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Abstract Two competing accounts of value incomparability have been put forward in the
recent literature. According to the standard account, developed most famously by Joseph
Raz, ‘incomparability’ means determinate failure of the three classic value relations (better
than, worse than, and equally good): two value-bearers are incomparable with respect to a
value V if and only if (i) it is false that x is better than y with respect to V, (ii) it is false that x
is worse than y with respect to V and (iii) it is false that x and y are equally good with
respect to V. Most philosophers have followed Raz in adopting this account of
incomparability. Recently, however, John Broome has advocated an alternative view, on
which value incomparability is explained in terms of vagueness or indeterminacy. In this
paper I aim to further Broome’s view in two ways. Firstly, I want to supply independent
reasons for thinking that the phenomenon of value incomparability is indeed a matter of the
indeterminacy inherent in our comparative predicates. Secondly, I attempt to defend
Broome’s account by warding off several objections that worry him, due mainly to Erik
Carlson and Ruth Chang.
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1 Incomparability: Determinate vs. Indeterminate

Moral disputes sometimes take the form of disagreement about which of two (or more)
persons, objects, actions, or outcomes (‘value-bearers’, for short) is more valuable, where
the consideration with respect to which the comparison is made can be any of a wide range
of moral values (justice, fairness, rightness, sympathy, and so on). Some of the cases in
which we are called upon to make such comparisons, though potentially very difficult,
nevertheless admit of positive solutions in terms of some definite value relation: action a
brings about more happiness than action b (i.e. a is better than b with respect to happiness
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maximisation), resources are distributed less fairly in outcome x than in outcome y (i.e. x is
worse than y with respect to fairness of distribution), person A is as tolerant as person B (i.e.
they are equal with respect to the value of tolerance). In many other cases, however, we
seem less capable of reaching verdicts as straightforward as these and no matter how
attentively we analyse the features involved, none of the standard ‘trichotomy’ of value
relations (better than, worse than, equally good) appears to hold.1 Is it better for
Agamemnon to sacrifice his daughter in order to appease Artemis and win the Trojan War,
or to lose the war but save Iphigenia’s life? Is it better for Sartre’s student to join the French
Liberation Army or to stay at home and look after his elderly mother? Or, on a slightly
more trivial note, is a life devoted to charity better than one consecrated to philosophical
research? When faced with questions like these, we typically feel as though the answer
cannot be reached simply by invoking one of the three positive value relations. How, then,
should we think of such ‘hard cases’ and what is their significance for the way we
conceptualise value?

According to one standard line of argument, advanced most notably by Joseph Raz
(1985–86, 1986) and followed by many other philosophers, these cases are instances of
value incomparability, defined as follows:

I1: Two value-bearers x and y are incomparable (with respect to a value V) if and only
if (i) it is false that x is better than y (with respect to V), (ii) it is false that x is worse
than y (with respect to V), and (iii) it is false that x and y are equally good (with
respect to V).

I shall dub this view ‘hard incomparabilism’. It claims that incomparability is a matter of
determinate failure of the classic value relations. It also claims that there are many instances
of such incomparability in our practical thought.

Some philosophers, whom I shall henceforth label ‘comparabilists’, have protested
against this account of hard cases. In their view, hard incomparabilism unwarrantedly
assumes that the classic trichotomy exhausts the logical space of positive value relations.
Instead, Derek Parfit (1984) and James Griffin (1986) have suggested that many of the
instances which people are typically tempted to classify as ‘incomparable’ would in fact be
better described in terms of ‘rough equality’ (i.e., classic equality with transitivity deleted),
while more recently Ruth Chang has argued that a fourth sui generis relation between
value-bearers should be acknowledged, namely ‘parity’ (Chang 2002a, b).

But despite their disagreement concerning the number of value relations available in the
conceptual space, and therefore the scope of incomparability, hard incomparabilists and
comparabilists would in fact agree on one fundamental thing about the nature of hard cases.
The crucial assumption behind both these views is that in such cases, the trichotomy of
value relations fails determinately: it is determinately false that x is better than y,
determinately false that y is better than x and determinately false that they are equally
good. Of course, incomparabilists and comparabilists will want to draw different
conclusions from this. Based on I1, the former will argue that x and y are incomparable.
The latter, however, will claim that failure of trichotomy does not entail incomparability,
since the items can be ‘roughly equal’ or ‘on a par’. But comparabilists will typically

1 The term ‘trichotomy’ is used by analogy with the mathematical law of trichotomy, which states that for
any real numbers x and y, exactly one of the following relations holds: x < y, x = y, x > y. Of course, like the
numerical relations, the three value relations can be reduced to just one (e.g. better than), and the other two
relations defined in terms of it (a is worse than b iff b is better than a; a and b are equally good iff it is not the
case that a is better than b and it is not the case that b is better than a).
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admit that if incomparability were to ever occur, then it would be a matter of determinate
failure of the value relations.

In contrast to this, an alternative account of incomparability is possible, which simply
rejects this assumption. According to this third view, which I shall dub ‘soft incomparabilism’,
value incomparability does occur, only not as a matter of determinate failure of the three
classical value relations as traditional incomparabilists would have it, but rather as vagueness
or failure of bivalence. This alternative notion of incomparability is best captured by the
following definition:

I2: Two value-bearers x and y are incomparable (with respect to a value V) if and only
if (i) it is neither true nor false that x is better than y (with respect to V), (ii) it is
neither true nor false that x is worse than y (with respect to V), and (iii) it is neither
true nor false that x and y are equally good (with respect to V).

The difference between I1 and I2 has not gone unnoticed in the philosophical debate
concerning value incomparability. Raz, for instance, who is one of the pioneers of this
debate, distinguishes sharply between ‘the case in which it is false that of a and b either one
is better than the other or they are of equal value’ and ‘the case in which this statement is
neither true nor false’ (Raz 1985–86: 119). He dismisses the latter as less significant, due to
the fact that it arises merely as a result of ‘the vagueness and absence of sharp boundaries
which infect language generally’. With one notable exception, the vast majority of
subsequent contributors to the debate over incomparability have followed Raz in this
assumption. The exception is John Broome, who in a series of recent writings (Broome
1997, 2001, 2004) has presented a very interesting argument against the standard
conception of value incomparability encapsulated in I1. Broome’s view, however, has been
met with considerable opposition by hard incomparabilists and comparabilists alike. My
aim in this paper is to further soft incomparabilism in two ways. Firstly, I want to supply
some independent reasons for thinking that the phenomenon of value incomparability is
indeed a matter of the vagueness inherent in our comparative predicates and should
therefore be treated in terms of indeterminate rather than determinate failure of the
trichotomy. Secondly, I will attempt to defend Broome’s account by warding off several
objections that worry him, due mainly to Ruth Chang and Erik Carlson.

2 Incomparability and Vagueness

What reasons have we for thinking that incomparability is grounded in vagueness?
My starting point is the observation that our comparative predicates almost always allow

for certain margins for error. To employ the popular metaphor of weighing, we might say
that the scales we use to weigh goods and rank them against one another are not sufficiently
sensitive to register very slight differences or changes in value. Imagine, for instance, that
someone were to add two mildly insightful lines to one of David Lodge’s novels. Would the
resulting book be better than the original? The issue appears indeterminate: it would seem
that there are always certain amounts of value that are too small to tip our scales.

In this sense, comparative predicates can be said to be tolerant with respect to values,
where a predicate F is defined (following Wright) as tolerant with respect to a property f ‘if
there is … some positive degree of change in respect of f insufficient to ever affect the
justice with which F applies to a particular case’ (Wright 1976: §2). The issue of tolerance
concerns the proper application of predicates: it encapsulates the idea that if two objects a
and a+, both falling under F, differ only marginally in the relevant respect (on which F is
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tolerant), then if one competently judges a to be F, one cannot competently judge a + in
any other manner.

The serial application of this principle of tolerance famously leads to contradiction.
Suppose F is a tolerant predicate. We can then construct a continuum of objects a1 … an,
starting from an a1 that is determinately F, and gradually making small changes in respects
on which F is tolerant until we finally reach an, which is determinately not F. By applying
the principle of tolerance to each object in this continuum we conclude that an is
determinately F, which contradicts our assumption. Thus, a predicate’s being tolerant makes
that predicate susceptible to sorites paradoxes.

It’s easy to see that comparative predicates match this description very well. Let us
suppose, for instance, that F is an evaluative predicate, out of which the comparative ‘Fer
than’ is constructed. Then, we can imagine what Broome calls ‘a standard configuration’
for the given comparative, that is, ‘a chain of things, fully ordered by their Fness and
forming a continuum, and a fixed thing called the standard that is not itself in the chain. At
the top of the chain are things Fer than the standard, and at the bottom things the standard is
Fer than’ (Broome 1997: 69). Now, as I noted above, there are reasons to believe that at
least some comparatives in our ordinary language are tolerant with respect to certain values.
We can illustrate this with the help of the following example. Suppose Thomas Talentless is
a very bad novelist. He is clearly a worse novelist than David Lodge. Suppose, moreover,
that we can construct a continuum of novelists by taking Talentless and gradually adding
very small units of insightfulness until we finally reach a supremely insightful novelist,
Manfred Masterson, who is clearly better than Lodge. Now, by applying the tolerance
principle, which states that small additions cannot affect the application of a predicate like ‘_ is
a better novelist than _’, we are forced to deny that Masterson is better than Lodge. The
situation exhibits all the features of a sorites argument, thus motivating the intuition that some
comparative predicates may be vague or indeterminate.

In addition to tolerance and sorites susceptibility, comparatives also display other
traditional hallmarks of vagueness, such as indefiniteness and borderlineness. Indefiniteness
refers to the lack of well-defined extensions. On our previous scale of novelists ranging
from Talentless to Masterson, there appears to be no sharp boundary between novelists that
are good and novelists that are not good, nor is there any exact point at which one of these
increasingly insightful novelists can be said to be better than Lodge. A related phenomenon
is borderlineness, which refers to cases where it is unclear whether or not a predicate
applies. Just as some people are borderline tall, i.e. not clearly tall and not clearly not tall,
some novelists can be borderline good, i.e. not clearly good novelists, but not clearly not
good novelists either. This carries over to the comparative case: it seems quite likely that
somewhere along our continuum of novelists, there will be some who are neither clearly
better than Lodge, nor clearly not better. This might be, for instance, because they are more
insightful in some respects, but less insightful in others. Or, as is more likely given the fact
that ‘good novelist’ is a multidimensional term, with many other criteria apart from
insightfulness (creativity, humorousness, storytelling, character-building, etc.), some
novelists might be borderline better than Lodge because they are slightly more humorous
but a little less insightful.

The final reason I have for thinking that comparatives are vague is perhaps more
contentious, so in the course of expounding it I will also be considering a few arguments by
Ruth Chang, which may seem to undermine my main point. Put crudely, the point I want to
make is that there are great similarities in the phenomenology of incomparability and
borderlineness, which in turn warrants the claim that vagueness is the underlying source of
both these phenomena. When the phenomenology of borderline cases is examined, the
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feelings of perplexity, ignorance, and arbitrariness that often attend such cases are
standardly invoked. Typically, when dealing with a predicate that lacks well-defined
extensions, we would prefer not to have to give a positive or negative judgment for every
object that might fall under the predicate, and would rather leave some cases unexamined.
The same applies in the case of comparatives. Is Ian McEwan a better novelist than Lodge?
In many instances, it is conceivable that we would rather not have to give a determinate
answer to a question like this. Moreover, if forced to make a judgment, we would only do
so with a sense of artificiality and arbitrariness. In some cases, it may even seem to us as
though no amount of information could ever help us decide whether someone is a good
novelist, or a better novelist than Lodge, just as no amount of information could help us
decide whether David Cameron is thin or not. The matter simply feels indeterminate to us.

But is this enough to establish that value-predicates and comparatives are vague? Does
the idea of comparative vagueness really stand up to scrutiny? Ruth Chang thinks not. In
her view, hard cases are not borderline instances of vague comparatives, because ‘the
phenomenology of the cases is different’:

In borderline cases, insofar as we are willing to judge that the predicate applies, we
are also willing to judge that it does not apply. Take for example Herbert, a genuine
borderline case of baldness. Insofar as we are willing to call Herbert bald, we are also
willing to call him not bald. In hard cases, things are different. The evidence we have
inclines us to the judgment that the one item is not better than the other (and not
worse and not equally good). So, for example, our research into the philosophical
talents of Aye and Bea inclines us to the judgment that Aye is not more
philosophically talented than Bea: it seems that this is the case without its also
seeming that Aye is more philosophically talented. Thus, in a hard case, insofar as we
are willing to judge that “better than (with respect to V)” does not apply, we are not
also willing to judge that it does apply. In the absence of any explanation for why the
phenomenology should be different, there is good reason to think that hard cases are
not cases of vagueness in the given comparative. (Chang 2002a: 137)

As Chang herself admits, however, the force of this argument is not altogether clear. I
am tempted, in fact, to think that she is simply wrong about the phenomenology of the
cases she considers. Given the fact that most hard cases involve evaluatively diverse items
(which instantiate the covering values in very different respects), it seems more plausible,
and more in line with actual phenomenology, to suppose that we will be inclined to judge
that the comparative predicate both does and does not apply—because it applies in some
respects but not in others. Thus, replacing Aye and Bee in her example with actual
philosophers (say, Quine and Wittgenstein), we might say that Quine is more rigorous,
while Wittgenstein is more insightful. But which of these two philosophers is better tout
court? Confronted with this question, perplexity is certainly licensed, and to the extent that
one might feel inclined to answer ‘Quine’ on grounds of rigour, one may also feel
disinclined to give that answer when insightfulness is the relevant comparative criterion.

Nevertheless, Chang has a second reason for rejecting the vagueness account: she thinks
that even if we allow that a certain feeling of perplexity is sometimes justified in hard cases,
the resolution of this perplexity is not of the same sort as resolution of the indeterminacy of
borderline cases. More precisely, ‘in borderline cases, whether the given predicate applies
can be a matter of arbitrary stipulation, but in hard cases, resolution of application cannot
be an arbitrary matter’ (Chang 2002a: 137–138).

To illustrate her point, Chang compares two scenarios. In both of them, Jack and Jill
(two ideal agents stipulated to be ‘in possession of all the relevant facts, sensibilities and
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powers of reasoning’ needed to evaluate things) are required to sort items into one of two
piles for a given predicate, under the sole requirement that those items of which the
predicate is true go into one pile, and those of which the predicate is false go into the other.
In the first scenario, Jack and Jill must sort Herbert (a borderline case of baldness) with
respect to the predicate ‘bald’. It is assumed that they agree on all the relevant facts
concerning Herbert’s cranial hair, that they have the same understanding of the predicate,
‘and that the sorting takes place in no particular context—it’s not that Jack will win a prize
if he sorts more items into the “true” category, or that the world will be a better place if they
both sort certain items into the “false” category—rather, the sorting is context-free’ (ibid.).
Given these assumptions and our intuitions about indeterminacy it seems extremely
plausible to assume that the decisions Jack and Jill make about Herbert are perfectly
arbitrary—each could just as well flip a coin to determine how Herbert is to be sorted.
Moreover, if Jack and Jill happen to disagree about how to sort Herbert (say Jack puts him
into the ‘bald’ pile and Jill into the ‘not bald’ pile) their disagreement is not substantive but
‘simply a clash of arbitrary decisions’ (ibid.).

In the second scenario, Jack and Jill must sort pairs of value-bearers with respect to
comparative predicates, based on the same requirement as before: those pairs of which the
predicate is true go into one pile and those of which the predicate is false go into the other.
Now consider a hard case involving comparison of a particular act of promise-keeping a,
and a particular act of bringing about great happiness b. According to Chang the resolution
of such a case ‘clearly cannot be a matter of arbitrary stipulation, but is a substantive matter
concerning which is better’ (ibid., 139). This is revealed, she thinks, by the fact that we
would find it unacceptable for Jack and Jill to simply flip a coin in order to decide in which
pile to put the pair < a, b >. Moreover, ‘[i]f Jack puts the pair in the “morally better” pile
and Jill puts it in the “morally worse” pile, there is a genuine substantive disagreement
between them, not a mere clash of arbitrary decisions’ (ibid.).2

Despite the force of Chang’s example, I do not find her second argument against soft
incomparabilism any more convincing than the first. Some of the differences she notes
between the phenomenology of hard cases and that of borderline cases may indeed be real.
In fact, it is quite obvious that not all comparisons have the same feel that instances of
vagueness typically have. But does this really show that our comparatives are any less
vague? Hardly. For note that the differences in phenomenology can be explained very easily
by appeal to other factors, which have nothing to do with the vagueness or not of our
comparative predicates. One such explanation, for instance, might invoke a notion of
practical significance. The claim would be that in some contexts, the application of vague
predicates can seem less arbitrary not because those predicates are any less vague, but
simply because it matters to us more in those contexts how we apply the relevant
predicates. For instance, the importance of some of our choices may sometimes help to
dispel the air of arbitrariness surrounding them, without necessarily eliminating that
arbitrariness itself. In other words, it might alter the phenomenology of borderline cases,
without changing their semantics.

The notion of practical significance that I am invoking here may sound hopelessly
obscure and imprecise, but it need not imply much more than the perfectly innocuous

2 A slightly ad hominem remark might be in order here, to the effect that, if Chang’s considerations were
correct, they would seem to work not only against the claim that it is indeterminate whether a is better than b,
but also against the claims that a and b are equal, roughly equal, or ‘on a par’, since all of these claims seem
to entail that the choice between such items is, in an important sense, indifferent and therefore that Jack and
Jill could flip a coin in order to settle their disagreement.
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platitude that being able to make comparative judgments is more important to us in some
contexts than it is in others. Obviously, the difference between situations in which
comparisons are practically significant and situations in which they aren’t is itself vague
and highly contextual. The same comparison can be very important to us in one context, but
completely insignificant in another. That fact, however, need not raise any problems,
because after all our feelings of arbitrariness can also vary with context. To see this,
consider a variation to Chang’s first scenario. As before, Jack and Jill are required to sort
people with respect to their baldness and Herbert is borderline bald. This time, however, it
is added that Jack and Jill possess some weird conative states which allow them to make
friends, or interact ethically, only with bald people. (Or worse, imagine that Jack and Jill’s
boss has ordered them to sort people into these two categories because he wants to
subsequently kill all those who are bald.) Now, notice that when such variations are
introduced, the phenomenology of the case immediately changes. Jack and Jill’s decision
concerning Herbert’s baldness no longer feels arbitrary and in an important sense it no
longer is arbitrary: they shouldn’t (in the moral sense) toss a coin because Herbert’s life
may depend on that. Moreover, if they happen to disagree about whether or not Herbert is
bald their disagreement is in a sense substantive.3

Here is another illustration of how the practical significance of choice could alter the
phenomenology of vagueness.4 Jaffa Cakes are classified by their manufacturer as cakes.
But they also possess many of the features of biscuits. Are they cakes, or are they biscuits?
In everyday contexts, the issue seems patently indeterminate—a matter of arbitrary
stipulation. In the UK, however, VAT is charged on chocolate-covered biscuits, but not on
cakes. So in 1991, HM Customs and Excise decided to challenge the classification of Jaffa
Cakes as cakes. Subsequently, the matter was argued in court. The resolution of the case
was no longer felt to be arbitrary and disagreement seemed substantive. Despite this change
in phenomenology, however, it would hardly seem plausible to claim that the issue of
whether Jaffa cakes are cakes thereby lost any of its initial vagueness.

If I am right the differences that Chang notes between the phenomenology of some hard
cases and that of some borderline cases do not point to any corresponding difference
between the nature of incomparability and that of vagueness. As we have seen, they can be
explained by appeal to contextual factors. On the other hand, we have seen that there are
strong reasons to think that many instances of incomparability can be explained in terms of
indeterminacy.

Still, the issue of whether incomparability should be construed as indeterminate or
determinate failure of trichotomy might seem overly disjunctive. After all, why wouldn’t
the two conceptions be perfectly compatible? Why not embrace an alternative picture on
which, for any predicate F and things a and b, there would be cases in which the trichotomy
holds determinately (either a is Fer than b, or b is Fer than a, or they are equally F), cases
in which it fails determinately (it is false that a is Fer than b, false that b is Fer than a, and
false that they are equally F) and, in between, cases in which it is indeterminate whether the
trichotomy holds or fails? Broome’s argument, which I explore below, is meant to show that
this view leads to contradictions and therefore that the two ways of construing
incomparability are incompatible.

3 I say ‘in a sense’ because even in a situation like this, the answer to the question of whether Herbert is bald
remains indeterminate, which means that their disagreement is in an important respect a mere clash of
arbitrary stipulations. My point is only meant to show that the argument from feelings of non-arbitrariness is
too weak, as these feelings can be explained by appeal to other considerations, like practical significance.
4 I owe this example to Tim Crane. See his website for a nice discussion of this and a few related examples
(http://web.mac.com/cranetim/Tims_website/Jaffa_cakes.html).
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3 Broome’s Argument

According to hard incomparabilism, the continuum in a standard configuration is
always divided in precisely three areas with sharp boundaries between each other: the
top area, where As are Fer than B (the standard); the middle area, where it is false that As
are Fer than B, false that B is Fer than As, and false that As and B are equally F; and the
bottom area, where there are As than which B is Fer. But this runs afoul of our intuition
that evaluative predicates have margins for error and therefore cannot have sharp
boundaries.

To accommodate this intuition, the hard-line incomparabilist might change his picture by
allowing the boundaries between the three zones on the continuum to be fuzzy. By doing so
he would now be acknowledging not three but five zones on the continuum: the top area—
as before; then, further down, a borderline area—in which it is neither true nor false that the
As are Fer than B; then the middle area—as before; still further down another borderline
area—in which it is neither true nor false that B is Fer than the As; and finally the bottom
area—as before. At first, this proposal might seem cogent and attractive, inasmuch as it
attempts to reconcile hard incomparabilism with the intuitions about indefiniteness and
borderlineness that motivate soft incomparabilism.

According to Broome, however, it is precisely this combination of hard and soft
incomparability that makes the picture incoherent and gives rise to contradiction. He reveals
the contradiction by means of the following argument, which has the structure of a
reductio.5

Suppose that the standard configuration contains the five zones described above. Now,
take any point in the upper borderline zone (namely, that between betterness and hard
incomparability). It is clearly false that B (the standard) is Fer than this point, since this is
false for all the points in the zone of hard incomparability and above. Given that this is a
point in the zone of vagueness, it is neither true nor false that it is Fer than B (if it were true,
the point would be in the top zone, if it were false, it would be in the middle area of hard
incomparability). So the following is true about any point in the upper vagueness area: it is
false that B (the standard) is Fer than it, but not false that it is Fer than B. But now, the
following principle seems true:

The collapsing principle, special version. For any x and y, if it is false that y is Fer
than x and not false that x is Fer than y, then it is true that x is Fer than y.

Given this principle and what was said about the arbitrary point in the indeterminacy
zone, it follows straightforwardly that the point is Fer than B. But this implies it is not in the
zone of vagueness after all. So there can’t be any such zone.

A parallel argument can be constructed against the possibility of the lower zone of
indeterminacy (between worseness and hard incomparability). Thus, we assumed that zones
of hard incomparability and soft incomparability can coexist and, based on this assumption,
we derived a contradiction. The assumption must then be rejected: we can only have one or
the other. But we have already seen above that the hard-line incomparabilist’s three-zone
model of the standard configuration is unsatisfactory, as it violates our intuition that there
can be no sharp boundaries in the application of comparative predicates. Therefore, we
must conclude that incomparability is vagueness.

5 The argument is set forth in Broome 1997: 73–75. Similar versions can be found in Broome 2001: 12–13,
and Broome 2004: 173–175.
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4 Broome’s Argument Defended

As Broome himself realises, the most problematic step in his argument is the application of
the collapsing principle. Broome vindicates this principle as follows:

If it is false that y is Fer than x, and not false that x is Fer than y, then x has a clear
advantage over y in respect of its Fness. So it must be Fer than y. It takes only the
slightest asymmetry to make it the case that one thing is Fer than another.6 One object
is heavier than another if the scales tip ever so slightly toward it. Here there is a clear
asymmetry between x and y in respect of their Fness. That is enough to determine that
x is Fer than y. (Broome 1997: 74)

He also illustrates this point by means of a thought experiment:

Suppose you had to award a prize to either x or y for its Fness. Suburbs in Canberra
are named after great Australians, and each new suburb has to go to the greatest
Australian who does not yet have a suburb. Suppose there are two candidates for the
next suburb, and you have to decide between them. Suppose that, on investigating
their cases, you conclude it is false that Wye is a greater Australian than Exe, but that
it is not false that Exe is a greater Australian than Wye. This is not at all like the case
where you conclude that Wye and Exe are equally great Australians, because then it is
not clear who should get the suburb. You should probably toss a coin. Nor is it like
the case where you conclude that neither Wye nor Exe is greater than the other and
they are not equally great either. This is a case squarely in the zone of [hard
incomparability]. In this case, it is once again not clear who should get the suburb,
just because neither candidate is better than the other. Perhaps you should toss a coin
in this case too, or perhaps some other procedure would be right. But when it is false
that Wye is greater than Exe, but not false that Exe is greater than Wye, you need not
hesitate. It would be quite wrong to give the suburb to Wye. Since the prize was for
being the greater Australian, it could not be so obvious who should win unless that
person was the greater Australian.
When it is false that y is Fer than x but not false that x is Fer than y, then if you had to
award a prize for Fness, it is plain you should give the prize to x. But it would not be
plain unless x was Fer than y. Therefore, x is Fer than y. This must be so whether you
actually have to give a prize or not, since whether or not you have to give a prize
cannot affect whether or not x is Fer than y. (ibid.: 74–75)

This example is supposed to reveal the intuitive plausibility of the collapsing principle.
According to Chang, however, the thought experiment goes awry:

Consider the initial judgments that it is neither true nor false that Exe is greater than
Wye and that it is false that Wye is greater than Exe. If the collapsing principle is true,
what must follow? We must infer that one of our judgments is not true. For the
collapsing principle tells us that we have made a mistake; both claims cannot be true
and we must reject at least one of our judgments. Now perhaps it is true that choosing
Exe is the right thing to do in the given circumstances, but if that is so, it will not
have anything to do with our initial judgments implying that Exe is greater. For we

6 To make room for the tolerance of the comparative ‘Fer than’, this should be qualified to read: ‘It takes
only the slightest discernible asymmetry …’. The point does not affect the argument negatively, however,
since the asymmetry between x and y to which Broome draws our attention is certainly discernible in this
sense.
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know that at least one of those judgments is false, though we don’t know which, and
so those judgments, if they are to provide grounds for choice, cannot do so by
implying something about comparative facts concerning Exe and Wye. Thus the
thought experiment fails to bolster the collapsing principle. (Chang 2002a: 161)

The point Chang makes in this paragraph is not entirely clear to me, but I suspect it is
meant to be running along somewhat the following lines. According to Broome, from:

(1) It is false that Wye is greater than Exe
and

(2) It is not false that Exe is greater than Wye,
we can derive

(3) It is true that Exe is greater than Wye,
because the collapsing principle tells us that (1) and (2) imply (3). But then, it follows
by contraposition that (1) and the negation of (3), namely

(4) It is not true that Exe is greater than Wye,
(which is also true because ‘It is neither true nor false that Exe is greater than Wye’ is
true), together imply the negation of (2), namely

(5) It is false that Exe is greater than Wye.

So, strictly speaking, inasmuch as the collapsing principle helps us derive (3) (as Broome
wants it to) it also yields something contrary to (3), namely (5). But then, the objection might
go, it follows that whatever reasons we have for thinking that (3) is obvious in Broome’s
thought experiment, these reasons have nothing to do with the collapsing principle.

I am not sure whether this is precisely the point Chang had in mind,7 but it is a point that
others have made (see Carlson 2004: 95) and, as such, is worth considering. What, if
anything, does it prove? It certainly does not prove that Broome’s argument is unsound. For
even if the collapsing principle in fact allows us to derive either (3) or (5), it still entails, by
doing so, the falsity of the proposition ‘It is neither true nor false that Exe is greater than
Wye’. And this is sufficient for Broome’s purpose of deriving a contradiction from the
assumption that this proposition is compatible with (1). However, the objection does seem
to achieve something. By showing that the collapsing principle can actually collapse the
asymmetric situations to which it applies not only to truth, but also to falsity, it seems to rob
this principle of much of its intuitive appeal. After all, in cases like Broome’s thought
experiment, what we want to be entitled to conclude is that Exe is greater than Wye, not
that this is false. We don’t want a principle that remains indifferent between these two
claims. If that were all we needed, we might have just as well flipped a coin.

But the collapsing principle does not have to remain indifferent between truth and falsity.
In its special version stated above, the principle works not on its own, but in conjunction
with the assumption that x is much closer to Fness than to not-Fness, in virtue of the place
we gave it in the continuum (namely, in the upper and not the lower zone of vagueness). It
is because of this that ‘x has a clear advantage over y in respect of its Fness’, as Broome
puts it. And there is a general version of the collapsing principle which encapsulates the
intuition arising from this almost graphic representation:

The collapsing principle, general version. For any x and y, if it is more true that x is
Fer than y than that y is Fer than x, then x is Fer than y.

7 It might very well be, given what she says a couple of pages later: ‘…strictly speaking, Broome does not
need the collapsing principle to collapse to the truth of x’s being Fer than y; he could just as well say that the
collapse is to the falsity of x’s being Fer than y’ (Chang 2002a: 167).
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This version, I believe, avoids the difficulties signalled by the above considerations in a
satisfactory way. But other difficulties lie ahead.

Thus, in a recent paper (Carlson 2004), which Broome acknowledges as containing a
strong objection to his view (see Broome 2004: 185–186, n. 6), Erik Carlson proposes one
interesting type of counterexample to the collapsing principle. First, he notes that a
consequence of the special version of the collapsing principle is that vague comparisons
must be symmetrical with respect to truth-value, in the sense captured by the following
claim:

Vagueness symmetry: It is neither true nor false that x is Fer than y if and only if it is
neither true nor false that y is Fer than x.8

The proof for this is as follows. Suppose some x in the indeterminacy zone is Fer than y
(the standard), and it is neither true nor false that y is better than x. Since x is Fer than y, the
asymmetry of the relation ‘Fer than’ implies that y is not Fer than x. This contradicts our
assumption. Second, suppose that x is not Fer than y, and it is neither true nor false that y is
Fer than x. From this, by the special version of the collapsing principle we get that y is Fer
than x. Again, we derive contradiction. The proof for the other sense of the equivalence
relation is parallel. Therefore, if the special version of the collapsing principle is correct,
vagueness is symmetrical (and vice versa—the collapsing principle and the thesis of
vagueness symmetry are equivalent).

However, Carlson thinks that vagueness symmetry is open to counterexamples of an
interesting kind:

Suppose that we are considering who of Alf and Beth is the better philosopher.
Concerning every property that indubitably contributes to goodness as a philosopher,
we find that they possess it to an equal degree. However, Alf has greater rhetorical
skill than Beth. Does this make Alf a better philosopher than Beth? It seems that there
may well be no definite answer to this question. Perhaps our concept of a good
philosopher is such that it is indeterminate whether rhetorical skill contributes
positively to this species of goodness. If so, it is neither true nor false that Alf is a
better philosopher than Beth. It is clear, however, that rhetorical skill does not
contribute negatively to goodness as a philosopher. Hence, it is definitely false that
Beth is a better philosopher than Alf. But these two judgments, that it is neither true
nor false that Alf is a better philosopher than Beth, and false that Beth is a better
philosopher than Alf, together contradict vagueness symmetry. […]
In general, there appear to be properties for which it is indeterminate whether they are
positively relevant for an item’s goodness (in a certain respect), but definitely false
that they are negatively relevant, or vice versa. Vagueness symmetry implausibly
excludes the possibility of such indeterminately relevant properties. Since the
collapsing principle is equivalent to vagueness symmetry, there is good reason to
reject it. (Carlson 2004: 96–97)

Carlson’s example seems quite compelling, but I do not think its consequences for
Broome’s view are damaging. As Carlson notes, Broome might attempt to respond by
restricting the scope of his argument so as to exclude cases involving indeterminately
relevant properties. But he thinks that this response would be ad hoc and ‘would make
Broome’s argument much less interesting’ (ibid.: 97). It would be ad hoc, presumably,

8 See Carlson 2004: 96. Broome explicitly endorses this thesis as a consequence of his collapsing principle in
Broome 1997: 76.
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because there is no principled distinction between cases of indeterminate relevant properties
and other instances of vagueness in our comparatives. It would be less interesting because
‘the phenomenon of indeterminately relevant properties appears to be rather common, [and
thus] there will be plenty of standard configurations for which the contentious assumption
[that there is no pair of items which are alike in all their determinately relevant properties,
but differ concerning the possession of some indeterminately relevant property—not even
when the standard is included among the items of comparison] is false’ (ibid.).

I want to argue in what follows that Carlson’s assumptions are unwarranted, because (a)
there is a principled distinction to be drawn between cases that involve indeterminately
relevant properties and the instances of vagueness I have been focusing on so far, and (b)
this distinction gives us good reasons to believe that, even though Carlson’s phenomenon of
indeterminate relevance is pervasive, it poses no particular problems for Broome’s
conception of indeterminacy defended here.

I shall start with (a). To introduce the distinction I have in mind, I want to emphasise an
important difference concerning the source of the two types of comparative vagueness I will
be distinguishing here. An interesting characteristic of all the hard comparisons discussed
so far is that their respective sets of contributory values are stipulated to be determinately
defined: that is, we suppose (often just for the sake of simplicity) that we know exactly
what the contributory values relevant for our deliberations are, and then we ask how these
values are to be ranked against each other. A consequence of this is that we are able to
specify in each case the exact meaning of the evaluative term ‘good F’, having previously
stipulated the relevant criteria for what counts as falling under F. In this sense, whatever
indeterminacy we then find lurking in our comparisons, that indeterminacy will clearly be
non-derivative: in other words, the truth-value of ‘x is Fer than y’ will be indeterminate not
because of any indeterminacy regarding ‘x is a good F’ or ‘y is a good F’, but because it is
not determinate how the contributory values of x and y should be ranked. In an important
sense, then, this type of vagueness belongs entirely in the realm of comparisons—it
characterises the application of our comparative predicates and is therefore ‘extensional’. I
will call it genuine comparative vagueness. Its symptoms are, as we have seen above,
tolerance and lack of sharp boundaries.

On the other hand, it’s easy to notice that the ‘indeterminately relevant properties’ on
which Carlson relies in his counterexample give rise to a distinct type of vagueness. The
crucial difference is that this new kind of comparative indeterminacy is essentially
derivative: the truth-value of ‘Alf is a better philosopher than Beth’ is indeterminate
because the criteria of being a good philosopher are not definite—should we count
rhetorical skill or not? It’s easy to see that vagueness of this sort is not peculiar to
comparative predicates and does not have its sources in them. Rather, it stems from the fact
that certain non-comparative concepts do not have precise criteria, which is to say that this
type of vagueness characterises not merely the application of those concepts, but also the
semantic conditions for their application, and is therefore ‘intensional’. I will call it
derivative comparative vagueness. Its main symptom is semantic open-texture.

With this distinction in place, my proposal is that we amend Broome’s collapsing
principle as follows:

The collapsing principle, general version (amended). For any intensionally
determinate predicate F and any things x and y, if it is more true that x is Fer than
y than that y is Fer than x, then x is Fer than y.

Hopefully, given what I have just said about the two kinds of vagueness, this restriction
will not seem ad hoc. The collapsing principle is explicitly restricted to comparative
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language anyway (see Broome 1997: 77), and we have seen that only one type of
indeterminacy deserves to be called genuinely comparative. There is no reason why the
principle should apply to other kinds of vagueness phenomena as well.

I have argued that the type of vagueness identified by Carlson is a specific manifestation
of a more general feature, which arguably infects a great deal of our ordinary language. The
concepts that possess this feature are open-textured—their semantic criteria are vague. If
Carlson is right (and he probably is), such concepts are pervasive. But this should pose no
specific problem for the conception of incomparability defended here. When items are
incomparable in virtue of their having what Carlson calls ‘indeterminately relevant
properties’, what this means is that there are multiple sharpenings, or precisifications, of the
concepts in terms of which the comparisons are made. Thus, for instance, in Carlson’s
example of Alf and Beth, there are two possible sharpenings of ‘goodness as a
philosopher’. On one of them rhetorical skill matters and therefore Alf is better than Beth.
On the other it doesn’t and so Alf and Beth are equal. This suggests the following idea:
unlike the usual comparatives, concepts that are intensionally indeterminate (in the sense
exploited by Carlson’s argument) admit of multiple standard configurations, according to
the particular sharpening they are given. But these standard configurations are in every
respect identical to the normal standard configuration we have used in our examples so far.
The phenomenon might be pervasive, but this is not a threat for the view that
incomparability is vagueness. In fact, the more pervasive it is, the more incomparability
there actually is out there.

5 Conclusions

If the arguments I have put forth in this paper are correct, they license the conclusion that
some of our comparative predicates are vague or indeterminate, in much the same way in
which predicates like ‘red’ or ‘bald’ are said to be vague. This, I believe, provides a good
explanation of the phenomenon of value-incomparability along the lines of Broome’s
account, an explanation which, as I have tried to show, can avoid some of the objections
raised against Broome in recent literature.

Acknowledgements I would like to thank Simon Blackburn and Hallvard Lillehammer for valuable
suggestions and comments on earlier drafts of this paper. Versions of the paper have been presented at a
Philosophy Colloquium in St. John’s College, Cambridge in November 2007, at the 11th Annual Oxford
Philosophy Graduate Conference, as well as at the 2010 Conference of the British Society for Ethical Theory.
I thank the audiences at these conferences, and in particular Arif Ahmed, Krister Bykvist, James Dreier, Jane
Heal, Antti Kauppinen, Karen Nielsen, and Pekka Väyrynen for their helpful feedback. I am also grateful to
Miha Constantinescu, Laura Vasile, and George Turturea for numerous conversations on the matters
discussed here. Research for this paper was funded by the Cambridge Overseas Trust and by Trinity College,
Cambridge.

References

Broome J (1997) Is incommensurability vagueness? In: Chang R (ed) Incommensurability, incomparability,
and practical reasoning. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, pp 67–89

Broome J (2001) Greedy neutrality of value. In: Rabinowicz W (ed) Value and Choice, vol 2. University of
Lund, pp 7–16

Broome J (2004) Weighing lives. Oxford University Press, Oxford
Carlson E (2004) Broome’s argument against value incomparability. Utilitas 16:92–98

Value Incomparability and Indeterminacy



Chang R (2002a) Making comparisons count. Routledge, London
Chang R (2002b) The possibility of parity. Ethics 112:659–688
Griffin J (1986) Well-being: its meaning, measurement, and moral importance. Oxford University Press,

Oxford
Parfit D (1984) Reasons and persons. Oxford University Press, Oxford
Raz J (1985–86) Value incommensurability: some preliminaries. Proc. of the Aristot. Soc. 86: 117–134
Raz J (1986) The morality of freedom. Clarendon, Oxford
Wright C (1976) Language mastery and the sorites paradox. In: Evans G, McDowell J (eds) Truth and

meaning: essays in semantics. Oxford University Press, Oxford, pp 223–247

C. Constantinescu


	Value Incomparability and Indeterminacy
	Abstract
	Incomparability: Determinate vs. Indeterminate
	Incomparability and Vagueness
	Broome’s Argument
	Broome’s Argument Defended
	Conclusions
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 600
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e5c4f5e55663e793a3001901a8fc775355b5090ae4ef653d190014ee553ca901a8fc756e072797f5153d15e03300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc87a25e55986f793a3001901a904e96fb5b5090f54ef650b390014ee553ca57287db2969b7db28def4e0a767c5e03300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020d654ba740020d45cc2dc002c0020c804c7900020ba54c77c002c0020c778d130b137c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor weergave op een beeldscherm, e-mail en internet. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for on-screen display, e-mail, and the Internet.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /DEU <FEFF004a006f0062006f007000740069006f006e007300200066006f00720020004100630072006f006200610074002000440069007300740069006c006c0065007200200037000d00500072006f006400750063006500730020005000440046002000660069006c0065007300200077006800690063006800200061007200650020007500730065006400200066006f00720020006f006e006c0069006e0065002e000d0028006300290020003200300031003000200053007000720069006e006700650072002d005600650072006c0061006700200047006d006200480020>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing false
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


