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erms mean are not separate. This point can be brought more
~ through a discussion of another argument that you already atten
in Exercise 4.4. It might have been reconstructed in the following

(2) No one can safely predict compatibility with another person for life.
(3) If two people aren’t compatible, then they can’t live together.

(4) No one should make a promise unless she or he can safely predict that she or
can keep it.

No one should get married.

As we will see, an adequate evaluation of this argument and an interpretation of

its unclear terms are two parts of a dialogue process in which each part affects the

other.We call this a dialogue process because it simulates a dialo guc that mighi T

ally occur if the author of the argument were present. We imagine the critic ask="

ing the arguer what is meant by certain expressions, and the arguer responding

in turn by clarifying his or her meaning. The critic then assesses the implications
of this interpretation for the argument as a whole.
It is possible simply to dismiss some of the premises in the argument gi

in Example 7.7 (and in many others) by interpreting vague or amb
expressions in ways that make the premises false. But by seeking interp
(within reason) that will make the premises true, we can try to discover v
the argument advanced is making a point worth our considerati
approach, which might be seen as an extension of the Principle o
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premise 2 true make it less likely that .No one s{wuld mqke 4 promise
ly predict that she or he can keep it. We might be Justlﬁ.ed, for

instance, in promising to return a book even though we -know jchat a variety of
| factors, such as a house fire, might make the promise impossible to keep. To
demand nearly absolute certainty of being able to keep a promise would rule out
all but a few promises. Such a stipulation, if actually carried out in practice, would
virtually eliminate the useful custom of making promises.

We are now left with the question of whether there 15 a range of “safe pre-
dictif)n.” low enough to make this premise about promises true but high enough
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W
we make can affect the truth or falsity of premises. But we must mak

consistent to preserve the validity of an argument.

pret an argument.

Criticizing Arguments That Contain Unclear Words or Expressio:

s the ways vague or ambiguous expressions might be clarified in the
ggest how assigning different interpretations affects

1. Discus
following statements. Su

their truth or falsity.

a. Man is born free.
Exceptional children should be given special attention by the public edu-

o

cation system.
Suicide, whether direct or indirect, should be strongly condemned.

The average American family has 3.2 members.

The war on poverty was no war. ;
Marriage is a bond of trust between equals, but the partners in a marriage

Th oo o

are rarely equal.
The accused argued that he should not be required to pay the parking =

ticket because the sign said, “Fine for Parking” (from Mike Mailway, Seattle
3 |

Post-Intelligencer).
h. The public school system can never treat students equally; they come to

the schools unequal in talent, experience, and family background.
i. America did not become a democracy until the 1960s. Women could :
vote until the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified in 1920, and it was
in 1965 that a Voting Rights Act was passed that did away with
qualifications and literacy tests, and paved the way for the gen
pation of all people, regardless of race, creed, or national or

Werite a brief critical assessment of the following argument
ularly on possible shifts in meaning of vague or ambiguc
ate a dialogue—suggesting possible meanings of \
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_ élieve that deﬁmtlons are arbltrary, anyone can use a Wor
thing he or she wants. We believe both points of view are 2

Consider first the view that substantial problems of meaning
by consulting a dictionary. This presumption is faulty in two Ways
ary entries often do little more than provide synonyms whose meaning is
allied to the term being defined. As such, they fail to clarify meaning, as
trated in the following series of dictionary entries:

recondite—incomprehensible to one of ordinary understanding or knowle

incomprehensible—impossible to comprehend; unintelligible
unintelligible—not intelligible; obscure

obscure—not readily understood or not clearly expressed; abstruse
abstruse—difficult to comprehend; recondite

Second, dictionaries give precise definitions for only a limited range of scientific
or technical terms. They can define precisely, for instance, specially coined terms
from physics, such as:

pion—a short-lived meson that 1s primarily responsible for the nuclear force
that exists as a positive or negative particle with mass 273.2 times the elec=
tron mass or a neutral pam«.h with mass 264.2 times the electron mass

] But dictionaries give only incomplete analyses of more familiar terms:

marriage—the institution whereby men and women are joined in a speci
kind of social and legal dependence for the purpose of founding and main-
taining a family

Even if we overlook the vagueness of certain terms (social and legal depeﬂd
ily), this dictionary entry faces difficulty. It is inadequate because peo
married without intending to found or maintain a family (that is, wi



