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Two Parts for Today

» Theoretical Laws and Empirical Laws

» How to define?
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Part 1 Theoretical Laws and Empirical Laws

» “The surpreme value of a new theory is its power to predict
new empirical laws” R. Carnap.

> This and the first part of this lecture is from R. Carnap (1966).

An Introduction to the Philosophy of Science. Dover
Publications. Chs 23-26.
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» “Empirical laws, in my terminology, are laws containing terms
directly observable by the senses or measurable by relatively
simple techniques.”

» “There is no commonly accepted term for [theoretical

laws]... They are laws about such [nonobservables] such as
molecules, atoms, ...that cannot be measured in simple, direct

ways."

4/89



> “Philosophers and scientists have quite different ways of using
the terms “observable” and “nonobservable... To a
philosopher, [the properties of] “observable”, [such as blue,
hard, hot], are directly perceived by the senses. To a physicist,
[temperature and weights] are observables because they can
be measured in an extremely simple ways."”
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» What do you think should be considered as observables and
nonobservables in economics?

6/89



> “A scientist does not start with one empirical law, perhaps
Boyle's law for gases, and then seek a theory about molecules
from which this law can be derived. The more such laws, the
greater their variety and apparent lack of connection with one
another, the stronger will be the theory that explains them.”
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> “Every confirmation of a law, empirical or theoretical, is, of
course, only partial, never complete and absolute. But in the
case of empirical laws, it is a more direct confirmation. The
confirmation of a theoretical law is indirect, because it takes
place only through the confirmation of empiricial laws derived
from the theory.”
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> However, “the statement that empiricial laws are derived from
the theoretical laws is an oversimplication.”

» “It is not possible to derive them directly because a
theoretical law contains theoretical terms, whereas an
empirical law contains only observable terms”
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> To allow direct deduction of an empirical law from a
theoretical law, we need “a set of rules connecting the
theoretical terms with the observable terms”.

» These rules are called correspondence rules, dictionary,
operational rules/definitions (auxilliary hypotheses?)
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> “There is a temptation at times to think that the set of rules
provides a means for defining theoretical terms, whereas just
the opposite is really true.”

» For example, consider two questions:

» What is iron?
» What is an electron?
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» What is iron?

> iron can be defined as a substance consisting of small
crystalline parts, each having a certain arrangement of atoms
and each atom being a configuration of particles of a certain

type
» Using such theoretical terms of atoms, it is then possible to
express the observable term iron into theoretical terms
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» What is an electron?

> A physicist has to relate it with theoretical concepts such as
electricity, magnetism, gravity, molecules and the like.

» It is then impossible to express the theoretical term electron
into observable terms
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» How can the empirical meaning of a theoretical term be
determined?
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» Frank Ramsey, a Cambridge logician and economist, before he
died at 26. Wrote an incomplete volume The Foundations of
Mathematics, which Carnap said it “deserves much more
recognition than it has received.”

» By 23, he became a university lecturer in mathematics and
later a Director of Studies in Mathematics at King's College.
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» Keynes encouraged Ramsey to work on economics as "From a
very early age, about sixteen | think, his precocious mind was
intensely interested in economic problems" (Keynes, 1933).
Ramsey responded to Keynes's urging by writing three papers
in economic theory all of which were of fundamental
importance, though it was many years before they received
their proper recognition by the community of economists.

» Ramsey's three papers, described below in detail, were on
subjective probability and utility (1926), optimal taxation
(1927) and optimal one-sector economic growth (1928). The
economist Paul Samuelson described them in 1970 as "three
great legacies - legacies that were for the most part mere
by-products of his major interest in the foundations of
mathematics and knowledge."
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» Ramsey proposed that the combined system of theoretical and
correspondence postulates of a theory be replaced by what is
today called the “Ramsey sentence of the theory”.

» In such sentence, which is equivalent to the theory's
postulates, theoretical terms do not occur at all.
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Suppose a theory contains n theoretical terms: Ty, To, ..., T).
These terms are introduced by the theory's postulates

They are then connected by the theory's correspondence rules
These rules contain m observational terms: Oq, Os, ..., Op,.

A full statement of the theory contains all these m + n terms.

Ramsey proposed that all the T terms be replaced by U terms,
the corresponding variables. And then we add the “existential
quantifiers” to this U terms: (3U1), (3V2),.....,(3U,). This is
called the Ramsey sentence.
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Example (Source:
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/courses/mind/notes/ramseylewis.html

» Theory: Car Theory: ...and the carburetor mixes gasoline
and air and sends the mixture to the ignition chamber,
which in turn...and that makes the wheels turn.

» The bold terms are names for parts of the car, with which our
audience may not be familiar. The italicized terms are names
for things and phenomena we’ll suppose our audience already
understands.

» Ramsey-sentence: Ix;3x, (...and x; mixes gasoline and air
and sends the mixture to x>, which in turn...and that makes
the wheels turn.)
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> Next, we can define what it is to be a carburetor and an
ignition chamber as follows:

> A carburetor = an x; such that xp (...and x; mixes gasoline
and air and sends the mixture to xp, which in turn...and that
makes the wheels turn.)

> An ignition chamber = an x, such that x; (...and x; mixes
gasoline and air and sends the mixture to xp, which in
turn...and that makes the wheels turn.)

> In this way, we explain what a carburetor is, in terms of how it
interacts with ignition chambers and with other things,
without presupposing that our audience already knows what
an ignition chamber is.
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Example (Source:
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/functionalism/)

» Theory: Pain tends to be caused by bodily injury; pain tends
to produce the belief that something is wrong with the body
and the desire to be out of that state; pain tends to produce
anxiety; pain tends to produce wincing or moaning.

» Ramsey-sentence: IxJy3z3w(x tends to be caused by bodily
injury & x tends to produce states y, z, and w & x tends to
produce wincing or moaning).
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“Such a statement is free of any mental state terms. It includes
quantifiers that range over mental states, terms that denote
stimulations and behavior, and terms that attribute various causal
relations to them. It can thus be regarded as providing implicit
definitions of the mental state terms of the theory. An individual
will have those mental states just in case it possesses a family of
first-order states that interact in the ways specified by the theory.’
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“A helpful way to think of the Ramsey sentence of a psychological

theory is to regard it as defining a system’s mental states “all at
once” as states that interact with stimulations in various ways to

produce behavior”.
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» The literature related to the Ramsey sentence is deep and
enormous

» Interested readers should consult the literature for further
readings
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Part 2: How to Define

» Sven Ove Hansson, “How to Define — A Tutorial”, Principios,
Revista de Filosofia, 13(19-20):5-30, 2006.

> http://www.infra.kth.se/~soh/Definition Tutorial.pdf
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The uses of definitions

» Two kinds of definitions in use: lexical (descriptive) or
stipulative

> A lexical definition reports actual linguistic usage. Therefore, it
can be correct or incorrect.

> A stipulative definition reports how the definer is going to use
a term, or how she recommends others to use it. A stipulative
definition cannot be correct or incorrect, but it can be
enlightening or confusing, fruitful or barren, adequate or
inadequate.

> Are the two definitions non-overlapping?
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» Nol

» Stipulative definitions are circumscribed by linguistic practice.
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Lexical and stipulative definitions tend to differ in how they
treat the ambiguities and unclarities of ordinary language.

A lexical definition should, at least in principle, exhibit actual
uses even when they are unclear or even confused.

If a term has several different meanings or uses, they should
be listed and distinguished between.

In contrast, stipulative definitions are usually developed in
order to eliminate ambiguity and vagueness.
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» In defining terms, what will you do as a stipulative definer to
remove the lack of clarity in ordinary language?
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» There are at least three different attitudes that a stipulative
definer can take to the lack of clarity in ordinary language.
> First, one can choose to do essentially as in lexical definitions,
namely to accept but clarify what is confused or obscure in
ordinary usage. This approach is justified when it can be
shown that the lack of clarity is not a disadvantage given the
purpose of the definition.

30/89



» Secondly, one can restrict the meaning of the word, for instance
in the following way (this definition excludes legal persons):

> With “person” we will mean here a human being who is
conscious or capable of gaining consciousness.
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» Thirdly, one can split the concept by introducing new terms
that distinguish between different meanings of the word under
scrutiny, for instance in the following way:

> With “person-H" we will mean a human being who is
conscious or capable of gaining consciousness. With
“person-L" we will mean a legal entity that can, according to
the legal system in force, be a contracting party in a legally
binding contract or have rights that are acknowledged by the
legal system.
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> State clearly what deviations one makes from common usage,
examples:

» With a counterfactual sentence we will mean a sentence of the
form "“If A then B" in which A is false.

» With a consensus decision we will mean a group decision in
which none of the participants in the final vote voted against
the winning alternative.

» The term “reason” will be used here in accordance with Kant's
usage of the German term “Vernunft”.

» By “intuitionism” we will mean moral intuitionism.
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The structure of a definition

» A definition consists of

> the definiendum (that which is to be defined),
» the definiens (that which defines)
» a defining connective.

» Hence in the definition “A bachelor is an unmarried man”, “a
bachelor” is the definiendum, “an unmarried man” the

e n

definiens and "“is” the defining connective.
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» The word "“is” used in a definition is not the same in meaning
as in “My uncle is an unmarried man”.

» When needed, you can use “isger”
» Oftentimes, we use “if and only if”

» But "“if and only if” is not specific for defining either

» “A person is an assistant professor of the business school of
this university with an Hong Kong citizenship if and only if that
person has an office address of 302 in that business school”.

> It is certainly true but is not a definition in the usual sense
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» There are two major ways to clarify that “if and only if" is
definitional:

> definitional: The index “def’ can be used:
> A man is a widower iffyof some woman died while married to
him.
» Or, the definitional character of the sentence can be stated in
a heading or in some other way in the surrounding text:
> Definition

> A man is a widower if and only if some woman died while
married to him.
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» The definiens of a definition should have the same meaning as
the definiendum has (or is given).

» The sameness in meaning can only be obtained if the
definition satisfies:

» Linguistic congruence
» Categorial congruence
» Congruence in variables
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Linguistic congruence

» Hence a noun should not be defined by a verb phrase, or a
plural noun by a singular noun, etc.

Not: method = doing something systematically

But rather: method = a systematic way of doing something
Not: Acceleration means to increase velocity.

But rather: An acceleration is an increase in velocity.

v vy VY
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Categorial congruence:

» definiens and definiendum belong to the same general
category of concepts

> Not: Preference means that something is better than
something else.

> But rather: A preference is a standpoint that something is
better than something else.

> Not: Remorse is when a person seriously deplores that she has
made a mistake.

» But rather: Remorse is the attitude or emotion a person has
when she seriously deplores that she has made a mistake.

39/89



Congruence in variables

» the same variables should be used in the definiens as in the
definiendum

>

Not: A substance is a carcinogen at dose d if and only if it
gives rise to an increased frequency of some malignant disease.
But rather: A substance is a carcinogen at dose d if and only if
exposure to dose d of the substance gives rise to an increased
frequency of some malignant disease.
Not: A person is a suspect if and only if at a particular point in
time, the police is actively investigating a suspicion that this
person has committed a crime.
But rather: A person is a suspect at a particular point in time
if and only if the police is at that point in time actively
investigating a suspicion that this person has committed a
crime.
Not: An object is a market good in a particular jurisdiction if
and only if it can be owned and its owner has the right to sell
it to a new owner.
But rather: An object is a market good in a particular
jurisdiction if and only if it can in that jurisdiction be owned
and its owner has the right to sell it to a, new-owner.
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» Even if a definition satisfies the three congruences, it may of
course be faulty due to unintended or unserviceable differences
in meaning between the definiens and the definiendum.

> If the definiens includes something that should be excluded,
then the definition is said to be too wide. If it excludes
something that should be included, then it is called too
narrow. A definition can be too wide and too narrow at the
same time:
» A Scandinavian is a person who lives in Sweden. (too narrow)
» A Scandinavian is a person who lives in Northern Europe. (too
wide)
> A Scandinavian is a person who understands the Swedish
language. (both too narrow and too wide)
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> An elaborate example of defining stability
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The term such as “stability” in question may be more difficult
to work with as a definiendum than some other related terms
from which it can in its turn be defined.

Hence, if we want to define “stability”, it is advisable not to
proceed in the format “stability is...".

It is much easier in this case to get started if we define
stability as the property of being stable, and then focus our
serious definitional work on the term “stable”.

A (preliminary) format for that definition is “X is stable if and
only if...".
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» Many of the terms that we wish to define come in clusters of
closely related terms. “Stability”, “stable”, “equilibrium”
belong to one such cluster

> After the cluster has been identified, a preliminary analysis
should be performed of the interrelations among its elements,
in order to determine if and how they can be defined in terms

of each other.
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» Exercise. Using the clusters of terms related to safety (a
dictionary usually gives “safety”, “safe”, “safer”, “safest”,
“safely”, and “safeness”), how to you define the concept of
safety about driving?
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> “Safely” is an adverb. Like many other adverbs, it can in
general be defined in terms of the corresponding adjective.

» Hence, to say that someone drives safely is equivalent to
saying that her driving is safe.

» On the other hand, not all uses of the adjective “safe” can be
expressed in terms of the adverb “safely”.
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» The problematic cases are those in which the adjective is
applied to a noun that does not express an activity for which
there is a corresponding verb to which the adverb can be
applied.

» A “safe drive" is an act of driving safely, but when we say that
somebody stood at a “safe distance” from the fire, there is no
activity corresponding to the noun “distance” to which we can
apply the adverb “safely”. (Admittedly, we can reformulate
the whole phrase and speak about “a distance at which one
can stand safely”, but this is not satisfactory since no such
reformulation covers all uses of the phrase “safe distance”.)

» Therefore, “safely” is definable in terms of “safe” but not the
other way around. This is a good reason for preferring “safe”
to “safely” as a definiendum.
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» “Safety” and the more unusual “safeness” are synonyms
(terms for the same concept) and thus trivially interdefinable.
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Safety is a property, and must be related to something that
possesses this property, hence a preliminary definiendum for
safety can have the form “Safety is the property which
something X has if and only if...".

The adjective “safe” also denotes a property that must be
related to something that has the property, hence a
preliminary definiendum for “safe” can be: “Something X is
safe if and only if..."

We can reasonably take “X has the property of safety” and
“Xis safe” to be synonymous. This means that “safe” and
“safety” are fully interdefinable.

Since “safe” gives rise to more straight-forward linguistic
constructions, it is the better choice of the two.
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» However, the adjective “safe” has three forms, namely the
absolute “safe”, the comparative “safer” and the superlative
“safest”. It remains to choose which of the three to use as a
primary definiendum.

> “Safest” is definable in terms of “safer”. The safest car is the
car that is safer than all the other cars. Similarly, “safer” can
be defined in terms of “safest”: X is safer than Y if and only
if X is safest among the two cars X and Y. Hence, the two
forms are interchangeable.

» Since the definition of the comparative in terms of the
superlative is much more awkward, “safer” will be used as a
representative of these two interchangeable forms.
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With this we have reduced our list to two terms, namely the
absolute “safe” and the comparative “safer”.

The choice between these two forms will have to depend on
whether we are going to treat safety as an absolute or a
relative concept.

If “safe” is an absolute concept, in the sense that it only
comes in two degrees (safe and unsafe), then the relative form
“safer” has no use (other than for the trivial observation that
X is safer than Y if and only if X is safe and Y is unsafe).

If, on the other hand, “safe” is a relative concept, then the
term “safer” will be much more useful.
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> It is typical of such scales that the relative concept is more
easily defined than the absolute one. The criterion for when
one person is richer than another can be determined in a
relatively precise and non-arbitrary way, but to determine the
level at which a person is “rich” is a more arbitrary
undertaking.
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» Another way to express this is that in order to define an
absolute property-concept such as “safe” or “rich” we need to
determine both the quality and the quantity of the property.

> In order to define the corresponding relative concept, “safer”
respectively “richer”, we only need to determine the quality.
Therefore, it is expedient to begin with the relative concept,
and define it as precisely as we can before we proceed to deal
with the absolute concept. This way of proceeding has the
advantage that we can distinguish between those problems in
the definition that relate to the qualitative respectively
quantitative aspects of the concept.
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However, we are still not finished. “Safer” is closely related to
two other relative concepts, namely “at least as safe as” and
“equally safe as”.

It is well-known from the logic of relations that “at least as
safe as” is more convenient as a logical primitive than the
other two, since they can both be defined in terms of it.

Clearly, X is safer than Y if and only if X is at least as safe as
Y and Y is not at least as safe as X. Similarly, X is equally
safe as Y if and only if X is at least as safe as Y and Y is at
least as safe as X.

For the sake of simplicity it is therefore preferable to use “at
least as safe” instead of “safer” as a primary definiendum for
the relative concept.

This amounts to the following preliminary format for the
definition:

X is at least as safe as Y if and only if...
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> But does it look familiar? Do you remember how MWG
defines preferences?
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Selecting the variables

> Less precise:

> A cousin is a person with whom one has at least one
grandparent in common but no parent in common.

» More precise:

» Person A is a cousin of person B if and only if (1) there is a
person who is a grandparent of both A and B, and (2) there is
no person who is a parent of both A and B.
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» The choice of variables for “free” is no less controversial.
Here the major alternatives include:

A is free if and only if. ..

A is free from the obstacle X if and only if. ..

A is free to perform the action Y if and only if. ..

A is free from the obstacle X to perform the action Y if and
only if. ..

vy VY VY
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The choice between these alternatives is controversial in
political philosophy.

The second of these definienda corresponds to the “negative”
notion of freedom, according to which freedom consists in the
lack of (human-made) obstacles, and

The third corresponds to the “positive” notion of freedom
according to which freedom consists in ability to make and
implement one's own choices. (Berlin 1969)

The fourth definiendum is based on Gerald MacCallum's
(1967) attempt at a unified analysis of the notion of freedom.
The negative notion of freedom is usually associated with
right-oriented and the positive notion with left-oriented
politics. MacCallum’s definition has been accused of both a
left-wing and a right-wing bias (Gould 1980. Parent 1983, p.
253). From an analytical point of view, MacCallum'’s proposal
(and the fourth of the above definienda) has the advantage
that different views on freedom can be represented in one and
the same format.
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» Given that we have chosen an appropriate primary
definiendum and associated with it an appropriate list of
variables, our task now is to develop a definiens that includes
exactly that which it should cover, nothing more, nothing less.
Two methods to do this will be presented here.
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The

case-list method

A good way to find that starting-point is often to consult a
dictionary.

The case-list method is best suited for lexical definitions.

It begins with the compilation of two extensive lists of test
cases.

One of these contains cases that should be covered by the
definition, and the other cases that should not be covered.

Both lists should include “limiting” cases, i.e. cases that are
close to the limit of what the definition should cover.

The preliminary definition is checked against the two lists, and
after that the definition is adjusted in order to comply better
with them. This is repeated until the resulting definition
conforms completely with the two lists.

If the lists are representative of common usage, then the
resulting definition will be an appropriate lexical definition of
the term in question.
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The method of successive improvements

» The case-list method is primarily intended for lexical
definitions. It can be used for stipulative definitions as well.

» However, it easily leads to entangled definitions with many
exception clauses. In order to achieve a stipulative definition
that is reasonably simple, the method of successive
improvements is usually preferable.

61/89



The

method of successive improvements

In this method, we begin with a preliminary definition that
can have its origin in a dictionary or in some other report of
common usage.

If that definition is not found to be satisfactory, we identify its
major (or most obvious) deficiency.

The next step is to carefully consider how this deficiency can
be avoided and whether the improvement is worth other
possible drawbacks such as making the definition more
complex.

The resulting definition is evaluated, discussed and possibly
amended.

In this way we approach a new definition through a series of
successive improvements. The process is halted when a
definition has been obtained that we do not manage to
improve without overweighing drawbacks, typically in terms of
complexity.
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> Another elaborate example: Defining Discrimination
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> One of the obvious feature of discrimination is someone
receives worse treatment than others. We begin with the
following tentative definition:
> (1) A person is subject to discrimination if and only if she

receives worse treatment, or less of some advantage, than
others.
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» This definition is obviously too wide. An employee who steals
from the workplace will probably receive worse treatment from
the employer than her colleagues, but we would not call that
discrimination. Generally speaking we do not call a deservedly
worse treatment discrimination. The definition can be
adjusted to accommodate this insight:

> (2) A person is subject to discrimination if and only if she
receives worse treatment, or less of some advantage, than
others, without sufficient justification to select her for such
inferior treatment.
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> Clearly, “sufficient justification” is open to interpretation, but
that is not necessarily a drawback.

» We cannot require of a definition of discrimination that it
contains in itself the answer to whether or not discrimination
is at hand in a particular case.

» |t should, however, tell us what needs to be determined in
order to answer that question. Whether or not the inferior
treatment is well-deserved seems to be something that has to
be determined for this purpose.
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» However, discrimination does not refer to undeservedly inferior
treatment in general. A person who criticizes minimum wages
for being too low would not typically describe this as a case of
discrimination

» A crucial issue is the selection of persons for these different
treatments. Someone can, for instance, complain that women
are discriminated against since they have most of the low-paid
jobs, without having any complaint against the existence of
such low-paid jobs. Hence, whereas “inequality” refers to
differences in treatment or conditions, “discrimination” refers
primarily to selection for such treatment or conditions.

» We can then amend the definition as follows:

> (3) A person is subject to discrimination if and only if she
receives worse treatment, or less of some advantage, than
others, because she belongs to a group that has been selected
for such treatment without sufficient justification.
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> Adverse treatment can also affect a single person, but this is
not normally called discrimination. (We have other words such
as "harassment” to denote individual mistreatment.)

> In a stipulative definition, a terminological decision has to
made whether or not the meaning of the term should be
extended to cover unfair treatment of an individual that does
not depend on her being a member of some group. Let us
assume here that we decide not to extend the term in this way.
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» The phrase “without sufficient justification” will have to be
retained in the revised definition because there may be groups
of persons (such as justly convicted criminals) who are subject
to worse treatments than others for good reasons.
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When defining “discrimination” we will have to decide
whether or not unfair treatment in the private sphere should
be included.

A white family that never invites non-whites to visit their
home may be prejudiced and bigoted, but we would
nevertheless consider them to be acting completely within
their rights when choosing the company they want.

Nevertheless, many such permissible small private evils can
add up to a great social evil.

If we choose not to include it, then definition (3) will have to
be amended.
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> It is advisable not to “load” a definition with too many details.

» Therefore, depending on the purpose of the definition it may
be advisable to let a relatively simple definition such as (3)
stand, after careful consideration of possible further provisos
that would make it more precise at the price of also making it
less straightforward.
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An interesting example of the definition of game

> Wittgenstein (1953) claimed that there is no set of
characteristics that is common to everything that we call a
game. Therefore, he said, the best that we can do is to give a
list of characteristics such that all games have some of these
characteristics.

» It is unclear to me if Wittgenstein (1953) has ever talked to
any game theoriest on this

> It took a quarter of a century until Bernard Suits (1978)
presented a unifying definition of a game, of precisely the type
that Wittgenstein claimed to be impossible.

> A game is, according to this definition, an activity in which
one pursues a goal that can be described independently of the
game (such as getting a ball into a hole in the ground) but
willingly accepts rules that forbid the most efficient way to
achieve that goal (such as placing the ball in the hole by
hand).
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Various problems of concepts that you might encounter

vV V. v Vv

vague
value-laden
controversial

inconsistent
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Defining vague concepts

» We have the choice between constructing a
vagueness-preserving or a vagueness-resolving definition.

> In the former case, the definiens will be vague just like the
definiendum. This can be perceived as unsatisfactory.

> In the latter case, the definiens will be more precise than the
definiendum. This means that the definiens will not mirror the
meaning of the term to be defined, which can also be seen as
unsatisfactory.
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» For practical purposes we can distinguish between two types
of vagueness, namely one-dimensional and multi-dimensional

vagueness.
» Vagueness is one-dimensional if it refers to a property for
which we have a well-defined scale.

> The vagueness consists here in the lack of a precise point on
the scale where the property starts to hold.
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» Two examples

» We can consider the property of a chemical substance to be
water-soluble.

> The relevant scale here is solubility in water, that is
well-defined. We can easily determine how water-soluble a
substance is, and compare it in that respect to other
substances. The vagueness inherent in the concept concerns
how soluble a substance has to be in water in order to count
as water-soluble.

» To be bald is to have few hairs, but it is not well-determined

how few the hairs on a head must be for the person to count
as bald
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» The following are examples of vagueness-preserving definitions:

> A person is bald if and only if she has few or no hairs on her
scalp.

» A substance is water-soluble to the extent that it can be
dissolved in water at 20C.

> In the second of these definitions, the phrase “to the extent
that” serves as the defining connective.
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» The following is a vagueness-resolving definition:

> A substance is water-soluble if and only if at least 1
weight-unit of the substance can be dissolved in 10
weight-units of water at 20C.

> No vagueness-resolving definition of baldness seems to be
available, and indeed, none is needed. Generally speaking,
vagueness-resolving definitions are primarily used when they
are needed for scientific or technical standard-setting or for
legal purposes.

» We have legal rules for how to handle inflammable substances,
and therefore we have vagueness-resolving definitions of
inflammability. Since we have no special rules for dealing with
bald persons, we do not need any vagueness-resolving
definition of baldness.

78/89



Multi-dimensional vagueness is exemplified by the concept of
a “safe car”.

There are many criteria that a car should satisfy in order to be
counted as safe: it should have proper safety belts and
airbags, proper seating for children, a well-constructed
crumple zone, an anti-lock breaking system, a pedestrian
protection system, etc.

It is difficult, arguably impossible, to reduce all these
properties of a vehicle into a single, one-dimensional measure.
In cases like this, a definition will have to be
vagueness-preserving, such as:

» A motor vehicle is safe to the extent that it has features that
reduce either the probability of accidents or the effects on
human health of any accident in which it may be involved.
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Defining value-laden concepts

» Many of the words that we may want to define are strongly
value-laden.

» Their value-ladenness can be uncontroversially positive, hence
we all consider “justice” to denote something positive, or
uncontroversially negative as in the case of “bureaucracy”.

> It can also be contested, as in the case of “religion” and
“liberal”. These are words that some consider to have
positive, others negative connotations.
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Value-ladenness of any of these three types tends to be
strongly connected to the word and almost impossible to
remove.

This is important to observe both in lexical and stipulative
definition work.

A lexical definition of a value-laden term should have a
definiens that is value-laden in the same way, since otherwise
the definiens and the definiendum will not have the same
meaning.

Hence, a value-neutral definition of “betrayal”,
“pseudoscience”, or “accident” would be misleading.
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In particular in the social sciences, attempts are often made to
produce value-neutral versions of concepts that are
value-laden in everyday language.

This is sometimes done by constructing stipulative definitions
that assign a value-neutral definiens to a word that is normally
conceived as value-laden. Hence, some social scientists have
wanted to define “bureaucracy” in a value-neutral way.

A value-neutral concept of this nature is certainly useful for
social science, but it turns out to be difficult to use the word
“bureaucracy” for it.

This word tends to retain its negative connotations however
much one tries to define it as value-neutral.

It is better to use some other word, in this case perhaps
“administration”, for the value-neutral concept.
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Defining controversial concepts

» HLA Hart’s (1961, p. 156) analysis of the concept of justice is
a classic example of how this can be done. He maintained
that this concept consists of two parts: (1) a constant part,
namely the injunction to treat equal cases equally, and (2) a
variable part that consists of (competing) criteria for what it
means that two cases are equal.

» John Rawls (1972, p. 5), who makes a similar distinction,
calls the common part of the idea of justice the “concept” of
justice and refers to variants of the variable part as different
“conceptions” of justice.

» A definition that clarifies exactly what is common, and what
differs, between different views on the meaning of a term, can
be an important contribution to conceptual clarity.
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Defining inconsistent concepts

» According to a common atheist approach to theodicy, the
concept of God includes the properties of being omnipotent,
omniscient, and perfectly good.

» An omnipotent being cannot make a stone that it cannot
itself lift, thus it cannot be omnipotent after all. (Anderson
1984. Cf. Puccetti 1963.)

» Theologians have dealt with these problems by refining the
concepts involved. Hence, omnipotence can be restricted at
least so that logically impossible feats are not required, and
other restrictions can be applied to the other two properties
that give rise to the theodicy problem.
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» Some concepts will emerge as inconsistent only in the sense
that there are logically possible situations in which they will
be inconsistent. (Hansson 2000)

» The concepts that we use have been tailored to deal with the
world that we live in, not with every logically possible world.
Many such concepts are “overdetermined” with respect to
empirical conditions.

> When, in real life, x and y always come together, we tend to
incorporate this combination into a common concept. Such a
practice has obvious advantages in terms of simplicity, but it
also makes us conceptually unprepared for analyzing
hypothetical situations in which x and y do not come together.
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» One of the best examples of a potentially inconsistent concept
is that of a person. This concept has the two properties that
(1) one person can never branch into two, and (2) continued
consciousness constitutes identity of person.

» This combination is unproblematic in real life since both
properties hold without exceptions for human beings as we
know and conceive them.

» However, it gives rise to inconsistency in certain science
fiction contexts where persons can be duplicated, with
continuity of consciousness preserved in both replicas.
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» What is the appropriate philosophical reaction to the potential
inconsistency of concepts such as that of a person?

> A radical approach is to discontinue any serious use of them
and in particular to block any argument that depends on them.

> Another is that we can use a concept in our deliberations
about the human condition and the world that we live in even
if it would be inadequate in discussions on hypothetical worlds
that differ radically from the one we live in.
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