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“
“

Ambiguity: ‘the capability of being 
understood in two or more ways’ 

Vague: ‘couched in general or indefinite 
terms’ being ‘not definitely or precisely 
expressed’

(Oxford English Dictionary)



1. The symbol can be mistaken for the thing 
signified 

2. Proliferation of terms can confuse the 
landscape 

3. Borrowing existing words/terms can 
hinder debate

Problems:
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“
“

Since we cannot introduce the realities themselves 
into our discussions, but have to use words as symbols 
for them, we suppose that what follows in the words 
will follow in the realities too. 

[...] 

Whereas words and the quantity of sentences are 
limited, realities are unlimited in number.” 

(Aristotle)
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Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity

1. Two things are said to be alike 

2. Two different metaphors used at the same time 

3. Two ideas given through one word (connected by context) 

4. Two meanings combine to make clear a complication 

5. Author discovers idea in act of writing 

6. Statement says nothing so reader has to invent meaning 

7. Two words, in context, mean opposite things
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“
“

The Hatter opened his eyes very wide... but all he 
said was, `Why is a raven like a writing-desk?'  
`Come, we shall have some fun now!' thought Alice. 
`I'm glad they've begun asking riddles. - I believe I 
can guess that,' she added aloud. 
`Do you mean that you think you can find out the 
answer to it?' said the March Hare. 
`Exactly so,' said Alice. 
`Then you should say what you mean,' the March 
Hare went on. 
`I do,' Alice hastily replied; `at least - at least I mean 
what I say - that's the same thing, you know.'  
`Not the same thing a bit!' said the Hatter. `You 
might just as well say that "I see what I eat" is the 
same thing as "I eat what I see"!'

(Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland)
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“The executioner's argument 
was, that you couldn't cut off a 
head unless there was a body to 
cut it off from: that he had never 
had to do such a thing before, 
and he wasn't going to begin at 
his time of life. The King's 
argument was, that anything 
that had a head could be 
beheaded, and that you weren't 
to talk nonsense.” 

(Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland)“
“
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Dead 
Metaphors

Rorty, R. (1989) The Contingency of Language. (in Russell Goodman (ed). 1995. Pragmatism: A Contemporary Reader Routledge).



The early dialogues frequently 
represent Socrates as seeking for 
definitions of terms. Now, before we 
seek to define a term we should make 
sure that it has only one sense, or at 
least which of its senses we are trying 
to define. But Socrates never does this 
in the Platonic dialogues. In every case 
he puts the question and proceeds to 
look for an answer with the most 
perfect coincidence that the word 
means the same thing every time it is 
used. 

(Robinson, 1941)“
“
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Prozeugma?
Hypozeugma?

Digital Literacy

Which is the adjective?
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Three takeaways:
1.Academic 
2.Professional 
3.Personal “I like the tension you elicit 

there. It strikes me as what 
Abbott would call an’ ambiguity 

of locus’ - would you agree?” 



Three takeaways:
1.Academic 
2.Professional 
3.Personal “What you fail to realise, Vice 

Chancellor, is that I’m trying to 
avoid turning the university 

into a dead metaphor.” 



1.Academic 
2.Professional 
3.Personal “Given previous experience, 

the notion that you ‘just want 
a surprise’ for Christmas is 

unproductively ambiguous.” 

Three takeaways:



*further research necessary

Thanks!
*
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