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1 Introduction

This paper presents a novel empirical contribution to thgparg study of the relationship between
a well-established lexical class distinction in the adyattdomain (therelative vs absolute
distinction) and the phenomenon known in linguistics andogbphy asvagueness Some
examples of members of the relative class (henceflRAB are shown in (1), and some examples
of members of the absolute class (hencefé#ty are shown in (2).

(1) Relative Adjectives:
a. Johnigall.
b. This watch iexpensive
c. This stick islong

(2) Absolute Adjectives:
a. This room iempty.
b. John ishald.
c. This towel iswet.

Although members of both the relative and absolute clasEssabar adjectives can appear
in the comparative (exJohn istaller than Mary, This room isemptier than that roometc.), it
has been observed by many authors (ex. Cruse (1986), Kamp asdid®tischer (1994), Pinkal
(1995), Yoon (1996), Rotstein and Winter (2004), Kennedy BtudNally (2005) and Kennedy
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(2007), among others) that adjectives like those in (1) belkfferently from those in (2) with
respect to a large variety of syntactic and semantic tegtkaP(1995) and Kennedy (2007) make
the additional proposal that relative adjectives and alts@djectives are further differentiated at
the pragmatic level in that the members of the former clasplay the characteristic properties
of vague language in all contexts; whereas, the distribubibthe symptoms of vagueness with
members of the latter class is subject to contextual vana#s is standard in the recent literature
on vagueness (cf. Keefe (2000), Fara (2000), Smith (2008)ng others), | take vague language
to be characterized by the presence of a cluster of thremt€hl properties: 1porderline cases
(objects for which it is difficult or even impossible to tellhether they satisfy the predicate),
2) fuzzy boundariegthe observation that there appear to be no sharp boundsetesen cases
of a vague predicate and its negation), andBceptibility to the Sorites parad¢a paradox for
systems based on classical first order logic that followsftlee fuzzy boundaries property). These
properties will be further discussed and exemplified in theybof the paper.

The main claim of the paper (which is in line with Pinkal andnikedy) is that the
absolute/relative distinction is important for the distiion of vagueness; however, not in the
way that these authors (and others) have proposed. | argtieheh proper characterization of
how absolute and relative predicates differ when it comestueness is not based on contextual
variability, but on something else. | provide new data simgathat RAs also display contextual
variability in the symptoms of vagueness, and, thus, | ariipag this property should not be
attributed solely to members of the AA class. Building on #nigpirical observation, | propose that
we can arrive at a more accurate description of the phenomeihneagueness and its distribution
across contexts by employing a context-relative notiont thaall potential vaguenessiefined
(informally) in (3).

(3) Potential Vagueness (informal):
An adjectiveP is potentially vagueff there is some context in which P has borderline
cases, fuzzy boundaries, and gives rise to a Soritical asgtimc.

Finally, I show that relative and absolute adjectives dgldig variability in (potential)
vagueness; however, it momplemenbased, rather than context-based. In particular, | show
that relative adjectives have both potentially vague p@sitorms ) and negative formsnt
P), while, for AAs, only one of the two are potentially vague. sthow that whether an AA
has a potentially vague positive or negative form is stithigtvardly predictable from which
well-established scale-structure AA subclass it belomgsthe total class or thepartial class
(cf. Cruse (1980), Yoon (1996), Rotstein and Winter (2004)pagnothers). More precisely, |
show that total AAs (exempty, bald, straight, cleaetc.) have potentially vague positive forms
and non-potentially vague negative forms; whereas, pa#as (ex. wet, dirty, bentetc.) have
potentially vague negative forms and non-potentially wagasitive forms.

Class P. VagueP | P. Vague—P
Relative v v
Total Absolute v X
Partial Absolute X v

Table 1:Potential Vagueness Typology of Scalar Adjectives
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The paper is organized as follows: In section 2, | presenesointhe (vagueness-independent)
grammatical tests that distinguish between relative arsdlate adjectives on the one hand and
total and partial AAs on the other. Then, in section 3, | olithe previous proposal that what
further distinguishes RAs from AAs is that RAs display the mndes of vague language in all
contexts; whereas, there are some contexts in which AAs dalisplay these properties. In
section 4, | present new data that suggest that the vaguehBgss is also subject to contextual
variation, and thus it is not clear that this feature trulytipans the class of adjectives along
RA/AA lines. Then, in section 5, | present the new empiricalg@alization concerning vagueness
and the RA/AA distinction: | argue that relative adjectives symmetrically(potentially) vague
(have both p. vague positive and negative forms), while labs@djectives arasymmetrically
(potentially) vague (have either a non-p. vague positivaegative form). Finally, | discuss the
implications of this generalization for theories of theat@nship between the phenomenon of
vagueness and scalarity in natural language.

2 The absolute/relative distinction

It has been long observed that the syntactic category of &djextive phrases can be divided
into two principle classesscalar (or gradablg vs non-scalar(non-gradablg. The principle test
for scalarity of an adjectiv® is the possibility ofP to appear (without coercion) in the explicit
comparative construction. Thus, we find a first distinctietween adjectives likall, expensive,
bald, empty, dirtyandweton the one hand (oktaller, more expensive, balder, emptier, dirtier,
wetten and atomic, pregnantand geographicalon the other Pmore atomic, ?more pregnant,
?more geographical In this section, | present some of the arguments from teealiure in favour
of the further division of the class of scalar adjectives imto subclasses: what are often called the
relativeclass and thabsoluteclass. In particular, (following others) | show that, ingarages like
English, adjectives lik¢all andexpensiveattern differently from ones likbald andemptywith
respect to a variety of independent syntactic and semaggté .t The tests that | present in this
section are only a very small subset of the diagnostics destin the literature, and the reader
is encouraged to consult works such as Cruse (1986), Yoor6)1B@tstein and Winter (2004),
Kennedy and McNally (2005), and Kennedy (2007) for morernimfation.

The main test for RA-hood or AA-hood that | will adopt is tHefinite descriptioriest. As
observed by Kyburg and Morreau (2000), Kennedy (2007), ardtSet al. (2010), adjectives
like tall andemptydiffer in whether they can ‘shift’ their thresholds (i.e.iteria of application)
to distinguish between two individuals in a two-element panison class when they appear in a
definite description. For example, suppose there are twaowrs (A and B), and neither of them
are particularly tall; however, A is (noticeably) talleatinB. In this situation, if someone asks me
(a), then it is very clear that | should pass A. Now supposedbatainer A has less liquid than

INote that, by virtue of the fact thagld is generally considered to be a vague adjective, Kennedy7(20assifies
it as relative, not absolute. However, (as he notes and asillvees in this section), this adjective passes the non-
vagueness-related tests for being a total (in his waadsociated with an upper closed sgafé.

2The choice of this diagnostic is not arbitrary: Firstly,stdne of the few semantic tests in which total and partial
AAs pattern together against RAs; in the vast majority ofgbale-structure diagnostics in the literature, partiasAA
either pattern with RAs and/or display a distinct behavimom AAs (cf. Rotstein and Winter (2004), Kennedy and
McNally (2005), and Kennedy (2007)). Secondly, it is alse ohthe few semantic tests that have been investigated
in an experimental manner: see Syrett et al. (2010).



130 Burnett

container B, but neither container is particularly closed¢mbf completely empty. In this situation,
unlike what we saw withiall, (b) is infelicitous.

(4) a. Pass mthe tall one.
b. Pass méhe empty one

In other words, unlike RAs, AAs cannot change their criteriaapplication to distinguish
between objects that lie in the middle of their associatedesdJsing this test, we can now make
the argument that adjectives likell, straight, andbald are absolute, since (a) is infelicitous if
neither object is (close to) completely full/straightébalikewise, we can make the argument that
dirty, wet andbentare also absolute, since (b) is infelicitous when compamgobjects that are
at the middle of the dirtiness/wetness/curvature scaelfoth of them are dirty/wet/bent).

(5) Absolute Adjectives
a. Pass me theall/straight/bald one.
b. Pass me thdirty/wet/bent one.

Furthermore, we can make the argument tloag, expensiveand even colour adjectives like
blue are relative, since the (6) is felicitous when comparing tlgects when both or neither are
particularly long/expensive/blde

(6) Pass me thimng/expensive/blueone.

2.1 The total/partial distinction

Although the definite description test groups together Alks émpty, bald, straight, wet, dirty
andbentto the exclusion of adjectives likall andlong, (at least one) further distinction within
the class of AAs appears to be linguistically significant.this section, | present two tests that
distinguishtotal (also known asuniversalcf. Kamp and Rossdeutscher (1994)) adjectives like
empty/bald/straighfrom partial (a.k.a. existentia) adjectives likewet/dirty/bent They are both
based on the distribution of adjectival modifiers.

Firstly, as discussed in Rotstein and Winter (2004) (amohgrs), total adjectives are natural
with modifiers likealmostandcompletely whereas, partial adjectives do not naturally occur with
these modifiers. On the other hand, partial AAs can appeéarmidifiers likeslightly or a little
in their existential interpretatidn

(7) Total AAs
a. This room isalmost/?slightly empty.
b. John isalmost/?slightly bald.
c. This stick isalmost/?slightly straight.

3For an example of the use of a colour adjective hkeeto distinguish between two not particularly blue objects,
see Fara (2000).

“Note that all scalar adjectives are possible vélightly/a little on an ‘excessive’ interpretation (as John is
slightly tall for his age however, only partial AAs have the existential ‘there ism&d’ interpretation. See Solt (2011)
for discussion.
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(8) Partial AAs
a. This towel is?almost/slightly wet/dirty.
b. This stick is?almost/slightly bent.

2.2 Summary

In summary, the class of scalar adjectival predicates calivied into (at least) the three principle
subclasses shown in figure 1 based on how these predicatagebeith respect to a series of
syntactic and semantic tests

Scalar Adjectives
Relative (tall) Absolute

Partial (wet) Total (empty
Figure 1. Adjectival Scale Structure Distinctions

In the next sections, | will discuss the additional propdkat RAs and AAs differ in how
they display the characterizing properties of vague lagguawill first present Kennedy (2007)'s
version of this proposal in which absolute adjectives, kenlielative adjectives, are subject to
context-basedvariation in the presence of the properties of vague langubigwever, in section
4, | will argue that this proposal is incorrect. | will thengae in section 5 that variation in the
presence of vagueness with AAs is not context-based;dmplement-based

3 Context-based variability in vagueness

In this section, | present the empirical phenomenon of vagsg and its characteristic properties.
| first illustrate the phenomenon with relative adjectivasd then turn to the question of whether
or not absolute adjectives are also vague.

3.1 Vagueness and relative adjectives

The first characterization of vague predicates found in ttezakture is theborderline cases
property. That is, vague predicates are those that adnaeblore cases: objects of which it is
unclear whether or not the predicate applies. Consider flaniog example with the predicate
tall: If we are in a context where we take the set of American maléke@appropriate comparison
class fortallness we can easily identify the ones that are clearly tall: foaraple, anyone over
6 feet. Similarly, it is clear that anyone under 5ft9" (themage) is not tall. But suppose that we
look at John who is somewhere between 5ft9" and 6ft. Which étieecsentences in (9) is true?

SKennedy and McNally (2005) and Kennedy (2007) make a furtgtinction within the class of AAs between
total AAs that are associated with scales that have only adpant (likeclear) and AAs that are associated with
scales that have two endpoints (‘totally closed scalde dmpty. However, | will abstract away from this division
here. For how ‘totally closed scale’ adjectives fit into thetygre developed in this paper, see Burnett (2012).
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(9) a. Johnidall.
b. John isot tall.

For John, a borderline casetall, it seems like the most appropriate answer is either “ngithe
or “both"®,

A second characterization of vague predicates isfizgy boundarieproperty. This is the
observation that there are (or appear to be) no sharp baesdmtween cases of a vague predicate
P and its negation. Considering the context described abdvere ltake a tall person and we
start subtracting millimetres from their height, it seempossible to pinpoint the precise instance
where subtracting a millimetre suddenly moves us from thghtef a tall person to the height of
a not tall person. In principle, if we line all the individgah the domain up according to height,
we ought to be able to find an adjacent pair in thie-series consisting of a tall person and a not
tall person. However, it does not appear that this is passifif course, one way to get around
this problem would be to just stipulate where the boundargay, at another contextually given
value fortall; however, if we were to do this, we would be left with the imgs®n that the point
at which we decided which of the borderline cases to incluakvehich to exclude was arbitrary.
The inability to draw sharp, non-arbitrary boundaries tenftaken to be the essence of vagueness
(for example, by Fara (2000)), and it is intimately relatedanother characterization of vague
language: vague predicates are those thataeeant This novel characterization of vagueness
was first proposed by Wright (1975) as a way to give a more géegpdanation to the ‘fuzzy
boundaries’ feature; however, more recently, versionkisfitlea have been further developed and
taken to be at the core of what it means to be a vague expre@iorSmith (2008), van Rooij
(2010), Cobreros et al. (2010), a.0.).

(10) Definition of Tolerance (Wright, 1975)(p. 334):
“Let © be a concept related to a predicdtejn the following way: that any case to whi€h
applies may be transformed into a case where it does not appply by sufficient change
in respect 0f©; colour, for example, is such a concept for ‘red’, size fagdp’, degree of
maturity for ‘child’, number of hairs for ‘bald’. ..

* ThenF istolerant with respect t® if there is also some positive degree of change in
respect oP insufficient ever to affect the justice with whi€his applied to a particular
case."

This property is more nuanced than the ‘fuzzy boundariegerty in that it makes reference to
a dimension and to an incremental structure associatedhvgldimension. The definition in (10)
puts an additional constraint on what can be defined as a yagdeate: the distance between the
points on the associated dimension must be sufficientlylsnah that changing from one point
to an adjacent one does not affect whether we would applyrdgigate. Immediately, we can see

61n fact, many recent experimental studies on contradistigith borderline cases have found that the “both" and/or
“neither" answers seem to be favoured by natural languageksps. For example, Alxatib and Pelletier (2010) find
that many participants are inclined to permit what seemdikert contradictions of the form in i with borderline cases.
Additionally, Ripley (2011) finds similar judgments for theedicatenear.

(i) a. Mary isneither tall nor not tall .
b. Mary isboth tall and not tall .
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that, in the context of American malds|l satisfies (10). There is an increment, say 1mm, such
that if someone is tall, then subtracting 1 mm does not sugdaake them not tall. Similarly,
adding 1mm to a person who is not tall will never make them tall

The observation that relative adjectives are tolerantdesichightforwardly to the observation
that these predicates gives rise to a paradox for systemditdt (or higher) order logic (upon
which most formal theories of the semantics of natural |agguare based) known as tBerites
or the paradox of the ‘heap’. Formally, the paradox can sehwpnumber of ways. A common
one found in the literature is (11), whetep is a ‘little by little’ or ‘indistinguishable difference’
relation.

(11) The Sorites Paradox

a. Clear Case:P(a;)
Clear Non-Case: —P(a)
Sorites Series:Vi € [1,n](a ~ paj+1)
Tolerance: Yxvy((P(x) Ax ~ py) — P(y))
Conclusion: P(ax) A =P(ak)

® 20T

Thus, in first order logic and other similar systems, as s@wea have a clear case Bf a
clear non-case d?, and a Sorites series, thoughiversal instantiatiorand repeated applications
of modus ponensve can conclude that everythingRsand that everything is nd®. We can see
thattall (for a North American male) gives rise to such an argument.c#efind someone who
measures 6ft to satisfy (a), and we can find someone who nesaSt6" to satisfy (b). In the
previous paragraph, we concluded ttadt is tolerant, so it satisfies (d), and, finally, we can easily
construct a Sorites series based on height to fulfill (c).rétoee, we would expect to be able to
conclude that this 5ft6" tall person (a non-borderline §&sboth tall and not tall, which is absurd.

In summary, we have seen a context (evaluating the heighteof om the street) in which
a relative adjectivetall, had borderline cases, fuzzy boundaries, and gave rise toriic8l
argument. We can think of other contexts in whital would have these properties, and, indeed,
it is difficult to think of a context in which they would disaear. Furthermore, relative adjectives
as a class seem to display these properties. For exampladeothe predicatexpensiven the
context of buying a large television (at which exact centstm@V go from beingxpensivéo not
expensive), orlongin the context of a watching a movie (at which exact second @omovie go
from beingnot longto long?), and so on.

3.2 Are absolute adjectives vague?

With these puzzling properties in mind, | turn to absolutgetives likebald, emptyandstraight
Do AAs also have borderline cases and fuzzy boundaries?h&setolerant and do they give rise
to the Sorites?

On the one had, it seems like the answer to these questiopsss' It has been observed since
Ancient Greece that adjectives likmald display certain properties that are eerily similar to the
properties displayed biall andlong. For example, if we take a normal case of the use of the word
bald, talking about men on the street, we can easily identifyralaaes of bald men (those with zero
hairs on their head) and clear non-cases (those with a fatl bé& hair). However, in this context,
what about people with a quarter head of hair? Are they baltild? Both or neither? Thus, in
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this situationbald appears to have borderline cases. Similarly, at what nuwidesirs does one
go from being bald to not bald? The boundariedald appear fuzzy. Indeed, it seems bizarre to
think that there is some point at which adding a single haa toan’s head could take him from
being bald to not bald; thereforkald is tolerant in this context. Thus, we have the ingredients fo
a Sorites-type argument. We can see the same thingnfiptyandstraight Consider a context in
which we are talking about theatres and whether or not agodaiti play was well-attended. In this
kind of situation, we often apply the predicamptyto theatres that are not completely empty (i.e.
those with a couple people in them), and, in this conteriptyhas borderline cases, has fuzzy
boundaries, and is tolerant: If we are willing to call a tmeatith a couple of people in gmpty
then at what number of spectators does it becoptempt® Likewise, in most situations, we can
refer to objects with slight bends atraight, provided the bends are not large enough to interfere
with our purposes. And, in these contexdsaightis vague with respect to how big these bends are
allowed to be before they make an object become not strdigsummary, we can conclude that,
at least in some contexts, absolute adjectives also dispeygharacteristic properties of vague
language.

On the other hand, it has been observed (by Pinkal (1995né&an(2007) and others) that, in
some other contexts, the symptoms of vagueness with AAppkesa. As a first example, we might
consider Kennedy (2007)’s discussion of the absolute pagetraight He observes that, in some
very special cases where our purposes require the objeet peffectly straight, it is possible to
say something like (12).

(12) The rod for the antenna needs tostright, but this one has a 1mm bend in the middle, so
unfortunately it won’t work.
Kennedy (2007) (p.25)

In this situation,straight has no borderline cases: even a 1 mm bend is sufficient to move a
object fromstraight to not straight Similarly, the boundary betweestraight andnot straightis
sharp and located between the perfectly straight objectsrase with any small bend. Thus, we
have a context whemgraightstops being vague. We can see the same patterrewigity Suppose,
instead of evaluating the success of a play, we are desgtibeprocess of fumigating a theatre. In
this case, since having even a single person inside wouldt ires death, the cutoff point between
empty theatres and non-empty theatres would be sharplyhnatdo more spectators’. Finally, we
can see that evepald can stop being vague in some contexts. To adapt an exampieHana
(2000): suppose we are trying to cast a movie biography ofitter Yul Brynner. Brynner is
completely bald, and, indeed, his appearance is one of thgsthe is famous for. Thus, it is very
important that the person that we pick to play him be compidiald (have zero hairs on their
head). In this context, it would be appropriate to say somngtlike (13).

(13) The lead actor must bmald, but this guy has a hair on his head, so unfortunately, hetwon’
work.

In this situationpald has no borderline cases, and adding a single hair moves ar@ysfrom
bald to not bald In summary, we have seen both contexts in which AAs disgiaycharacteristic
properties of vagueness and contexts in which they do nos, tvthen we ask whether absolute
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adjectives are vague, it seems that the appropriate anewvieistquestion is “sometimes (but not
always).”

As | mentioned above, at first glance, the behaviour of AAsappto be different from that of
RAs, because RAs seem to be vague in all contexts. We can s&enthirical observation that
links lexical subclass membership to possible lack of vagas, which | will henceforth call the
Pinkal/Kennedy Generalizatipas in (14).

(14) The Pinkal/Kennedy Generalization
Relative adjectives are vague in all contexts; whereasg #vast contexts in which absolute
adjectives are not vague.

In other words, absolute adjectives display contextuahtian in the presence of vagueness;
whereas, relative adjectives do not. However, in the neticag | will argue that (14) is false:
relative adjectives also show contextual variation.

4 Contextual variation in vagueness with RAs

At first glance, the P/K generalization (14) appears corradeed, when we consider the classic
example of a vague predicatell, it certainly seems difficult if not impossible to think ofsations

in which tall can be used precisely. However, if we consider a relativectigie like expensive
whose scale is built out of discrete units of value (i.e. sgnentimes etc.), we see a different
pattern. In fact, it appears that relative adjectives witltigtte scales can also have a non-vague
use. For example, in North America, there is a certain clasamdies known as ‘penny’ candies
because, historically, they were always sold for one cenbmer stores. When we're discussing
the price of one of these candies, since the normal price escent, adding a single cent (the
smallest amount of change that, for this scale, we could jrtakibe price of an object will cause

it to move fromnot expensivéo expensiveas shown in the felicitous dialogues in (15) and (16).

(15) a. Speaker A: How much did you pay for your candy?
b. Speaker B: One cent.
c. Speaker A: Yeah. That’s not expensive: that's what theyallys cost.

(16) a. Speaker A: How much did you pay for your candy?
b. Speaker B: 2 cents.
c. Speaker A: That's expensive!

When the appropriate comparison classégpensivés the set of penny candies, this predicate has
no borderline cases, and its boundaries are sharp: oneareatchndy is not expensive, but two
cents for a candy is. Thus, we have our first counter-exanagptee generalization that relative

Interestingly, contextual variation in the presence ofuergess has been taken by many authors to indicate that
AAs arenot (or never) vague. Under this view (as presented in, for exanifennedy and McNally (2005) and
Kennedy (2007)), the uses described above that give riseritcal arguments are cases of a different phenomenon:
“imprecision.”" | suggest however that, at this point, itielear to what extent we are justified in treating vagueneds a
“imprecision” as separate (possibly unrelated) phenormgiman that they share so very many non-trivial properties.
| therefore follow the philosophical tradition that seagsHor a unified, more complete understanding of Soritipg-ty
arguments and the predicates that give rise to them acr@esiadl classes. See Burnett (2012) for discussion.
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adjectives always display the properties of vaguenesse thatt it might be tempting to propose,

in order to save (14), thaxpensiven (16) has been somehow transformed into a homophonous
absolute adjective; however, this analysis would pretimtive have twexpensivein our lexicon:
expensivg which is a relative adjective, arekpensivg which is a (total) absolute adjectfre
However, in this case, we would expeotpensivgto be licensed in the constructions that license
AAs, and, as shown in (17), this prediction is not borne out.

(17) ?This watch is almost/completely expensive.

Instead, all that we have done in (16) is provide the appat@rcomparison class for the
predicate, something that is necessary for all occurreoicesative adjectives.

However, ‘sharpening up’ is not only possible with adjeesithat are commonly associated
with discrete scales. A second counter-example to (14)chviwas suggested to me by an
anonymous reviewer in another context, involves the nedadidjectivelong. Suppose we are in
a situation in which we are evaluating the length of traireg ire composed of a number of cars,
and the cars that are concatenated to form the train areisaofficlong themselves such that adding
a single car can make a salient difference to the length ofrttie. In this situation, it might be
appropriate to say something like (18).

(18) Train A, with 3 cars, is not long, but Train B, with 4 cars]ong.

Thus, in this contexipng has no borderline cases: trains with less than four carsairiemg,
trains with more than 3 cars are long, and the boundariésngf(for a train) are sharp: between
three and four cars. In other words, contra (1dhg does not display the properties of vague
language in this context. A final counter-example (which afg® suggested to me) involves the
predicatehot Suppose we want to bake a cake and, according to the recpee®d to preheat the
oven to 350 degrees Fahrenheit. In this situation, it is emable that we might consider an oven
heated to any degree less than 350 as not hot; however, weshaygly to hot ovens as soon as
the temperature hits 350 degrees.

| therefore conclude that (14) is incorrect and that whetiranot contextual variation in the
appearance of the properties of vagueness with an adjastiaet directly determined by its
membership in the relative or absolute adjectival classes

8Another option is that the absolute adjectaxpensiveis actually a member of the partial class. This analysis
would predict that, like the other partial adjectivegpensivewould have an existential meaning. Presumably, in the
same way that the partial adjectivest/dirty/sickare generally proposed to hold of objects with non-zeroelegof
wetness/dirt/sickness (cf. Yoon (1996); Rotstein and @/i{2004), among others), it would be true of an object justin
case the object had a non-zero degree of value. Howevemth&mould expect to be able to utter (i) usiegpensive
and then to conclude (ii). But this is simply not possible.

(i) This watch is more expensive than that watch.

(i) This watch is expensive.

FurthermoreThis watch is slightly expensiamly has an excessive interpretation (‘slightly too expe¥isnot an
existential interpretation (‘has some small degree ofe&/@Juvhich is counter to our expectationeikpensivewere a
partial AA.

9] leave to future research the analysis of which contexatbirs favour or disfavour an adjectival predicate being
vague in a particular context.
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4.1 Potential vagueness

In the previous sections, we observed that vagueness (atte(atieast some) relative adjectives)
is context-dependent. In other words, | argued that beagye(by which | mean “exhibiting the
cluster of properties discussed in section 3") is a staga-j@operty, i.e. one that is subject to
contextual variation. This picture is at odds with the ttiadial use of the termague(beginning
with Peirce (1901)) which takes it to be an individual-leantext-independent property. Thus, |
propose that, in order to account for the empirical pattdeassribed above and in the literature on
vagueness, “imprecision”, and the absolute/relativerdison, we should employ a more nuanced
notion, one that makes the contribution of the context fakplicit. | therefore introduce the term
potentially vaguedefined in (19%°.

(19) Potential Vagueness:
An adjectiveP is potentially vagusff there is some context in which P has borderline
cases, fuzzy boundaries, and gives rise to a Soritical asgtimc.

In the next section, | will present a new empirical geneedian concerning the distribution of
the potentially vagugroperty and the absolute/relative distinction.

5 Complement-based variability in (potential) vagueness

In the previous sections, | argued that both relative adjestand absolute adjectives were
potentially vague. However, in this section, | will arguatimot all of these potentially vague
predicates are potentially vague in the same way. In shgppose that the relative/absolute
distinctionis relevant for vagueness, and we can see this by comparintivegsotentially vague
predicates with their negations.

Firstly, we can observe that, for relative adjectives, ¢hisr no difference in the potential
vagueness of their positive form and their negation. We sasection 3 thatall was potentially
vague, and we can make the same observation abatutall: At what point does adding a
millimetre to the height of a ‘not tall' person change thenoim tall person? In the contexts
in which ‘+ one millimetre’ counts as an irrelevant change, thettall will also be tolerant; that
is, we will generally assent to both the statements in (20).

(20) Tolerant tall and not tall:

a. Tall: Forallx,y, if x is tall andx andy’s heights differ by a millimetre, thewis tall.

b. Nottall: Forallx,y, if xis not tall andx andy’s heights differ by a millimetre, theypis
not tall.

| will refer to the property of having both a potentially vagpositive and negative form as being
symmetrically vague

(21) Symmetric vagueness:
A predicateP is symmetrically vague ifP is potentially vague and ‘nd®’ is potentially
vague.

10A more formal characterization of theotentially vagueproperty is given in Burnett (2012); however, for the
purposes of this paper, (19) will suffice.
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However, absolute adjectives display a different patt€ansider firstly total AAs likebald
andempty We saw in previous sections that these predicates wereatpailg vague, and we can
think of contexts in which we would assent to the principleadérance using them:

(22) Tolerant bald and empty:
a. For allx,y, if xis bald andk andy’s heads differ by a single hair, thems bald.
b. Forallxy, if xis empty and andy’s contents differ by a single item, thgns empty.

If adding or subtracting one hair is viewed as an irrelevaange in the context, then whether
has one more or one fewer hair thawill not affect the application dbald. The same thing holds
for empty:if adding or removing an object from a container is viewedrasr@levant change, then
we will always considey empty ifx is.

But we can observe that the negations of total AAs behaverdiitly. In particular, even in the
same contexts as described above (and in section 3), th@pbeif tolerance is not valid fanot
bald andnot empty(23).

(23) Intolerant not bald and not empty:

a. False: For allx,y, if xis not bald anck andy’s heads differ by a single hair, therns
not bald.

b. False:For allx,y, if xis not empty anc andy’s contents differ by a single item, thgn
IS not empty.

The statements in (23) are falsified by the cases where we fmaveindividuals who are at
the endpoint of the relevant scale to those who lie at thergktmlast degree: K has a single hair,
it is conceivable that they would be consideraxt bald(cf. the Yul Brynner example); however,
if y has absolutely no hair, then they would never be consideogthald Similarly with empty
(b) is falsified by the case whexehas one object anglhas zero objects.

Thus, total AAs and their negations show a fundamental asgtnymvith respect to potential
vagueness: while it may be possible to find contexts in whicdividual who is not completely
bald/empty counts dsald/emptysomeone (or something) who is completeffd/emptycan never
count asnot bald/not empty | will refer to the property of differing in vagueness witmeais
negation as beingsymmetrically vague

(24) Asymmetric vagueness:
A predicateP is asymmetrically vague iff one off, notP} is not potentially vague.

What about partial AAs? We can immediately see a differen¢erdmn adjectives likavet,
dirty etc. andempty, baldetc.: the negations of partial adjectives are potentialgue. For
example, if we are in a situation where a single drop of waterschot make a difference to our
interest$?, thennot wetwill be tolerant (a). Similarly witmot dirty: this negated predicate will
satisfy the tolerance principle in cases where one specktaggerceived as irrelevant (b).

Consider the following situation: | am looking for a towel doy myself off. In this case, it is natural to refer
a towel that has one tiny drop of water on itra® wet since a single drop of water does not affect a large towel’s
absorbency.



(A)Symmetric Vagueness and the Absolute/Relative Distmc 139

(25) Tolerance ofnot wet and not dirty:
a. For allx,y, if xis not wet, and andy differ by one drop of water, theyis not wet.
b. Forallx,y, if xis not dirty, andx andy differ by one speck of dirt, thepis not dirty.

However, with partial absolute adjectives, it is the pwesitiorm of the adjective that is not
potentially vague: even if a single drop/speck is percei@sdrrelevantwet and dirty do not
satisfy tolerance. In particular, objects that are conabyedlry and completely clean cannot ever
be described asetor dirty respectively.

(26) Intolerance of wet and dirty:
a. False:For allx,y, if x is wet, andx andy differ by one drop of water, thepis wet.
b. False:For allx,y, if xis dirty, andx andy differ by one speck of dirt, thenis dirty.

In summary, | have argued that the proper distribution of gbential vagueness property
within the set of scalar adjectives is as shown in table 2.

Class P. VagueP | P. Vague—P
Relative v v
Total Absolute v X
Partial Absolute X v

Table 2:Potential Vagueness Typology of Scalar Adjectives

6 Conclusion

In this paper, | argued that a scalar adjective’s membeiishipe absolute or relative class has
an important effect on whether or not they (or their negatil exhibit the characterizing
properties of vague language. This proposal is in line wiévipus research on vagueness and
scale structure; however, | argued that existing propdsalRinkal (1995) and Kennedy (2007)
that take contextual variation in vagueness to be the darioin of the absolute/relative distinction
are not empirically correct. | proposed a new empirical galimation concerning the difference
between RAs and AAs: RAs are symmetrically vague (have (pelBntvague positive and
negative forms); whereas, AAs are asymmetrically vagueg(oaly one (potentially) vague form).
The link proposed in this paper between (a)symmetric vagsemand the relative/total/partial
distinctions raises questions concerning the interadigtween the properties of vague language
and the properties of the scales associated with differgrskof adjectives. However, a full
investigation of the relationship between potential vagpss and scale structure is out of the scope
of this paper.
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