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'Not Exactly' shows 

vagueness is key to 

scientific advances 

Tn a , recent episode of the Tv 
.iseries "Lie To Me," Cal Light­
man, the main character (played by , 
Tun Roth), is being sworn in for a 
court appearance. Naturally, he is 
asked the standard question: "Do 
you swear to tell the truth, the 
whole truth and nothing but the 
truth, so help you God?" , 

Much to the chagrin of the 
judge, Cal responds, ,'That's not 
possible:" Eventually he is aSked, 
"Well, how about promising to be " 
honest to the best of your ability?" 
to which he replied, "Now you're 
talking!" 

This simple excharige consti­
tutes the basic premise behind 
"Not Exactly: In Praise of Vague" ' 
ness," the new book by Kees van Vagueness, n by Kees van 
Deemter, a professor of cOmputing Deemte~. N~York: Oxford 
science at the University of. ,UnwerSIty Press, 2010. 

Aberdeen in the United Kingdom. '.' 341 pages, $29·95· 
"Vagueness is everywhere/' van capacity to use weapons of mass 

Deemter asserts . "If you believe a destruction, the initial report devel­ The Daily News 
concept t? b~ completely , cris\?, oped by analysts was Careful to (Bowling Green, KY) then exarrune It more closely and It avoid any claims that could not be 
will often prove to be v~e." explicitly substantiated. But with Sunday, August 1,2010 
. It ~~mes app~t while read- the removal of important hedges Page 12-C 
mg Not Exactly that van such as ' ~indicateS" and "could be " 
Deemter is an experienced the fmal version stated unequiv~­
res~her who is 'quite ade~t at ' cally that "the Iraqi military are 
makiilg . relev~t . ~onnectlOns able to deploy these weapons with­
a~ross different ~SCIplines such as in 45 minuteS of a decision to do 

, bl(~16gy, psychology, . econOmICS, so." 
p~os~phy,. ~thematIcs and espe"' This declaration was much less 
Clally lin~StIcs . . truthful with respect to what the 
O~lOnally, he ventures a little evidence actually supported. 

~oo far mto the abs~act and ~ go Unfortunately, the more definitive 
mto more explanation. than ,~s rea1- but inherently less precise state­
!y necess~ ':'I'he~ di.scussmg an , ment became the basis for the ulti­
Idea that IS farrlystraIghtforward . mate decision to invade the coun-
But van Deemter does make , a try , 
powerful c~e that vagueness, n?t As van Deemter argues, the use 
exactness, IS the fundamental dri- f hed . I . .behind t ' ial ' ,,, ' 0 ges m anguage IS a nontnv­ver . ,mos SOC movemen.., ial point. ' 
and SCIentific adv~ces. "In an , extensive study by the 

M;oreover, he IS not shy about lin u' t Willi G b d 
making his point. When con- g IS sam , ~a e ~ 
fronting rigid proponents, of the Robert Kaplan, some mterestmg 
scientific method, he can be rather patterns emerg~ w.hen hedges 
frank in his appraisal of their nar- were ::;ampared m vanous .types,?~ 
row-mindedhess. , : texts, van Deemter wnteS. It 

"Statistical significance is a turned out th~ hedges oc~urr~ 
gradable concept:~ van Deemter more than 10 ~es as.often m SCI­
asserts . 'The thresholds that are ence texts than m .bu~mess reports 
commoniy used to decide whether and newspaper editonals, ~d that 
something is statistically ' signifi- ~ey occu;red hardly at all m narra­
cant are, different for different tIve textS. , . . ' . 
research cOnUnunities, and almost Cha~ter1O, ArtifiCIal IntellI­
entirelyarbrtrary." : ," . , genc~, IS undoub.te?JY one of the 

Particularly intriguing is his dis" best m the book; It IS here that van 
cussion of how "hedges" permeate Deemter attem~ts ~ answer , the 
our ' langUage and influence oUr pro~erbI~ qu~tIon, Are comP':!t­
decision-making on a number Of ers l!ltelligent? ~erca:efully 00­
tangible levels. A hedge is a quaU- ' sectmg th~ applicable ISSUes, ~e 
fier that reminds the recipient that auth?r arnves. ~,t the conclu~Ion 
the information being conveyed is that 'fuzzy lOgiC (vagueness) IS at 
not assured. In an almost paradoXi- ' th~,heart of th,e problem. " 
cal sense, hedges iillow us to con- Vagueness and a numt:er . of 
vey a more realistic message, problems structurally very similar 
which is why authoritative state- to vagueness are Implicated m 
ments are typically more difficult ~y o~ th~ ~tes~ obstacles fac­
to defend than those which are less mg artifiCIal mtelligence at the 
dogmatic. moment," van Deemter notes. 

At the same time, hedges tend to "Fuzzy logic has cer:taill inb.uilt 
diminish the dramatic effect of features that hamper Its practIcal 
communication; i.e., they lessen applications anq its relevance for 
the appeal and interest of the listen~ the analysis of natunil language." 
er or reader. ' He sees the ability to use natural 

In , one particularly poignant langiIage as a distinguishing char­
example, van Deemter describes acteristic of intelligence, artificial 
how the removal ofhedges from an or otherwise. ' 
official document helped hasten ,As Cal Lightman knew, we live 
the onset of the Iraqi War. ina .world where "the truth" is 

'The British government, in a often difficult to ascertain. IiI his 
document that <;arne to be knoWn deceptively complex , treatise, van 
as ' the dodgy dossier,' decided to DeemteraccentuateS thi: need to 
remove certain hedges from claSsi- "invent new ' ways of thinking 
fled documents," van Deemter about truth, meaning, and commu­
explains . 'The original documents nication." He coWd be on to some- ' 
were careful assessments by the thing. 
intelligence community concem- :- Reviewed by Aaron W. 
ing Saddam Hussein's weapons of Hughey, Western Kentucky Univer­
mass destruction." sity, Department of Counseling 

With reference to Hussein's and Student Affairs. ' 


