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1. Introduction.

This paper explains three puzzling intuitions about vagueness. The first is that one can go either way on a borderline question. Either verdict is acceptable. Call this ‘the permissiveness intuition’. The second intuition is that one can suspend judgement on a borderline question without thereby missing out on a ‘hidden fact of the matter’. The third intuition is that there is no sharp boundary in the application of a vague property, which results in the sorites paradox. I argue that we should take the permissiveness intuition at face value—either judgement on the question is ‘acceptable’ in the sense relevant to understanding how they answer to the underlying facts. We should take this notion of acceptable judgement as the central ideology of our metaphysical theory. Two natural and modest extensions of this ideology all us to deal attractively with the second and third puzzling things about vagueness. It allows us to give a ‘no solution’ solution to the sorites paradox, while evading the objections to Michael Dummett’s formulation (1975).


I examine the permissiveness intuition in section 2. The sense in which contrary verdicts are both acceptable is not to be understood epistemically, nor in terms of truth. Section 3 pursues the strategy of taking this notion of acceptable judgement as primitive. I label it ‘metaphysical acceptability’, as the approach makes it the central notion of a metaphysical theory of an area of discourse. On this view, the metaphysical theory of p says when it is metaphysically acceptable for J to judge that p; it does not address the question of whether p is true. This view also gets direct intuitive support from the subjectivity of matters of taste, e.g. whether curry is delicious. Section 4 argues that my proposal is preferable to analyzing the permissiveness intuition using relative truth. Section 5 extends the ideology to capture the second puzzling intuition about vagueness, namely that one can suspend judgement on a borderline case without missing out on a ‘fact of the matter’. 

Sections 6 and 7 step back from the specific case of vagueness, sketching the general approach to metaphysics and philosophy of language respectively. Section 6 relates metaphysical acceptability to the distinction between realism and anti-realism, analyses what it is for a subject-matter to be objective or subjective, and gives different senses in which there can be ‘no fact of the matter’. The ideology of metaphysical acceptable judgement is metaphysically radical but linguistically conservative. As I explain in section 7, my approach to vagueness is perfectly consistent with the familiar ways of giving a compositional semantics for natural language.

Sections 8 to 10 refocus on vagueness. Section 8 extends the ideology: combinations of propositional attitudes, as well as individual attitudes, can be metaphysically acceptable or not. This allows us to capture logical relations and penumbral connections. In section 9, I argue that it is metaphysically unacceptable for a pair of judgements about the application of a vague property to treat similar cases differently. When presented with a sorites paradox, there is no way for one’s attitudes to respect this prohibition and be individually metaphysically acceptable. I explain why the paradox does not infect the judgements we make under normal circumstances. The sorites is a genuine paradox. Just as some questions permit different answers, some questions permit no answer. As I explain in section 10, solving the paradox is no more philosophically pressing or interesting than settling whether curry is delicious.

2. The Permissiveness Intuition.
Quentin shows Agatha and Daniel his car. It’s half-way between paradigmatic red and paradigmatic orange. Quentin says, “Is my car red? Write your answer on a piece of paper without conferring.” Agatha writes down, “Yes, that’s true.” Daniel writes down, “No, that’s false.” Agatha affirms and Daniel denies that the car is red (in the same sense, namely Quentin’s).

Intuitively, both their answers are acceptable. They are acceptable representations of the colour of Quentin’s car; they adequately fit its shade. Agatha and Daniel have a ‘faultless disagreement’ about whether Quentin’s car is red. Crispin Wright has emphasized this point for some years.

It’s tempting to say, indeed, that a statement’s possessing (one kind of) vagueness just consists in the fact that, under certain circumstances, cognitively lucid, fully informed and properly functioning subjects may faultlessly differ about it. (Wright 1992 p. 144)

A verdict about a borderline case is always acceptable; it’s always alright to have a (suitably qualified) opinion. (Wright 2003 p. 12)

[I am] impressed by the datum that … one is entitled, if one is so moved, to a verdict in the borderline area. (Wright forthcoming a p. 5)

Mark Richard agrees.

Competent users of phrases such as ‘rich for an American’ or ‘rich enough to buy a Lexus’ can and do differ about what it is to be rich for an American, rich enough to buy a Lexus. … The fact is that we don’t think that there is only one correct way to use a vague phrase like ‘rich for an American’. (Richard 2004 p. 225)

The intuition is that certain questions have more than one acceptable answer; that for certain propositions both affirming and denying are acceptable attitudes. But in what sense are both Agatha and Daniel’s attitudes acceptable? 

Their attitudes are not both true, as they are contradictory.
 They are both acceptable; so acceptability is not truth. A contextualist strategy can’t save the idea that both judgements are acceptable in the sense of being true. That approach says that the words Quentin used could be used on another occasion to ask a different question. But we are fixed on the one question Quentin actually asked. So contextualism is irrelevant to whether the differing verdicts of Agatha and Daniel are both acceptable.

It doesn’t help understand the intuition to claim that the relevant proposition gets a third truth-value, Indeterminate. For then both attitudes go beyond what the world licenses. The proposition being Indeterminate seems to make suspending judgement the only acceptable attitude.
 For example, suppose a certain interpretation of quantum mechanics is correct, and it is indeterminate whether an electron is at point p. Then one should neither affirm nor deny that it is at point p. Or suppose one introduces by the following stipulations the term ‘dommal’: every dog is a dommal, and every dommal is a mammal (Williamson 1994 p. 213). It is indeterminate whether a cat is a dommal, if anything is. But one should neither affirm nor deny that a car is a dommal.

These two cases show that indeterminacy does not explain permissiveness. In fact, a theory that asserts p to be Indeterminate seems to be incompatible with one’s being able to go either way on whether p. And we can we why this is so. The strategy is to increase the number of candidate answers to a question. That doesn’t help us capture the idea that some questions permit several different answers. The objection applies regardless of whether we label the three truth-values True, False, and Indeterminate (such as the supervaluationism of Kit Fine 1975); or 1, 0  and ½ (such as three-valued logic of Hartry Field 2003); or Determinate Truth, Determinate Falsity, and Indeterminate (such as the supervaluationism of Van McGee and Brian McLaughlin 1995). 

No ‘ontic’ or ‘metaphysical’ view of indeterminacy due to vagueness will do, even those views on which it is always determinate that p is either true or false (e.g. Barnes forthcoming). For if reality is inherently unsettled in regards to whether p, then asserting p goes beyond what the world licenses. (One might reply that it is unsettled whether the world licenses affirming that p. However, on this approach it is determinate that the world does not license both of affirming p and denying p. The approach must reject the permissiveness intuition.)


Assigning a truth-value (or related metaphysical status) to the proposition Agatha and Daniel disagree about won’t help characterize the permissiveness intuition. A different strategy is to do so epistemically. Is it enough to say that Agatha and Daniel’s judgements are both epistemically justified? I think not. The intuition is that Agatha and Daniel’s disagreement is precisely not like a disagreement over a clear case, such as whether I have three coins in my pocket. A belief about what is in fact a clear case can be epistemically justified yet simply wrong. Such a belief is a poor representation of how things are; it fails to adequately fit reality. By contrast, Agatha and Daniel’s judgements are acceptable reflections of the shade of Quentin’s car. The intuition concerns how well those judgements answer to the underlying reality; it does not concern the epistemic status of the judgements. The intuition would be the same if Agatha and Daniel had not seen the car, but had come to their judgements by flipping a coin. Both their judgements would be epistemically unjustified, but both would be an acceptable fit for reality.


A different epistemic strategy is to characterize one’s being permissive as (roughly) one’s not being in an epistemic position to criticize either Agatha or Daniel. This is Crispin Wright’s strategy. Here is his best formulation.

No-one is in a position to claim to know that any polar verdict [i.e. affirmation or denial] about a borderline case is, just in virtue of its subject matter and specific polarity, not knowledgeable. (Wright forthcoming a p. 10)

So we can’t claim to know that Agatha’s judging that the car is red is 

strictly out of order—as making an ungrounded claim and performing less than competently. That [she] is doing anything of that sort is just what I don’t know. (Wright 2003 p. 12)

I don’t think any proposal in the vicinity will work. Wright thinks that any false judgement is a “cognitive shortcoming” (2001 p. 85); it is not knowledgeable and hence “less than competent” (2003 p. 12). He assumes that a false judgement is just wrong, i.e. unacceptable in the sense at hand. But contradictory judgements can’t both be true. Wright endorses the trivial consequence:

It is not the case that [Agatha’s] and [Daniel’s] conflicting opinions involve no cognitive shortcoming. (2001 p. 85)

It is not the case that their disagreement is blameless (2001 p. 86). In our terms, it is not the case that both their judgements are acceptable. Wright endorses intuitionistic logic, so he thinks it does not follow that one of their judgements is unacceptable. While we know that its negation is false, “we have no warrant” for that claim (2001 p. 86). But Wright’s logical revisionism is irrelevant. The intuition is that both the conflicting opinions are acceptable. Wright’s theory says that’s not true. 


The problem stems from the (natural) idea that a false judgement is just plain wrong, and so unacceptable. The permissiveness intuition must concern another way for judgements to answer to reality, according to which conflicting judgements can both do so adequately. My strategy in the next section will be to take the permissiveness intuition at face value, taking the relevant notion of ‘acceptable’ judgement as primitive, and explaining how it relates to truth and falsity. Section 4 argues against another alternative to truth being the relevant way judgements answer to reality, namely truth relative to a judge. 

3. Metaphysically Acceptable Judgement and Truth.

Our intuition is that both Agatha and Daniel’s judgements are acceptable. That’s not epistemic acceptability. It is an evaluation of how well their judgements fit reality. To distinguish it from epistemic justification, let’s label it ‘metaphysical acceptability’. I suggest we take the notion as primitive, in the sense of using it without analyzing it. I don’t suggest that it refers to a fundamental constituent of reality. We take the following as a basic piece of ideology: It is metaphysically acceptable at t for J to judge that p. To judge is to occurrently believe. This choice of ideology is directly supported by the permissiveness intuition. The relevant notion of acceptable judgement appears in an intuition, and hence is an intuitive notion. As I explain below, it is also the crucial notion in the intuition that disagreements about matters of taste are ‘faultless’. It gets theoretical support by allowing us to understand two other phenomena central to vagueness, explained in sections 5 and 9. Suspicion about the notion of metaphysically acceptable judgement flies in the face of the two intuitions in which it appears, and the success of the theory I build using it. Often, the only grasp we have on a notion derives from the theory it features in. One cannot dismiss quark theory because one lacks a prior grasp on the different kinds of charm. Dismissing metaphysical acceptability as too obscure before understanding the theory built from it makes the same mistake. (Section 4 argues that metaphysical acceptability has more direct intuitive and theoretical support than relative truth.)

I don’t claim it is immediately obvious that the correct metaphysical theory concerns which judgements are metaphysically acceptable. But it would be strange to think that one’s metaphysical theory should not go beyond what’s common-sense. Common-sense supplies some of the data for our metaphysics, not the theory itself. I hope that by the end of this paper, the virtues of the approach presented are clear.

It is metaphysically acceptable for Agatha to judge that Quentin’s car is red; it is also metaphysically acceptable for Agatha to judge that Quentin’s car is not red. (Recall that this is not the familiar idea that the proposition is neither definitely true nor definitely false. For that entails that one should not assert p, and not assert not-p.) Matters of taste are a different kind of case that provides direct intuitive support for distinguishing metaphysical acceptability from truth. For example, my Dad does not like curry. He thinks that curry is not delicious. I disagree; I think it is delicious. I think his judgement on that matter is false. Yet it is not a serious position in metaphysics that I am locked on to the nature of deliciousness and my Dad isn’t. I think his judgement is false, yet ‘right’ in the sense relevant to the metaphysics of deliciousness. Curry does not taste good to my Dad, and that makes it ‘right’ or ‘acceptable’ for him to judge that it is not delicious. Indeed, that’s the only acceptable attitude for him to take. Call this the ‘relativity intuition’. 

Contextualists about the word “delicious” reject this intuitive picture. They say that an utterance of “Curry is delicious” means that curry tastes very good to an appropriate proportion of a group of people determined by the context of utterance. On this view, if my Dad and I disagree, we disagree about whether curry tastes delicious to most people in some group. That’s implausible. My Dad is painfully aware that most (British) people love curry. He bemoans the fact that most people these days like “foreign muck,” rather than proper food like fish and chips or cottage pie. So our disagreement does not stem from my Dad having a false sociological view. It stems from the fact that my Dad doesn’t like curry, and so thinks it is not delicious. (More generally, we can suppose that my Dad and I have the same information about which people really like curry.) So it seems that contextualism is unsatisfactory.
  

That matters of taste are ‘subjective’ just is the idea that one can think someone else’s judgement is false but ‘right’ in the sense relevant to understanding the metaphysics of such propositions. The relativity intuition is not merely that my Dad’s judgement is epistemically justified. The intuition is that his judgement answers to how curry tastes to him, and my judgement answers to how curry tastes to me. Both our judgements fit the relevant part of reality acceptably well. To distinguish it from epistemic acceptability, label this the ‘metaphysical acceptability’ of both our judgements. This merely stipulates an unambiguous expression for a notion that appears in the intuition that my Dad’s judgement is false but ‘acceptable’. A notion is intuitive iff it appears in an intuition. So metaphysical acceptability is an intuitive notion.

The relativity intuition and the permissiveness intuition are quite different. Given how curry tastes to us, the only acceptable attitude for my Dad to have is that curry is not delicious, and the only acceptable attitude for me to have is that it is delicious. We can’t go either way. Whether it is acceptable to judge that curry is delicious varies between judges. The permissiveness intuition is that a judge can go either way on a question. This need not be accompanied by any variation between judges in which attitudes are metaphysically acceptable. Both intuitions motivate a notion of ‘acceptable’ judgement, a judgement that answers to reality well enough, that is distinct from the judgement’s being true. 

We should take the permissiveness and relativity intuitions to concern the same notion of acceptable judgment, for theoretical reasons. A theory that treats them as distinct is unnecessarily complex, and generates perplexing questions about the relationship between the two kinds of acceptability. The theory that makes use of one notion of metaphysical acceptable judgement is clearly preferable.

The rest of this section explains my view of truth. The metaphysical theory itself is silent on the truth of the proposition whose vagueness it explains. The theory is not concerned with the truth of the proposition; that is not part of the subject-matter. For example, the metaphysical theory is silent on whether Quentin’s car is red. It is silent on whether London buses are red. It is even silent on whether: London buses are red and not red. The theory says that it is metaphysically acceptable to judge that London buses are red, and indeed, to judge that it is true that London buses are red. It is metaphysically unacceptable not to treat [it is true that p] as equivalent to [p]. Assenting to one is metaphysical acceptable iff assenting to the other is. 

This is not the only approach on which the metaphysical theory explains our use of a ‘minimal’ notion of truth, but does not say which propositions or sentences of the discourse are true. Truth-relativism and expressivist theories of value also have this feature. One would not expect an expressivist view about morality to say whether murder is wrong. That meta-ethical view does not say there is a truth of the matter, though it explains why we are licensed to say that murder is wrong.

Here’s why the current approach must take the truth of a proposition not to be part of its metaphysics. Suppose I judge Quentin’s car to be red. Then I am committed to judging that it is false that the car is not red. So I am committed to the view that Daniel’s judgement (that the car is not red) is false, and in that sense wrong. Yet I want to remain metaphysically ‘even-handed’ between our two verdicts (in the terminology of Wright 2009). That’s only possible if the truth or falsity of p is irrelevant to the metaphysical theory about how our verdicts on p answer to reality. All that’s part of that subject-matter is that both our verdicts are metaphysically acceptable. The same point holds for understanding the subjectivity of matters of taste. I think my Dad’s judgement (that curry is not delicious) is false, and in that sense wrong. Yet from the metaphysical perspective, I remain ‘even-handed’ between our two verdicts.
 That is, the complete, metaphysical theory about deliciousness is silent on whether curry is delicious, because that question is not part of the subject-matter of that theory. (While it is irrelevant to the metaphysics, it is still true that curry is delicious, which would be relevant when selecting a restaurant.)

The following metaphorical talk may help the reader to latch on to the spirit of the view. The theory gives us an understanding of how one ‘plays the game’ of attributing the vague property, or judging things to be delicious. It tells us which moves within the game are acceptable. To judge it true that curry is delicious, or to judge that my Dad’s verdict on that question is false, is merely to make a move within the game, and is not part of explaining how one plays the game.

Clearly, this view requires that there are no facts ‘out there’, ‘in reality’, about deliciousness or vague properties. Otherwise, according with that fact would be what makes a judgement metaphysically acceptable or not. I explain how I understand the relevant metaphysically-loaded notion of ‘fact-in-reality’ in section 6. For now, simply note that the current approach holds that it is not metaphysically loaded to judge that curry is delicious; nor to judge that that proposition is true; nor to judge that curry has the property of being delicious. None of those judgements concerns the metaphysics of deliciousness.

Our metaphysics must be silent on the truth of a vague proposition, and hence on whether it is ‘made true’ by the underlying precise facts. ‘What makes a proposition true’ is not addressed by the correct metaphysical theory. The question is framed using faulty ideology. To insist that the metaphysically serious notion of a judgement’s ‘answering to reality’ is its being true is to insist that ever subject-matter is perfectly objective and ‘factualist’; which is prima facie implausible. I have a different conception of how judgements answer to reality: they are made metaphysically acceptable or unacceptable by the underlying precise fact. In cases where there is no relativity to a judge, whether it is metaphysically acceptable for J to judge that p depends on what is usually termed the ‘supervenience base’ for the vague proposition. For example, it is the precise shade of Quentin’s car that makes it acceptable for Agatha to judge that it is red, and acceptable to judge that it is not red. Judgements about whether Bill is bald ‘answer to’ the arrangement of hair on his hair. That’s what makes judging him to be bald acceptable (or not). 

Holding that the truth of p is irrelevant to the metaphysics of p allows us to give a satisfying account of one kind of ‘higher-order vagueness’. This higher-order vagueness in whether p is just first-order vagueness in whether it is metaphysically acceptable to judge that p. For example, suppose Quentin’s sweater is closer to paradigmatic red than paradigmatic orange. Then Agatha and Daniel might disagree about whether it is metaphysically acceptable to judge that the sweater is orange. If both their verdicts on that matter are metaphysically acceptable, we can call that higher-order vagueness in whether Quentin’s sweater is orange. But really it is ordinary vagueness in a different question. In general, [whether p] is irrelevant to understanding the vagueness of p; what’s relevant is when it is metaphysically acceptable for someone to judge that p. That’s so even when p is the proposition that [it is metaphysically acceptable for J to judge that q]. The truth of the proposition is irrelevant to understanding the vagueness in whether Quentin’s sweater is orange; what’s relevant is which judgements on that matter are metaphysically acceptable. But that’s not relevant to understanding the vagueness in the metaphysical acceptability of judging that Quentin’s sweater is orange. What’s relevant there is whether it is metaphysically acceptable for Agatha to judge that [it is metaphysically accept to judge that the sweater is orange]. And so on. What’s relevant to n-th order vagueness in p is whether [it is metaphysically acceptable to judge that](n) p. For any natural number n, we can understand n-th order vagueness in this way. I have given a schema for explaining the vagueness in a specific question. The story about higher-order vagueness requires our metaphysical explanations to be piece-meal. There is no absolute division of propositions into those that are part of our metaphysical theory and those that are not.

4. Permissiveness and Relative Truth.
My approach to the permissiveness intuition is to take the relevant notion of acceptable judgement as primitive. This section examines the merits of analyzing acceptability in terms of relative truth. That approach to the permissiveness intuition is taken by Mark Richard (2004, esp. pp. 225-7). According to our truth-relativist, the proposition that Quentin’s car is red is true-for-Agatha and false-for-Daniel. It is true-for-Daniel that the car is not red.
 Truth-relativism is compatible with there also being a minimal notion of truth, which we can label ‘truthM’. On this view, necessarily: [it is trueM that p] is true-for-J iff [p] is true-for-J. The truth-relativist theory is silent on which propositions are trueM, instead specifying which judges a proposition is true-for. Analogously, my theory is silent on which propositions are true, instead specifying for which judges it is metaphysically acceptable to affirm the proposition.

The natural analysis to try is that both Agatha and Daniel’s judgements are ‘acceptable’ in the sense that they are both true-for-that-judge. That is unsatisfactory. Relativising truth to a judge is relativising the one correct answer to a judge. But our intuition is that there is not only one correct answer, even relative to a specific judge. When presented with that question, I can think to myself, I can go either way here. Agatha judges that Quentin’s car is red, but it is acceptable for her to judge that it isn’t. It is acceptable for a judge to go either way on Quentin’s question. Contradictory propositions can’t both be true-for-J. So we can’t say that it is acceptable for J to judge that p iff p is true-for-J.

Let’s examine a different strategy for defining acceptability. On this approach, whether it is true-for-J that Quentin’s car is red depends on the shade of his car and on whether J judges that it is red. By contrast, it is true-for-J that London buses are red no matter what J judges on the matter, for they are a clear case. So let’s try to capture the permissiveness intuition as follows.

(PERMISSION) It is acceptable for J to judge that p iff [holding fixed everything apart from J’s judgement on whether p (and J’s related dispositions), it could have been true-for-J that p].

I don’t know whether this can be sophisticated into something extensionally adequate. But we can already evaluate the costs and benefits of such an analysis. 

I see no benefits. The relevant notion of acceptable judgement is intuitive, in that it features in the permissiveness intuition. Relative truth is not an intuitive notion in that way; it does not enjoy direct intuitive support. Neither does the truth-relativist analysis have any theoretical benefits. The counterfactuals that constitute the analysans are not simpler facts than those about acceptable judgements. Relative truth can’t explain a wider range of phenomena than metaphysical acceptablility. (Section 6 spells this out.) By the measures of simplicity, generality, and unification, the truth-relativist analysis of the permissiveness intuition is not a good explanation.

Here’s a cost of accounting for permissiveness in terms of relative truth.
 Suppose we can express the idea that a question has multiple acceptable answers. Then we should also be able to express the idea that a question has no acceptable answers. I will argue that the truth-relativist cannot do so. This is particularly pointed in the context of discussing vagueness. Sections 9 and 10 use the ideology of metaphysically acceptable judgement to give a ‘no solution’ solution to the sorites paradox: every possible response is unacceptable. Defining acceptability in terms of relative truth rules out that diagnosis. 

For example, suppose that the assignment of relative truth is bivalent. Then it is true-for-everyone that there is a sharp cut-off in the sorites sequence. The truth-relativist must then accept that’s the right response to the paradox. But we wanted to express the view that this response to the paradox is not acceptable, and neither are any of the others.

If the truth-relativist introduces a third truth-value, Indeterminate, they can say that it is Indeterminate-for-everyone whether there is a sharp cut-off in the sorites series. Presumably, the right response to the paradox is then to neither affirm nor deny that there is a cut-off. But we wanted to express the view that this stance is not acceptable either. And that view is attractive: the pull of saying there is no sharp cut-off, and the reductio of that claim, do not cancel each other out leaving us in a comfortable silence. They leave us most uncomfortable. Even multi-valent truth-relativism is expressively inadequate.

One might make the ideology more flexible, by making relative truth come in degrees. As such an ideology becomes structurally more like mine, the question becomes increasingly pressing: Why call this a kind of truth? I suggest that the ordinary notion of truth is minimal. It only confuses things to call a very different notion by a similar name. 

5. Extending the Ideology: suspending judgement on a borderline case.

One conception of a borderline case is that it is metaphysically acceptable to go either way on it. Another conception is that one suspends judgement on such a proposition without thereby missing out on a hidden fact of the matter. Intuitively, if someone suspends judgement on whether I have three coins in my pocket, they miss out on something about the world. By contrast, if someone suspends judgement on whether Quentin’s car is red, they do not. 

The ideology of metaphysically acceptable judgement is easily extended to capture this idea. Suspending judgement is an occurrent mental state, an attitude to a proposition, just like affirming and denying. Ignoring a proposition is a different mental state, incompatible with suspending judgement. Let’s allow that it can be metaphysically acceptable for someone to suspend judgement on a proposition. That captures the idea that suspending judgement acceptably fits reality. Suspending judgement on whether Quentin’s car is red fits reality at least as well as either affirming or denying that proposition. By contrast, suspending judgement on whether I have three coins in my pocket does not fit reality at all—​affirming that I do is the only metaphysically acceptable attitude to that proposition.

Metaphysical acceptability is different from epistemic acceptability. An epistemically unjustified belief that I have three coins in my pocket now would be metaphysically acceptable—it fits reality. A justified belief that I have one coin in my pocket now would be metaphysically unacceptable. Someone who lacks evidence either way is epistemically required to suspend judgement on whether I have three coins in my pocket, even if they know that suspending judgement is metaphysically unacceptable. 

We can now recognize a kind of permissiveness that’s more modest than that examined in section 2. There can be cases where it is acceptable to judge that p, or suspend judgement, but not acceptable to deny that p. Some readers might find this more obvious than the original permissiveness intuition.


The suggestion of this section can be expanded into a theory of indeterminacy. That theory is silent on which propositions are indeterminate, and does not say ‘what it is’ for a proposition to be indeterminate. Rather, it tells us when it is metaphysically acceptable to judge that a proposition is indeterminate.

It is metaphysically acceptable for J to judge that [p is indeterminate] iff it is metaphysical acceptable for J to suspend judgement on p.

 (Don’t confuse this conception of indeterminacy with the idea that both affirming and denying the proposition are metaphysically acceptable. It is only on the newly defined conception that it is incoherent to hold that p is both true and indeterminate. That’s the conception most philosophers have had in mind.)

6. Metaphysics and Metaphysical Acceptability.

I will return to the sorites paradox after placing my approach in a wider context. This section sketches a metaphysics built around the notion of metaphysically acceptable judgement, rather than that of a fact holding in virtue of certain others. It isn’t only judgements on issues affected by vagueness or relativity that have a level of metaphysical acceptability. Nearly all judgements do.
 We can use that ideology to characterize degrees of objectivity, and different senses of there being ‘no fact of the matter’ about certain questions. I start by explaining how metaphysical acceptability relates to realism. 

I adopt Kit Fine’s conception of realism (Fine 2001, 2009). We accept the unanalyzed concept of a ‘fact in metaphysical reality’, abbreviated R(p). A pretty good approximation of R(p) is: it is a fundamental fact that p. Some facts are metaphysically privileged. The others are still facts. Suppose it is the case that p. Realism about p holds that R(p). Anti-realism about p holds that not-R(p). Again following Fine (2009), we can say that an object or property is ‘real’ iff it features in a fact-in-reality. The vast majority of objects and properties are not metaphysically privileged in that way. Diverging from Fine, I hold that realism is linked to metaphysical acceptability by the following thesis (it’s not a definition of either notion).

(REALISM) It is a fact-in-reality that p iff what makes it metaphysically acceptable for everyone to judge that p is: that p.

To defend anti-realism about p is to explain how judgements that p can be metaphysically acceptable without appeal to its being the case that p.

Anti-realism in this sense does not imply any subjectivity. R(p) makes affirming [p(q] the only metaphysically acceptable attitude to that disjunction. We don’t need to include the disjunction among the facts-in-reality; we have explained which judgments about that matter are metaphysically acceptable in other terms. So on my view, not-R(p(q). This seems right on Ockhamist grounds.

The anti-realist need not explain the metaphysical acceptability of a judgement in terms of the facts-in-reality. The anti-realist needs to understand the acceptability of judgements that p in more fundamental terms, not in absolutely fundamental terms. For example, it is metaphysically acceptable for me to judge that curry is delicious, because it is disposed to taste good to me. Judging something to be red is metaphysically acceptable because of the precise shade the thing is. The explanans are not facts-in-reality. The anti-realist explains the practice of judging whether p, and one does not understand a way of life in terms of fundamental physics. Good metaphysical explanations will be local in this way. 

On my approach to vagueness, we explain the metaphysical acceptability of judgements about the instantiation of a vague property in terms of the underlying precise facts. So there are not facts-in-reality about the instantiation of vague properties. They are not ‘real’ in Fine’s sense; they are not constituents of metaphysical reality. There are such properties, they just aren’t metaphysically privileged. That’s all there is to say on the topic of whether vagueness is ‘in reality’. 

One should also be anti-realist about how metaphysically acceptable a given judgements is, for that won’t be a fundamental fact. This was already clear, because it can be vague whether the judgement is metaphysically acceptable. Note that it is also true on more orthodox metaphysical approaches that the facts reported by metaphysics are not fundamental. Views that use as their ideology ‘p grounds [or makes true] q’ should not take those facts to be fundamental. For it would follow that the grounded truth q would be fundamental, which is incoherent. Further, even if it is a fact-in-reality that p, it is not a fact-in-reality that it is a fact-in-reality that p.

 I will now consider different cases in which one might want to say that there is ‘no fact of the matter’ about p. That expression gestures at many different conditions. First consider an under-defined property, such as Williamson’s ‘dommal’. 

Suppose we have a word ‘dommal’, of which our use turns out to be constrained by just two principles: that every dog is a dommal, and that every dommal is a mammal. Is a cat a dommal?

(Williamson 1994 p. 213)

There is a single judge-invariant metaphysically acceptable answer over dogs (yes) and non-mammals (no). Where the term is not defined, i.e. for mammals that are not dogs, both judging that p and judging that not-p are unacceptable. The single acceptable attitude is suspending judgement. That’s the same for all judges. 


When there is variation between judges in what attitudes it is metaphysically acceptable to have towards p, p is (at least partially) a subjective matter. The crudest such theory of taste would be: J’s judgement that curry is delicious is metaphysically acceptable iff curry tastes very good to J. On that view, attributions of deliciousness ‘answer entirely to’ the judge’s mental state and dispositions. One might want to say that there is ‘no fact of the matter’ about whether curry is delicious (even if one thinks it is.) (A moral anti-realism analogous to my treatment of deliciousness holds that there are moral beliefs and judgements. For them to be metaphysically acceptable is for them to reflect the judge’s deepest commitments of a certain kind. Of course, that’s not what it is for them to be morally acceptable.) 

An advantage of my ideology is that it allows subjectivity to come in degrees. For example, my MS1 argues that whether a knowledge-attribution is metaphysically acceptable depends both on facts about the subject of the attribution, and on what’s salient to the judge. So knowledge is only partly subjective. 


I claimed that vagueness leads to propositions it is metaphysically acceptable to affirm, deny, or suspend judgement on. This is another sense in which there can be ‘no fact of the matter’. In this sense, one can think there is ‘no fact of the matter’, yet still affirm that p. Section 10 will describe a further kind case in which there is ‘no fact of the matter’: when presented with a genuine paradox, there is no metaphysically acceptable response for the judge to give.


The kinds of ‘no fact of the matter’ distinguished by the ideology do seem distinct. We are achieving some clarity in these murky matters. We have captured degrees of subjectivity, and degrees of permissiveness. I don’t think this captures all the ways in which we are inegalitarian about the properties featured in propositions we are anti-realist about. I don’t think subjectivity and permissiveness capture the sense in which biological species mark distinctions that are ‘more real’ than the property of being between one and two metres long. The latter is perfectly precise and objective, yet marks no ‘joint in nature’ at all. There is no significant difference between things that are 1.01m and 1.99m on the one hand, and 0.99m and 2.01m on the other. There is a significant difference between cats and rabbits. Here is my proposal for capturing that thought. Some properties and things feature in good explanations. They allow us to see patterns in the world. Let us say that properties and objects have a level of ‘explanatory validation’. Vague natural kinds have a lot of explanatory validation. The property of being between one and two metres long has little explanatory validation. (Metaphysical acceptability has a lot of explanatory validation.) I have labeled a phenomenon rather than explained it, but that’s not a worry. Here’s a related labeling. Some properties and things are pragmatically important for human beings to identify. For example, it is useful to think about tables and chairs because of the uses we put them to. They have a lot of ‘pragmatic validation’. Some things have pragmatic validation because they feature in useful explanations, i.e. deriving from their explanatory validation. Things with little explanatory or pragmatic validation are things we should cease to think about.

7. Metaphysics and Compositional Semantics.


My metaphysics is compatible with standard approaches to compositional semantics. The metaphysics says when a judgement is metaphysically acceptable. There’s nothing linguistic about that. On the other hand, a compositional meaning theory should be about purely linguistic matters. Its job is to explain why “le gateau est delicieux” means in French that the cake is delicious, in terms of the way the sentence is made up of those words. It is not the job of linguistics to tell you whether the cake is delicious, or how to judge on that issue. On the truth-conditional approach, we want the theory to predict that “le gateau est delicieux” is true iff the cake is delicious. Again, that’s independent of whether the cake is delicious, or how to judge on that issue. Anti-realism about such entities says that the cake exists, and that there is a property of deliciousness, though they are not ‘metaphysically real’ because they do not figure in any of the facts-in-reality (Fine 2009). So we can assign the cake as the meaning of “le gateau”, and deliciousness as the meaning of “delicieux”. Metaphysical antirealism is compatible with referential semantics.

My metaphysics does show we shouldn’t read too much into certain models of meaning we use to explain compositionality. A standard implementation of truth-conditional semantics assigns objects and functions as the ‘semantic values’ of expressions. Assertoric utterances get a semantic value (Kaplan’s ‘content’) that is a function from possible worlds to {True, False}. That function models the truth-conditions of the utterance. An utterance of “the car is red” maps the actual world to one of {True, False}. So there is no candidate semantic value that is the single metaphysically acceptable one for any English speaker to conform to. Similarly, My Dad and I must disagree about the semantic value of “delicious”. This does not affect the explanatory power of positing semantic values as part of the scientific project of explaining compositionality. That task is to explain the meaning of complex sentences, given the meaning of the atomic expressions. In the current terms, we explain how whichever semantic value is assigned to “delicious” affects the semantic value of uttered sentences containing that word. This project does not assume that there is exactly one function that it is metaphysically acceptable for any English speaker to conform to. Nor does it require figuring out the semantic value of the atoms; we only need to know their type. (That’s fortunate. We wouldn’t want the linguistics journals to be full of arguments about whether curry falls under the extension of “delicious”, or whether Quentin’s car falls under the extension of “red.”)


Getting clear on the explanatory task of linguistics supports its independence from metaphysical concerns. Linguistics seeks to explain how linguistic communication works.
 How is it that the hearer tokens the right concepts in response to the speaker’s utterance? In outline, speakers and hearers know the linguistic conventions of word meaning and sentence construction, and understand each other’s psychology. 

More concretely, hearers perform two types of cognitive processing: decoding and psychological interpretation. Compositional semantics is concerned with what the conventions of word meaning and sentence construction are. (How knowledge of those conventions is implemented in the brain is another matter.) For example, it might be a convention that “delicious” refers to deliciousness, and that “red” refers to redness. Such conventions constrain the interpretation of what a speaker means by uttering, for example, “The cake is delicious.” 

Some sentences are built up in a very complicated way. Maybe the most perspicuous way to theorize about how the conventions of composition determine the compatible interpretations of the speaker is to model the conventions using Kaplanian semantic values does. For example, we model the meaning of “delicious” as a function from worlds and objects to truth-values. Modeling meanings as semantic values is good for understanding how compositionality works. Specific explanatory purposes warrant certain idealizations. We can ignore vagueness and relativity when explaining compositionality. That idealization is in the service of the wider goal of understanding how a hearer computes a complex representation when faced with a complicated sentence. It is irrelevant to such a project whether predicative words and concepts have a determinate and objective extension.

8. Extending the Ideology: combinations of attitudes, degrees of acceptability.

Let’s return to giving an account of vagueness. Stephen Schiffer thinks that when one suspends judgement on a case like whether Quentin’s car is red, one does so ambivalently (Schiffer forthcoming a pp. 3-5). One might take a contrasting view: suspending judgement is better than either positive verdict, though all three are acceptable. I don’t commit myself on those two views, but we can easily extend the ideology to express them, as follows. 

Acceptability is a normative notion. We see from the moral case that we need a family of normative notions to capture all the phenomena. For example, we need comparisons of and the absolute moral goodness of an act, as well as moral requirement, to understand supererogation. An act is supererogatory iff it is not required, though it is good, and it is better than some of the other permissible acts. In a moral dilemma, all the possible acts are very bad. To judge that one of the possible acts is required would not respect how bad that act is. We capture finer-grained distinctions in terms of goodness and badness than in terms of requirement and permissibility. So I will take metaphysical acceptability to be analogous to moral goodness rather than permissibility. I will make free use of the idea that metaphysical acceptability comes in degrees, and that some judgements are more acceptable than others. When this terminology feels strained, I will talk of metaphysically ‘happy’ judgement to denote the relevant kind of goodness. We can express Schiffer’s intuition by saying there are cases in which suspending judgement is metaphysically acceptable, and at least as acceptable as affirming or denying, yet still not very metaphysically happy. The contrasting view says that all three attitudes are metaphysically acceptable, though suspending judgement is metaphysically more acceptable than the others.

Here is another way I enrich the ideology of a judgement being metaphysically acceptable. Combinations of judgements can also be metaphysically acceptable or unacceptable. It is acceptable for Agatha to affirm that Quentin’s car is red, and acceptable for her to affirm that it isn’t. But it is metaphysically unacceptable for her to do both. This idea allows us to characterize penumbral connections. It is acceptable for Agatha to affirm that the car is red, and acceptable for her to affirm that it is orange; but it is unacceptable for her to do both. 

It is metaphysically unacceptable to: judge that Quentin’s car is red but suspend judgement on whether it is not red. A cluster of related truths about metaphysical acceptability explains our practice of reasoning in accordance with the law of non-contradiction. More generally, I conjecture that we can explain our practice of logical reasoning in this manner. Certain combinations of mental state are bad, and avoiding them constitutes logical belief revision. I will not attempt to give a general theory of logic here. I will just make use of the claims needed to explain our reaction to the sorites paradox.


Whether a judgement is metaphysically acceptable is a measure of how it answers to reality. That was a natural part of taking the permissiveness intuition seriously. It does not seem right to say that judging Quentin’s car to be red and judging it to be orange is a combination that answers badly to reality.
 It is not some thing in reality that makes that combination bad. I don’t think this is a problem. Metaphysical acceptability is the kind of acceptability we appeal to in coming to a metaphysical understanding of an area of discourse. Individual judgements answer to reality more or less well; there are also top-down prohibitions on certain combinations of judgements. In both cases, we are using metaphysical acceptability to explain how we ‘play the game’ of making judgements on such matters. We want our judgements to fit reality, and to mesh with each other. It is no problem that meshing with each other is not a way for combinations of judgements to ‘answer to reality’. 


I suggest we take the metaphysical acceptability of a judgement to be intrinsic to it, i.e. independent on how it meshes with the others made by the judge. For example, only the shade of the object is relevant to whether it is metaphysically acceptable to judge that it is red. When a judge is faced with multiple questions, the truths about the (intrinsic) metaphysical acceptability of each attitude, plus the top-down truths about the acceptability of combinations of those attitudes, together determine the all-things-considered metaphysical acceptability of each combination of attitudes to the questions faced. Faced with the questions of whether p, q, and r, the combination [judging that p, suspending on q, and denying that r] gets a level of all-things-considered metaphysical acceptability in that way. Compare the following case of moral evaluation. Suppose I have two nephews, Nigel and Neil, who are both good boys. $20 is a good birthday present to give either of them, as is $30. But it would be bad to give them different amounts. The combination of [giving Nigel $20 and Neil $30] is all-things-considered bad, even though there is nothing intrinsically wrong with giving Nigel $20 and there is nothing intrinsically wrong with giving Neil $30. By contrast, it is the intrinsic value of the individual acts that explains what’s wrong with the combination of [giving Nigel $2 and Neil $2]. 

9. The Sorites Paradox.

The ideology of metaphysically acceptable judgement allows us to state a ‘no-solution’ solution to the sorites paradox. That response is extremely attractive (though not mandated by the rest of this paper). The rough idea is that when you consider the paradox-forming set of propositions, there is no combination of attitudes to them that is all-things-considered metaphysically acceptable. The situation is analogous to being in a moral dilemma: every response is bad. Usually, the propositions one is considering do not form such a paradoxical set. As I will explain, this means the paradox does not infect our normal judgements. The next section explains how this theory dissolves the paradox without solving it.

I claim we are metaphysically required to treat vague properties as having No Sharp Boundary (NSB) between their application and non-application. This constrains the combinations of judgements we make, and also the complex judgements we make (e.g. about conjunctions). Here’s an example of the former.

(NSB1) When shades s and s* are very similar, and the question of their redness comes up, it is metaphysically unacceptable to: [judge that shade s is red and not judge that shade s* is red]. 

In other words, if you have occurrent attitudes about the redness of s and s*, they must be the same one. This prohibition is not violated if one judges that s is red but ignores the question of whether s* is red, and thereby doesn’t judge that s* is red. It is violated if one judges that s is red and suspends judgement on whether s* is red. Suspending judgement on a proposition is an occurrent attitude towards it, while to ignore the proposition is to lack any occurrent attitude towards it. This distinction means that one automatically satisfies NSB1 if one is only judging the redness of one object.

We need this kind of prohibition to deal with penumbral connections too.

(PC1) For all shades s, when the questions of whether s is red and whether s is orange come up, it is metaphysically unacceptable to: [judge that s is red and not deny that s is orange].

Again, there is nothing wrong with judging something to be red and ignoring the question of whether it is orange. One does not thereby flaunt the penumbral connection, as one does if one judges s to be red and suspends judgement on whether it is orange. Hence PC1 and NSB1 need to be formulated as restrictions on pairs of occurrent attitudes. Just because it is metaphysically unacceptable to hold a certain pair of attitudes does not mean that one of the attitudes must be individually unacceptable. A violation of PC1 or NSB1 in the borderline will involve two attitudes that are individually metaphysically acceptable, though their combination is unacceptable. 


Treating redness as having no sharp boundary also constrains our attitudes towards certain conjunctions, conditionals, etc. The same is true of treating red and orange as incompatible colours. For example:

(PC2) For all shades s, it is metaphysically unacceptable for a judge to affirm or suspend judgement on whether: [s is red and s is orange]. 

In other words, either one ignores that conjunction, or only denying it is OK.

(NSB2) If shades s and s* are very close, it is metaphysically unacceptable for a judge to affirm or suspend judgement on whether: [s is red and s* is not red].

In other words, if the question of that conjunction comes up, one must deny it. For any shade s, a judge who considers it must deny that s marks the boundary between red and non-red. I think that as a result, a judge who consider it must deny that any shade s marks the boundary between red and non-red. Let us be clear: the theory does not say that there is no sharp boundary between red and non-red. It says that every judge who is paying attention to the question is required to affirm that there is no sharp boundary.


Recall that what makes it metaphysically (un/)acceptable to judge that something is red is the precise shade of the thing. Treating red as being incompatible with orange, and treating red as having no sharp boundary, does not affect the metaphysical acceptability of individual judgements. The key to the sorites paradox is that sometimes, these facts about the acceptability of individual judgements, and the requirement on pairs of judgements that they treat similar cases in the same way, cannot all be respected. When faced with the paradox-forming propositions, no combination of attitudes to them is all-things-considered metaphysically acceptable. Usually we are not considering such a set of propositions, and there is no problem making judgements that are individually and combinatorially metaphysically acceptable. (I am indebted to Tim Maudlin (2008) in what follows.)
 

Suppose Olive is currently only considering one question about what’s red. Her attitude to that one issue can’t draw a sharp boundary; NSB1 is empty in this case. She only needs to respect the metaphysical acceptability of her single attitude. Tamsin is currently considering exactly two questions about what’s red, namely whether Quentin’s car is red, and whether Quentin’s sweater is red. If those two items are of sufficiently different shades, then NSB1 places no restrictions on her verdicts. No pair of attitudes to those two questions would treat similar cases differently. All Tamsin needs to respect in this case is the acceptability of the two individual attitudes. Suppose Henry is faced with a hundred objects, and tries to say which ones are red. If the objects cluster into groups of similar shades, then Henry can avoid treating similar cases differently. For Henry can give the same answer within each cluster, but different answers between clusters. NSB1 does constrain Henry’s attitudes, unlike those of Olive and Tamsin. Henry must not switch answers in the middle of a cluster. But he can satisfy that requirement and the acceptability of his individual attitudes, as long as the objects Henry is considering cluster in the right way.


In a sorites series for redness, the shades of the objects do not cluster. Every item in the series is of a very similar shade to the previous item. Suppose Sam tries to say which items in the series are red. She satisfies NSB1 only if she takes the same attitude to every item in the series. If she does that, she takes the same attitude to the first and last items in the series. But she is required to judge that the first item is red, and required to judge that the last item is not red. So it is impossible for Sam to satisfy both NSB1, and the requirements to judge the first item in the series to be red and the last item in the series to be not red. Sam cannot avoid some feature of her mental state being metaphysically unacceptable. Sam’s individual judgements can all be metaphysically acceptable, but then a pair of them will treat similar cases differently. That pair of judgements will be metaphysically unacceptable, though each member of the pair is metaphysically acceptable.


The sorites is a genuine paradox. Suppose Peter is presented with an n-step series, starting with something red and ending with something that clearly isn’t. For all x in the series, let x’=x+1. The only (intrinsically) metaphysically acceptable attitude for Peter to take is to affirm that the first item is red, i.e. that R1. The only metaphysically acceptable attitude for Peter to take is to affirm that (Rn (that the last item is not red). The only metaphysically acceptable attitude for Peter to take is to affirm that (x((Rx&(Rx’). But it is metaphysically unacceptable for Peter to: [judge that R1, judge that (Rn, and judge that (x((Rx&(Rx’)]. Whatever combination of attitudes Peter has to the members of the set {R1, (Rn, (x((Rx&(Rx’)}, something about his attitudes will be metaphysically unacceptable. Judges faced with a full sorites series or the paradox are simply stuck. However, judges who are not faced with a full sorites series or the paradox can usually satisfy all the demands of metaphysical acceptability. There was no problem in Olive, Tamsin and Henry satisfying the requirements on their individual attitudes and pairs thereof. There is a successful practice of judging things to be red because judges usually ignore the full range of such questions.


The following analogy might help. Suppose a junior diplomat is given three orders about greeting dignitaries.

1. Shake hands with British citizens.

2. Kiss French citizens.

3. Don’t both kiss and shake hands with anyone.

Most people are not citizens of both countries. So in the usual cases, it is completely clear how to satisfy all three orders. John is British and not French, so shaking hands and not kissing him passes muster. Pierre is French and not British, so kissing him and not shaking hands does so. But one day Paul arrives, who is both British and French. In this case it is impossible to satisfy all three orders. This does not show there was a problem in the cases of John and Pierre. It is misleading to say that the three orders are ‘inconsistent’. Rather, they are satisfiable is the cases of John and Pierre, but necessarily violated in the case of Paul.
 Anaglously, the demands of metaphysically acceptable attitudes and combinations thereof are not unsatisfiable tout court. A judge faced with a sorites can’t have an all-things-considered acceptable combination of attitudes, but a judge in a more normal situation can. 

Michael Dummett (1975) frames his ‘no-solution’ solution to the sorites paradox in terms of what the rules require.
 There is a logical problem with this, and a deep explanatory problem. I will explain how we avoid those problems by framing our theory using a notion of acceptability that is analogous to goodness, rather than requirement.

Suppose Peter is required to judge that R1, and required to judge that (x((Rx&(Rx’), and required not to: [judge that R1, judge that (x((Rx&(Rx’), and judge that (Rn]. Then it follows by (admittedly controversial) standard deontic logic that Peter is required not to judge that (Rn. But item n is at the far end of the sorites series and so clearly isn’t red; so according to this approach, Peter is required to judge that (Rn. So Peter is required to judge that (Rn and required not to, which is a contradiction in standard deontic logic. Giving a ‘no-solution’ solution to the sorites in terms of required judgements commits one to a non-standard deontic logic. 

I won’t explore what logic might be satisfactory, because there is a deep explanatory objection to any such characterization of the paradox. The objection is pressed against Dummett by Crispin Wright (forthcoming b section IV). Wright points out that when faced with the paradox, we feel no pressure against our verdicts about the clear cases at either end of the sorites series. It is out of the question to stop judging that the clearly red shade is red, and that the clearly blue shade isn’t red. By contrast, we do feel pressure not to affirm that (x((Rx&(Rx’). This cannot be explained by a theory that says all three judgements are required. We need more expressive power to accommodate Wright’s datum. We should frame the theory in terms of degrees and comparisons of badness, rather than what is required. The view is that every combination of attitudes to the paradox-forming propositions is bad, though some are worse than others. For example, affirming a contradiction, or give up our verdicts about clear cases of the predicate, are outrageous responses to the paradox. There is no prospect of the logic of badness being strong enough to make trouble for this proposal.

It is not surprising that talk of requirement and prohibition is unhelpful for describing the dilemma posed by the sorites: that’s so for moral dilemmas too. In a moral dilemma, all the options are really bad, though some are still worse than others. It is misleading to add deontic judgements to this characterization. Here’s a powerful example. Sophie is in a concentration camp, and is given the opportunity to save one of her two children. If she doesn’t pick one to be saved, both her children will be killed. The central point about ‘Sophie’s Choice’ is that all her options are horrific. One might want to add that letting both children be killed is even worse than picking one to be saved and one to be killed. But it strikes me as crass to believe that Sophie ought to nominate one of her children to be saved, or that she is morally required to choose. (If she had been presented with two strangers to pick between, that would be the right answer.) It also strikes me as crass to believe that she is morally permitted to choose between her children. The deontic categories are unhelpful in understanding the moral situation. If one judges some of the options to be permissible and the others impermissible, one has resolved the dilemma to one’s satisfaction. To judge all the options impermissible is to cease to struggle with the dilemma, and thus to cease to see it as a dilemma. It seems that a situation can only be characterized as a dilemma using degrees and comparisons of badness, rather than the deontic notions of requirement and permissibility.

10. A Genuine Paradox.

If this is the right picture, philosophers should not ‘solve’ the sorites paradox. We don’t need to identify the ‘right’ answer about how to avoid the contradiction, any more than we should identify the ‘right’ answer in borderline cases. In the borderline, there are multiple acceptable answers; in the paradox there are no acceptable answers. That is all that’s relevant to having a metaphysical understanding of vagueness. I argued in section 6 that in general, whether it is true that p is irrelevant to the understanding the metaphysics of p, and the paradox-forming propositions conform to this.

What do I say about which of the propositions that form the paradox are true? Let me prepare you for my answer by considering two analogous questions. My theory says that it is metaphysically acceptable for me to judge that curry is delicious, and indeed, that’s the only acceptable verdict for me to give. So while the theory does not say that curry is delicious, you should expect that I will assert that it is, when pressed on that question. That is sometimes a good question to ask me, for example when we are looking at a menu. But it is not a good question to press in the seminar room. Whether curry is delicious is irrelevant to understanding the metaphysics of deliciousness. If you are expecting philosophical illumination from my answer to that question, you haven’t understood the approach.

Similarly, my theory says that all three occurrent attitudes are acceptable as to whether Quentin’s car is red. You shouldn’t expect the holder of the theory to have one attitude rather than another. You can press me on whether Quentin’s car is red, and I’ll tell you what I think. But that answer is of no philosophical interest. What’s of philosophical interest is that all three attitudes are metaphysically acceptable (including suspending judgement). If you are trying to understand vagueness, pressing me on whether Quentin’s car is red shows that you haven’t understood my approach.

My theory says that judges presented with a sorites paradox cannot have attitudes to those propositions that are individually and combinatorially metaphysically acceptable. What should we expect someone who holds that theory to say about which of the propositions are true? We should expect them to grimace and say, “Oh bugger!” That’s what I’ll say if you press me on the matter. (Maybe I’ll temporarily withhold judgement on the validity of reductio ad absurdum, and on whether there’s a sharp boundary, but I’ll be pretty unhappy about it. And I’ll soon go back to affirming that there is no sharp boundary, and that the laws of classical logic are valid.) But you won’t be pressing me on a philosophically illuminating question. I’ve explained our use of vague concepts, including why we don’t accept any response to the paradox. A question remains, and it is a question no-one can answer, but answering it is no part of understanding the origins and significance of the paradox. Pressing me to say which of the propositions that form the paradox are true makes the same mistake as pressing me on whether curry is delicious, or whether Quentin’s car is red. 

Analytic philosophers are rightly annoyed by Wittgenstein’s remark that if we find an apparent contradiction, we should “let it lie. Do not go there.” (ed. Diamond 1976/1989 p. 138.) He does not explain how come the paradox does not infect every judgement we make. I have done so, using the notion of metaphysical acceptability. (No doubt my position is too theoretical and metaphysical for Wittgenstein.) The ‘no solution’ diagnosis of the paradox is attractive, given the intuitive costs to all the straight-forward ‘solutions’. This is further support for theorizing in terms of metaphysically acceptable judgement.
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� It is plausible that this permissiveness is constitutive of vagueness. For suppose one thinks that two is not a lot of children to have, but three is. (This example is due to Brian Weatherson forthcoming.) One is not susceptible to a sorites paradox for the property of [being a lot of children]. One does not suspend judgement on any question of what numbers have that property. Yet one can permit others to disagree about whether three is a lot of children to have, because the application of the property is vague in that case.


� Terence Horgan and Matjaž Potrč’s (2006) notion of ‘semantically correct affirmability’ won’t do for this reason, because they identify it with the truth of the assertion.


� Similar arguments appear in Wright 2001 p. 70, 2003 p. 10; Stephen Schiffer forthcoming a pp. 3-5.





� Cappelen and Hawthorne (2009 chapter 4) attempt to undermine this intuition. They argue that there is an ‘exocentric’ use, on which someone who dislikes hotdogs can encourage a child who likes them to eat one by saying, “Hotdogs are delicious!” This is irrelevant to my theory, which concerns which judgements are acceptable. The speaker here does not judge that hotdogs are delicious, so there is no challenge to my theory. Cappelen and Hawthorne also worry about intuitions framed in generic terms. But we have the relativity intuition concerning our disagreement about whether this batch of curry is delicious. Further, do not ask whether I really or strongly disagree with my Dad (tout court). Ask whether we disagree about whether this batch of curry is delicious. I find the relativity intuition to be robust.


� Wright (2009) is perplexed as to how one could remain ‘even-handed’ between one’s verdict that p and another’s verdict that not-p. So he worries that no kind of relativism is coherent. The solution given in the text can be also given by other kinds of relativism, e.g. truth-relativism.


� An alternative view relativises truth to a ‘criterion’ for redness, i.e. a function from shades to the set of possible answers. This strategy misses the point. Why talk about acceptable criteria for redness, rather than acceptable judgements directly? It just brings in a lot of irrelevant questions, such as whether my shoes are red. This variation also shares the defects discussed in the text.


� See my forthcoming, section 2, for another example of the expressive limitations of truth-relativism.


� Maybe we can characterize the ‘open future’ as the view that predictions don’t have a level of metaphysical acceptability until the time the concern has passed. They do have a level of epistemic acceptability when they are made.


� In general, judging that [A(B] is made metaphysically acceptable by whatever makes affirming one of the disjuncts metaphysically acceptable (or both of them). But I don’t want to get caught up in whether we should accept the Law of Excluded Middle.


� I am influenced by Stephen Neale’s ‘Linguistic Pragmatism,’ e.g. his 2005.


� Dummett (1993) tries to define semantic values in terms of an epistemic notion of acceptable judgement. He admits in his valedictory lecture (1993 p. 413?) that, after thirty years of working on his verification-conditions theory of meaning, he still can’t give a semantics for negation. Let’s stick to truth-conditional semantics.


� Thanks to MJ here.


� Unfortunately, Maudlin uses his account of acceptable attitudes in a given ‘judgement situation’ to define up truth-values for the relevant propositions, and hence solve the sorites paradox. His solution is that it is not true that no red object is next to a non-red object in the sorites series. I think the ‘no-solution’ solution is more attractive. Further, Maudlin says that propositions on which one can go either way get a third truth-value, Indeterminate. It is not clear what other account he could give of the idea that one can suspend judgement on a borderline case without missing out on a ‘fact of the matter’.


� In a forced march, it is increasingly metaphysically unacceptable to judge (individually) that the next item is red. But one is required to treat it in the same way as one does the previous item. So the best one can do becomes increasingly poor. Eventually one satisfies the two demands by giving up one’s previous judgement, saying that this item and the previous one both aren’t red.


� Peter Vranas (2008) agrees, given his definition of consistency for imperative logic.


� Wright (forthcoming b section IV) interprets Dummett (1975) as holding that one violates the rules whenever one judges something to be red, not just when considering the sorites. Wright correctly objects that this can’t make sense of our stable practice of judging things red. Maudlin (2008) shows how to evade the objection, even while framing the theory in terms of what the rules require. Olive and Tamsin’s judgements violate no rules (and if the objects before him cluster, neither does Henry’s).
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