommittal as to the precise number
of linguists involved. It seems to be a part of what we know about many and it is
imprecise in this sense [3, p. 38]. J. Stern underlines that growing attention has
been paid to the epistemological and psychological sources of vagueness in rela-
tion to the idea that vagueness might be more fundamentally an epistemic phe-
nomenon (of ignorance, or inexactness) rather than a semantic one. Concurrently,
various proposals have been made to stress the role and importance of context in
the mechanisms of comparison involved in language and perception [4, p. 76].
The present phenomena have been studied by many researchers, for instance, by
a Lithuanian linguist A. Kairyté, who emphasizes that it is still unclear how such
processes operate for different linguistic items [5]. As well as Y. Huang states that
vagueness is caused by the relative looseness or of the nonspecificity of interpre-
tation of a phrase or of a word [6].

The phenomenon of vagueness is closely connected to this of ambiguity. One
of the first classifications of the linguistic ambiguity was developed by the Stoics,
who underlined the distinction between the ambiguity of a sentence and ambigu-
ity of a word. During the long history of the School the Stoics, as C. Atherton
states, constructed one comprehensive definition of ambiguity, which is still used
with some additions or amendments nowadays. C. Artherton thinks that the Stoics
were the first to state that ambiguity was the linguistic phenomenon meaning that
the same linguistic item of the natural languages can signify two or more different
things [7, p.11]. According to P.C. Gomes, natural languages possess many types
of ambiguity at every level of description, and by this feature natural languages
differ from formal ones. The author claims that ambiguity arises when a single
word or word collocation is associated in the language with more than one mean-
ing. P.C. Gomes states that the objective events in the world, to which language
refers are the same, but human’s perceptions and concepts differ. There is a wide
range of problems arising due to ambiguity, namely problems of two levels. The
first level is a structural one, when a communicator cannot get a right meaning,
and the second one covers problems with translation. It is important not to confuse
polysemy with ambiguity, because polysemy is a source of ambiguity agreed upon
in cognitive semantics, corpus linguistics and lexicography [8, p.20]. Undoubt-
edly, in daily conversations, speakers are inclined to avoid ambiguity, unless there
is some intention for usage of ambiguous items [9, p. 122].

A. Kairyté points out that «ambiguity is traditionally understood as that prop-
erty of a sentence which makes it say something true and false at the same timey,
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i.e. it is caused by ambiguous sentence structures. This type of ambiguity is de-
fined as syntactic by A. Kairyté [5]. Among the most productive sources of syn-
tactic ambiguity there are modifiers and prepositional phrases because they can
be easily attached to any sentence. Nevertheless, it is to emphasize that even effi-
cient communication system may be ambiguous assuming that the context is in-
sufficiently informative about meaning. Ambiguity as a linguistic phenomenon
eases processing by giving permission to linguistic units to be re-used. It is the
way, in which the reference of certain elements in a sentence is determined in
relation to a specific speaker and addressee, a specific time and place in utterance.
For instance, the deictic lexemes have uncertain implications because of their
changeable reference.

Vagueness is definitely tied with ambiguity: both linguistic ambiguity and
vagueness are related to a certain indeterminancy degree in language. Still vague-
ness differs from ambiguity: vagueness lacks clear and specific meaning, on con-
trary ambiguity is always related to a specific meaning, which can be interpreted
in more than one specific way. However, sometimes it is difficult to clearly dif-
ferentiate ambiguity from vagueness and probably certain sentences might in-
clude the combined elements. So, one can conclude that both linguistic ambiguity
and vagueness are related to indeterminacy in language or interpretive uncer-
tainty.

References

1. Egré P Introduction: Vagueness and Language Use / P. Egré, N. Klinedinst //
Vagueness and Language Use. New York : Palgrave Macmillan, 2011. P.1-21.

2. Lobner S. Understanding Semantics / S. Lobner. London : Arnold Publishers, 2002.
200 p.

3. Chierchia G. Meaning and Grammar: an Introduction to Semantics / G. Chierchia,
S. McConnell-Ginet. Massachusetts : Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1990. 349 p.

4. Stern J. Metaphor in Context / J. Stern. London; Massachusetts, 2000. 401 p.

5. Kairyté A. Linguistic Ambiguity versus Vagueness in British Proverbs / A. Kairyté,
L. Bikeliené // Journal of the Institute of Foreign Languages of Vilnius University. 2010.
Vol. 16. No 4. P. 259-268.

6. Huang Y. Foundation Semantics: MA Module Materials / Y. Huang. North Carolina :
SLALS, The University of Reading, 2004. 452 p.

7. Atherton C. The Stoics on Ambiguity / C. Artherton. Cambridge : Cambridge Univ.
Press, 1993. 389 p.

8. Quiroga-Clare C. Language Ambiguity: a Curse and a Blessing // Translation Jour-
nal. 2003. Vol. 7, No. 1. [Electronic resource]. Mode of access: http://accurapid.com/jour-
nal/23ambiguity.htm. Date of access: 17.03.2018.

9. Mason R.A. Lexical Ambiguity in Sentence Comprehension / R.A. Mason,
A.J. Marcel // Brain Research. 2007. Vol. 1146. P.115-127.

213



