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Abstract. A half-truth may be defined as a sentence that is true in one sense, but
that fails to be true in another, hence as a sentence only true to some extent. This
paper discusses some aspects in which the Liar may be considered a half-truth. Talk of
half-truths, like talk of half-full containers, implies that truth is gradable, and moreover
that some sentences can be true without being perfectly true. I review some evidence
for the view that “true” and “false” are absolute gradable adjectives, and argue that
both are moreover systematically ambiguous between a total and a partial interpretation
supporting the strict-tolerant distinction. I use this evidence to revisit the strict-tolerant
account of truth and the Liar. While the strict-tolerant account was originally conceived
for vague predicates, its extension to the semantic paradoxes assumed that assertion, but
not truth, comes in different degrees. I reconsider this claim, and argue that we get a
more unified picture by treating “true” as a special type of vague predicate.

1. Introduction

The aim of this paper is to explore some philosophical implications of the fact that the
adjective “true” is gradable in natural language, in particular concerning the strict-tolerant
account of truth and the Liar paradox (see Cobreros et al. 2013). In the literature on
truth, “true” is sometimes viewed as a vague predicate, to mean that it admits borderline
cases. The idea that “true” is vague features, famously, in Russell’s account of vagueness
(Russell 1923), and it is present in various accounts of the Liar paradox (viz. McGee
1990), including the strict-tolerant account (Cobreros et al. 2015b). The observation that
“true” and “false” are gradable adjectives looms large in the tradition of fuzzy logic (viz.
Zadeh 1975; Weatherson 2005; Smith 2008), but it has been received with scepticism (see
Haack 1980), and it is generally given little philosophical importance (a recent exception
is Henderson 2019). It is, however, of particular interest in order to bridge linguistic and
logical considerations about truth.

To say that “true” is gradable means that it supports comparative morphology (“truer”,
“less true”) and also adverbial modification by the intensifier “very” (“very true”) (viz. Sapir
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1944). The adjective “true” in English moreover appears to be a special kind of gradable
adjective, namely an absolute gradable adjective in the sense of Unger 1975 (a feature briefly
emphasized in my Égré 2019, which spurred this paper). This view, endorsed by Unger
himself, means that “true” patterns as a maximum-scale adjective (Kennedy and McNally
2005; Kennedy 2007). In particular, unlike relative adjectives such as “tall” or “rich”, but
like other absolute adjectives such as “flat” or “full”, “true” supports modification by the
adverbs “completely” and “perfectly” (compare “completely true”, “perfectly true”, with the
ungrammatical “*completely tall”, “*perfectly tall”).

Independently, Jared Henderson makes the same observation in a paper in which the
gradability of truth is discussed, and in which Henderson questions deflationism about
truth (see Henderson 2019). Like Henderson, in this paper I elaborate on whether and in
what sense “true” is gradable, but with a different objective in mind, mostly to focus on
the specific issue of whether the Liar sentence can be considered a “half-truth”, namely a
sentence that, albeit true to some extent, may be considered less than perfectly true.

The view that the Liar is a half-truth is controversial. For a dialetheist, the Liar is both
true and false, but to say this is to consider that the sentence is both perfectly true and
perfectly false. The sentence just fails to be only true or only false (Priest 2019). Similarly,
the strict-tolerant account of truth implies that both the Liar and its negation are true,
but the account does not view the Liar as “less true” than more ordinary truths such as
“London is in England” or “2+2=4”, but only as having a different assertability status
(Cobreros et al. 2013). In what follows, I propose to reconsider this view. Basically, while
the strict-tolerant account was initially conceived for vague predicates, its extension to the
semantic paradoxes assumed that assertion, but not truth, comes in different degrees. My
main argument in what follows is that we get a better explanation for the unified treatment
of paradoxes of vagueness and truth offered by ST if we consider that “true” is a special kind
of vague predicate indeed, namely an absolute gradable adjective exemplifying a systematic
ambiguity between a total and partial interpretation.

2. The strict-tolerant account

2.1. Vagueness. The strict-tolerant account was originally put forward as an account of
the semantics and pragmatics of vague predicates in natural language (Cobreros et al. 2012,
van Rooij 2012). The leading idea is that every vague predicate can be used either in a looser
sense (its “tolerant” meaning) or in a stronger sense (its “strict” meaning). As originally laid
out, the account is neutral on whether strict and tolerant meaning can vary from speaker
to speaker, or even from context to context, though it is compatible with both hypotheses.
Basically, a model of vague language is a model of how the idealized, crisp meaning of a
predicate (its “classical” meaning) can be tightened up or loosened up relative to relations
of indifference that may be speaker-dependent.

An example can help to illustrate this: for a vague predicate like “tall”, a speaker may not
be able to reliably discriminate between heights below a certain threshold. For instance,
assuming “tall” were to denote heights above a given standard (say above 185cm), and that
heights that differ by less than 2cm cannot be reliably discriminated, the tolerant meaning
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Clear cases Borderline cases Clear non-cases

Classical Tall
not Tall

Strict Tall
not Tall

Tolerant Tall
not Tall

Figure 1. Classical, Strict and Tolerant Denotations for “tall”

of “tall” includes all heights that are indiscriminable from the standard (above 183cm),
whereas the strict meaning of “tall” includes all and only heights that are discriminable
from the standard (above 187cm). The semantics for negation is defined in such a way that
in order for an object to belong to the tolerant denotation of the negation of a predicate, it
must fail to belong to its strict denotation, and conversely. The resulting relation between
classical, strict, and tolerant denotations is depicted in Figure 1.1 As shown in the figure,
the strict denotation of “tall” is the narrowest, the tolerant denotation the widest, and the
classical denotation falls in between. Moreover, the strict denotation of “tall” underlaps
with the strict denotation of “not tall”, whereas the tolerant denotation of “tall” overlaps
with the tolerant denotation of “not tall”. This gives an account of borderline status for
vague predicates: borderline cases are those that fall in the overlap between tolerant deno-
tations for a predicate and its negation, or dually, that fall in the underlap between strict
denotations. The account moreover vindicates soritical reasoning without contradiction: by
definition, an argument is ST-valid iff its conclusion holds tolerantly when its premises hold
strictly. In agreement with that definition, note that at every point of a sorites series, if a
is in the strict extension of P , then any indiscriminable object b from a is in the tolerant
extension of P .

2.2. Truth. Instead of working with classical denotations, another way of presenting the
strict-tolerant account is directly in terms of a trivalent Kleene semantics (see Ripley 2012,
Cobreros et al. 2015b). When a is a borderline case of the predicate P , Pa is assigned the
value 1

2 . By definition a sentence A holds tolerantly if A takes a value 1 or 1
2 , and strictly it

is takes the value 1. Using the strong Kleene rules, this implies that for a borderline case a
of P , the sentence Pa∧¬Pa holds tolerantly, while Pa and ¬Pa each fails to hold strictly.

This machinery was used by Dave Ripley to extend the account to a theory of transpar-
ent truth (Ripley 2012), such that True〈A〉 and A take the same value and are intersub-
stitutable in every context (see then Cobreros et al. 2013 for philosophical implications).
On the strict-tolerant account, the Liar sentence is forced to take the value 1

2 , but so is its

1Thanks to Jeremy Zehr who created this figure.
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negation. This means that the Liar and its negation both hold tolerantly. Given the strict-
tolerant definition of validity, this implies that both the Liar and its negation are ST-valid,
although without contradiction, due to the relation of ST-validity being nontransitive, an
aspect also recruited in the treatment of the sorites paradox.

2.3. Handling true as vague. As stressed in Cobreros et al. (2015b), the strict-tolerant
account handles the sorites paradox and the Liar paradox in parallel and very similar
ways. Philosophically, however, the treatment of vagueness and the treatment of truth my
coauthors and I gave differ rather significantly. For vagueness, the theory admits that all
vague predicates can be interpreted either strictly, or tolerantly. For truth, however, the
view put forward in Cobreros et al. (2013) and Cobreros et al. (2015b) is that truth is a
unitary notion, only governed by Tarski’s disquotation principle, but that assertion comes
in degrees. This difference was emphasized as follows (Cobreros et al. 2013, 857):

“As far as we can see, then, there are at least two ways to understand the
status paradoxical sentences have on a [strict-tolerant]-based theory like the
one we have advanced here. Both ways take paradoxical sentences to fall in
between strict and tolerant, but one way takes the distinction between strict
and tolerant to be a pragmatic distinction, and the other to be a distinction
in meaning.”

That is, for vague predicates, strict and tolerant qualify a difference in meaning; for
truth, they qualify a speech act difference. In hindsight, I think this way of contrasting
the two accounts is not quite adequate. First of all, the strict-tolerant account of vague
predicates accepts that predicates can be used and interpreted in two different ways, the
tolerant and the strict way. This means the selection between strict and tolerant meaning is
necessarily a pragmatic matter, even if the distinction between tolerant and strict pertains
to the semantic content of predicates.2

Secondly, an objection that I think can be made to the assertion-oriented theory of the
Liar is that the parallel between the two accounts appears somewhat like a coincidence.
Alternatively, a way to maintain a closer link between the two accounts is to handle the
predicate “true” as a vague predicate, and to admit that “true” can be interpreted either
tolerantly or strictly. The main objection to that approach in Cobreros et al. (2013) was
that the account of the Liar would immediately be subject to revenge problems. But as
acknowledged in Cobreros et al. (2015b), even an assertion-based account of the Liar cannot
be completely immune to revenge paradoxes.

Thirdly, a more fundamental argument to handle “true” as a vague predicate, susceptible
to different interpretations, can be located precisely in the fact that “true” is a gradable
adjective. Linguistic gradability is generally well-correlated with vagueness, here under-
stood as the admission of borderline cases (a gradable expressions typically implies a non-
degenerate degree scale, along which different positions can compete for the assignment of
a boundary). Whether gradability is necessary or even sufficient for vagueness is disputed,

2See Cobreros et al. (2015a) and Égré and Zehr (2018) for more on mechanisms of selection between
strict and tolerant meanings.
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Clear cases Borderline cases Clear non-cases

Classical True
not True

Strict True
not True

Tolerant True
not True

Figure 2. Classical, Strict and Tolerant denotations for “true”

however. Raffman (2014) argues, against necessity, that a word like “medium” is vague, but
that “medium” is not gradable linguistically, due to the apparent oddity of expressions like
“very medium” or “more medium”. Raffman remains agnostic on whether gradability is suffi-
cient for vagueness. Upon closer inspection, however, “medium” appears to be linguistically
gradable. Expressions like “very medium” (“of very medium quality”) or “more medium”
(“a tiny bit more medium than I wanted") are attested, despite being infrequent. If so,
“medium” appears to pattern as an absolute adjective (“perfectly medium” is attested). For
absolute adjectives, as we shall see in greater detail, modification by “very” or “more” can
be marked due to absolute adjectives being semantically attached to a specific degree on
the scale. But the admission of those modifiers is a reliable indicator of vagueness. “True”
is very similar to “medium” in that regard: expressions like “more true” or “very true” are
likely parasitic on an absolute meaning, but they indicate vagueness.

The strict-tolerant account of vagueness used the gradable adjective “tall” as a paradig-
matic example of vague predicate. Importantly, “tall” is a relative gradable adjective,
whereas “true”, as we will review in greater detail in the next section, is an absolute grad-
able adjective. Hence we may expect to find differences. For example, whereas “tall” is
sorites-susceptible, “true” is not obviously sorites-susceptible. If we follow Kennedy (2007)’s
account of absolute gradable adjectives, Kennedy thinks of absolute gradable adjectives in-
deed as not being sorites-susceptible, due to the fact that the meaning of those adjectives
is determined by a maximum or minimum standard along some degree scale. A different
account can be found in Burnett’s typology of gradable adjectives Burnett (2017). Ac-
cording to Burnett, whether a gradable adjective is sorites-susceptible or not depends on
the granularity of the scale that is contextually relevant, and also on the directionality
of the sorites sequence. For her, however, even absolute adjectives are sorites-susceptible,
although the sorites-susceptibility of absolute adjectives is indeed more constrained than
for relative adjectives.

In Cobreros et al. (2015b), our account did follow McGee in admitting that “true” is
vague, but mostly for lack of determinate rules in the language to adjudicate the status
of the Liar sentence. Here, and by analogy with the strict-tolerant account of borderline
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cases for “tall”, the view is that for “true” we ought to get a picture much like the previous
one, where “true” can be interpreted tolerantly or strictly, and where the Liar stands as
a borderline case (see Figure 2). As already mentioned, however, “true” and “tall” have
different scale structures (not represented in either figure so far), and so we need to say
more about the gradability of “true” proper.

3. True as absolute gradable

Typological work on adjectives indicates that they fall into three broad classes (viz.
Kennedy 2007 and Burnett 2017): non-scalar (like “hexagonal”, “pregnant”, “prime”), rela-
tive gradable (like “tall”, “rich”), and absolute gradable (like “full”, “dangerous”). Basically,
non-scalar adjectives have a sharp and context-invariant meaning. The underlying scale
for them is binary and degenerate. Relative adjectives are strongly context-sensitive: the
scale is typically richer and their meaning is not attached to a fixed degree on it. Absolute
adjectives on the other hand are only weakly context-sensitive: their meaning is relative
to a maximum or minimum degree on the scale, though pragmatically they pattern like
relative adjectives to some extent.3

The question this section seeks to clarify is in which of those three classes “true” falls.
Like Henderson (2019), I think the evidence weighs clearly in favor of Unger’s observation
that “true” is an absolute adjective. This view is not uncontroversial. Soon after Unger
introduced the distinction, Haack (1980) examined whether true is gradable, but her con-
clusion was that it is neither a relative nor an absolute gradable adjective; instead she put
it in a different category (of “achievement predicates”).

My view is that Haack was right to deny that “true” patterns anything like “tall”, namely
as a relative adjective, but that she was wrong to reject Unger’s description of it as an
absolute adjective. What I show in this section, following the extended typology of absolute
adjectives proposed by Cruse (1980) and Yoon (1996), is that while “true” and “false”
typically pattern as total absolute adjectives, they can also pattern as partial absolute
adjectives (see Figure 3). This behavior supports the idea that “true” can be attached a
strict as well as a tolerant meaning.

3.1. Is true non-scalar? “True” is a gradable adjective by the admission of the compar-
ative form (“more true”, “less true”), and of the intensifier “very” (“very true”). Moreover it
is an absolute adjective given modification by the adverb “completely” (“completely true”).
Haack (1980)’s main argument against “true” being an absolute gradable adjective is that
“true” does not appear to support modification by “extremely”, unlike the absolute adjective
“flat”. However, Haack concedes that “true” admits modification by “completely”, and it is
now widely considered that “completely” is a more reliable indicator of absoluteness than
“extremely”. Indeed, “extremely” conveys an element of surprise, and can moreover be found
combined with relative adjectives, as in “extremely tall”.4 Another argument Haack uses

3See in particular (Burnett, 2017, 89) for a summary. Note that the term “non-gradable” could be
used instead of “non-scalar”, since the latter is meant to refer to whether an expression comes with a
non-degenerate degree scale attached to it (that is, with a scale not reduced to two values).

4Besides, native speakers report to me that “extremely true” is acceptable in some contexts.
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Adjective

Nonscalar
prime/composite

Gradable

Relative
tall/short

Absolute

Total/Partial
safe/dangerous

Total/Total
full/empty

Figure 3. Adjectival typology with antonym pairs

against “true” being absolute is that “very flat” generally implicates “not (perfectly) flat”,
whereas “very true” need not implicate “not (perfectly) true”. But that alleged asymmetry
too is fragile, since for both adjectives “very + ADJ” appears to trigger the same cancellable
implicature to the negation of “perfectly + ADJ”.

Despite Haack’s arguments being inconclusive, one should ask whether “true” is not like
“pregnant” or “hexagonal”, namely fundamentally a non-scalar adjective, but which can
be coerced in some contexts into a gradable adjective. Indeed, comparatives like “more
pregnant” and “more hexagonal” are attested, and likewise intensified expressions such
as “very pregnant" and “very hexagonal” (Burnett 2017). As argued in Burnett (2017),
however, those are better described as cases of coercion of non-scalar adjectives into gradable
adjectives (for instance, “very pregnant” means “very advanced in pregnancy”, or “showing
very clear signs of pregnancy”, but not “*being more fertilized”). Couldn’t “more true” or
“very true” be cases of coercion in the same way?

“True” has “false” as a lexical antonym, whereas neither “pregnant” nor “hexagonal” ap-
pear to have one, compatibly with “true” and “false” denoting opposite regions on a de-
gree scale. For “pregnant” and “hexagonal”, an explicit negation seems needed to denote
the opposite (“non-pregnant”, “non-hexagonal”). Unfortunately, the existence of a natural
antonym seems neither necessary nor sufficient to conclude that an expression is gradable.
Against necessity, color adjectives like “red” and “blue” are clearly gradable, but do not have
obvious lexical antonyms. Moreover, whereas “non-hexagonal” could in principle refer to a
variety of shapes, “non-pregnant” appears to denote a specific state, one for which a simple
lexeme might exist in some languages. Against sufficiency, a counter-example is the pair
“prime-composite” for numbers. “Prime” and “composite” are antonyms, but they remain
non-gradable, for expressions like “more prime” or “very prime” have only very marginal
uses, indicative of coercion.

A better argument to conclude that “true” and “false” are scalar terms rather than non-
scalar is the admission of adverbial modifiers ruled out by “prime” or “pregnant”. It is fine to
say of a sentence that it is “not completely true”, but expressions like “not completely prime”
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or “not completely pregnant” sound inappropriate. “Hexagonal” is more tricky, because a
figure may be described as “not completely hexagonal” or “not perfectly hexagonal”, in the
same way in which a proposition may be described as “not completely true” or “not perfectly
true”.

Another test concerns modification by the adverbial “to some extent”. A number cannot
be “prime to some extent” to mean that it is partly prime and partly non-prime. Likewise,
“pregnant to some extent” or “hexagonal to some extent” sound degraded, whereas “true to
some extent” and “false to some extent” seem to be very common expressions, not parasitic
on a coerced use of “true” or “false”. Similar judgments are found with the adverb “partly”:
a statement can be partly true, but a number cannot be partly prime, a figure partly
hexagonal, or a woman partly pregnant.

As admitted by Burnett (2017), the frontier between non-scalar and absolute adjectives
is thin. Hence, even if “true” and “false” were better described as cases of non-scalar
adjectives coerced into gradable adjectives, to describe them as absolute gradable is to
admit an element of contextual invariance shared with non-scalar adjectives.

3.2. True is Total and Partial. Granting that “true” and “false” are absolute gradable
adjectives, the next question concerns their associated scale structure.

In the literature on gradable adjectives, two categories of absolute adjectives have been
distinguished, following the typology of Cruse (1980) and Yoon (1996), reviewed in Rotstein
and Winter (2004), namely total-total pairs (T-T pairs), and total-partial pairs (T-P pairs).
A pair like “full-empty” is of type T-T, since both adjectives are modifiable by “completely”,
in agreement with the fact that both are maximum-scale adjectives. A pair like “safe-
dangerous” is of type T-P, for although the first adjective is modifiable by “completely”, the
second is not (*completely safe/dangerous). The antonym, on the other hand, is modifiable
by the adverb “slightly” (“slightly dangerous”), unlike the first (*slightly safe), and unlike
relative adjectives (*slightly tall).5 We must therefore ask if the pair “true-false” is more
similar to “full-empty”, or to “safe-dangerous”.

Henderson describes “true” and “false” as closed-scale adjectives, each denoting opposite
endpoints on the scale. In support of Henderson (2019)’s description, comparison suggests
that the pair “true-false” comes closer to a T-T pair than to a T-P pair: like “true”, “false”
is indeed modifiable by “completely” (viz. “those allegations are completely false”). A
difficulty for that analysis is that some occurrences of “slightly false” appear felicitous, and
similarly for “slightly true”. Admittedly, the expression “slightly false” can mean the same
thing as “slightly insincere”, when applied to a specific kind of behavior (for instance a
smile).6 “Slightly false” seems less common when predicated of an utterance, but is used to

5Incidentally, the pair “flat/bumpy” constitutes a pair of T-P absolute adjectives (viz. completely
flat/slightly bumpy). When Haack asked whether truth is flat or bumpy, she inadvertently assumed “bumpy”
to be a relative adjective. What she meant to ask in her paper was actually whether “true” is more like
“flat” or more like “tall”. The point of this section may be summarized provocatively as follows: truth is flat
and bumpy.

6An example is provided by the Cambridge Dictionary, which paraphrases “suavely” as “in a way that is
polite, pleasant, and usually attractive, but often slightly false”.
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convey that the utterance is misleading or not completely accurate (“what John told you
is slightly false”). Beside “false”, another antonym for “true” is “untrue”. In English, the
expression “slightly untrue” is attested in that same sense, but “completely untrue” is used
as well. For “untrue” as well as for “inexact”, modification by “slightly” and by “completely”
thus appears permissible. “Slightly true” is much less common than “completely true”, but
it is found in surveys that put it on a scale with “not at all true” and “completely true”
at opposite ends.7 “Partly true” is quite common, on the other hand, but it suggests that
“true” can behave like “filled”, or indeed like “full” when modified with “partly”.

A possibility is that “true” and “false” show a pattern of systematic ambiguity. Basically,
whereas “true” and “false” fundamentally denote endpoints of a top and bottom-closed
scale, the complementary region may be described as a region of partial falsity or partial
truth. The pattern comports with the strict-tolerant account of vague predicates, and can
be depicted graphically (see Figure 4): the strict interpretation of “true” is the top of the
scale, and the tolerant interpretation the interval ruling out the bottom point.

The figure presents an analogy with the opposition between “empty” and “full”. For
a container, “empty” strictly speaking denotes the minimum, zero degree of being filled,
and “full” the maximum degree. However, “half-empty” implies that the container is not
completely empty, and likewise “half-full” that it is not completely full. Both expressions
imply that the container is full to some extent, and empty to some extent. So one may
understand the strict meaning of “empty” to mean that all of the container contains nothing
(is empty simpliciter), whereas one may associate a tolerant meaning to “empty” to mean
that some of its content contains nothing. For “full”, the strict meaning should be that all
of its content is filled, and the tolerant meaning that some of its content is filled.

Another case of absolute antonyms whose interpretation appears to vary more system-
atically between total and partial is given by Jeremy Zehr and is the pair “transpar-
ent/opaque”.8 A glass is completely opaque when no light goes through it. But it can
also be described as slightly opaque when the light does not perfectly go through. Con-
versely, a glass is completely transparent when the light goes through with no significant
loss of luminosity. But when it is not perfectly opaque it may be described as slightly
transparent, to mean that light goes through to some extent.

Either way the meaning of “opaque” and “transparent” is relative to opposite endpoints on
the associate scale. But more clearly than for “full’ and “empty”, the meaning of “opaque”
can either denote the point of maximum opacity, or the region that excludes the point
of maximum transparency. Zehr points out that when a container is described as “full”
simpliciter, we typically understand that it is filled near its maximum, not that it is “not
perfectly empty”. By contrast, when we hear that a glass is “opaque”, we can hesitate
between understanding “not perfectly transparent” or “perfectly opaque”. For “full-empty”,
the default interpretation is therefore strict-strict, whereas for “opaque-transparent” the
interpretation can vary more freely between strict and tolerant.

7See for instance Redman (2003, 325).
8J. Zehr, private communication.
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•
[[False]]s

•
[[True]]s

•

[[True]]t

•

[[False]]t

Figure 4. Strict representation and tolerant representation for scalar “true”
and “false”

What about “true” and “false”? When we hear or say that an utterance is “true”, is the
default interpretation that the utterance is perfectly true, or can it be that it is true to some
extent? The answer to this question is not as obvious as it might seem. Quite plausibly the
strict interpretation of “true” is the default interpretation, for we typically say “not false”
to indicate that an utterance is not perfectly true. But “not false” does convey that the
utterance is true to some extent, or contains some element of truth.

4. True in some Respects

Further evidence can be given in favor of the alternation of “true” and “false” between a
strict and a tolerant meaning. One concerns modification of either adjective by “almost”.
The other concerns quantification over respects.

4.1. Almost. Beside “completely” and “slightly”, another modifier studied by Rotstein and
Winter (2004) in relation to total adjectives is “almost”, which can be found attached to
both “true” and “false”. Here are two occurrences found on the web:9

(1) As to “I can start or finish when I want”. False but almost true. Yes, technically, I
can choose to start my day at 5am, and finish at 2pm (...). In reality, well... no: I
don’t start or finish when I want.10

(2) Keep this in mind as far as the size [of the organizer goes]: They claim it is 27
inches in height. Technically, this is true but almost false. The height for my closet
between the shelf and the roof is 30 inches. For whatever reason they make you put
the circular attachments at the top.11

9(1) is translated from French, (2) comes from a US customer review. Both appear written by native
speakers of their own language.

10See http://www.mariegraindesel.fr/?p=3460. The original French text is: “Quant au “je ferais les
horaires que je veux”. Faux mais presque vrai. Oui, techniquement, je peux choisir de commencer ma
journée à 5h du matin : et à 14h, fini (...) Mais dans la réalité euhÉ ben non : je ne fais pas les horaires
que je veux.”

11https://www.amazon.com/Park-Purse-Organizer-no-tools-assembly/product-reviews/
B06WVBXPWW

http://www.mariegraindesel.fr/?p=3460
https://www.amazon.com/Park-Purse-Organizer-no-tools-assembly/product-reviews/B06WVBXPWW
https://www.amazon.com/Park-Purse-Organizer-no-tools-assembly/product-reviews/B06WVBXPWW
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As mentioned by Rotstein and Winter, “almost” can be found with partial adjectives (“al-
most dangerous”), but according to them for a pair of type T-P, “almost P” seems generally
to entail “not T” (viz. “almost dangerous” to “not safe”). In the previous examples, “almost
false” does not entail “not true”, and likewise “almost true” does not entail “not false”. In
that regard, both examples would indicate that each adjective is a total adjective.

However, “true but almost false” in the previous example conveys that the sentence,
despite being true, is not completely or perfectly true, and similarly for “false but almost
true”, which suggests that the sentence is not perfectly false. This is similar to saying that
an activity is “safe but almost dangerous”, to convey that it is not perfectly safe. It sounds
odd, by contrast, to assert: “this activity is perfectly safe, but almost dangerous”.

4.2. Respects. The previous two examples indicate that “true” and “false” also pass some
of the tests put forward by Sassoon (2012) in relation to multidimensionality. Sassoon
points out that the (absolute) gradable adjective “healthy” allows modification by “with
respect to”, as in “healthy with respect to blood pressure, but not with respect to glucose
level”. In the same way, (1) above is presented as false with respect to “reality”, although as
true with respect to what is technically or legally permissible. Likewise, that the organizer
is 27 inches in height is presented as true without respect to the attachments, though as
false with respect to them. That “true” and “false” pass Sassoon’s test can be independently
confirmed by explicit modification by “in every/some respect”, as in:

(3) The current belief that fact finders must come with a blank slate is false in every
respect save one.12

(4) Although this was written 14 years ago it is still true in every respect.13

What does it mean to say that a sentence is “true in some but not all respects” then? I
believe that a sentence will be called “true in some respect” or “false in some respect” only if
that sentence contains some element of semantic or pragmatic indeterminacy, such that it
could express different propositions depending on how the indeterminacy is resolved. “True
in some respect” thus appears to mean the same thing as “true in some sense”, where the
sense in question is a sense of the sentence of which “true” is predicated.

A case to see this concerns example (3) with the sentence “fact finders must come with
a blank slate”. Allen (1993) declares the sentence “false in every respect save one”. The
author makes clear that he is in fact talking about the belief that “jurors must have no
knowledge about the case”. He goes on to write (emphasis mine):

The belief is false in the technical sense that (...) only knowledge that
would qualify a person as a witness disqualifies the person as a juror. The
conventional belief about the necessary ignorance of jurors is false in a deeper
sense. Juridical decisions makers come to trial with a vast storehouse of
knowledge, beliefs and modes of reasoning that are necessary to permit
communication to occur simply and efficiently.

12From Allen (1993).
13From https://academic.oup.com/jof/article-abstract/46/4/282/4707959.

https://academic.oup.com/jof/article-abstract/46/4/282/4707959
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That is, the sentence “jurors must have no knowledge about the case” fails to specify the
type of knowledge in question. One precisification of this sentence is therefore “jurors must
have no witness knowledge about the case”. That precisification would make the sentence
true. But the precisification “jurors must have no knowledge whatsoever about the case”
would make the sentence false.

The same analysis can be given of sentence (2) “the organizer is 27 inches tall”. One
precisification of this sentence is “the organizer without the attachments is 27 inches tall”,
which is true. Another is “the organizer with the attachments is 27 inches tall”, which is false.
The sentence may be judged “technically true”, to mean “true in the respect that excludes
the attachments”, but “practically false”, to mean “not true in the respect that includes the
attachments”. A similar analysis can be produced for sentence (1) above, “I can finish work
whenever I want”, depending on whether the latter is modified by “in practice” or by “in
principle”.

5. More true

A (vague) sentence is true tolerantly if there is at least one context where the proposition
expressed by the sentence is true simpliciter. This is what the expressions “true to some
extent”, “true in some sense” and “true in some respect” all convey. Yet truth simpliciter
must be a nonscalar, yes-or-no matter. This does not prevent “true” from supporting the
comparative form, but this apparent paradox concerns all absolute gradable adjectives.14

For example, to say that a surface is flat is to have a standard of precision in mind, such
that the degree of flatness of the surface falls within that standard. Let the meaning of
“flat” be “with no bumps deeper than n mm from the same horizontal line”. Given a value
for n, either a surface is flat, or it is not. As Lewis (1979) writes:

“on no delineation of the correlative vagueness of “flatter” and “flat” is it
true that something is flatter than something that is flat”.

It is still possible to say that a surface is flatter than another, but on Lewis’s analysis to
say so is to change the standard of precision. Formally, a surface is flatter than another if
it remains flat simpliciter in all delineations of the meaning of “flat” in which the former is
flat, and more. Equivalently, if it remains flat for smaller values of n.

The same account can be applied to the comparative “more true”. Adapting Lewis’s
supervaluationist analysis, a sentence may be considered “more true” than another if it is
true simpliciter in all delineations in which the former is true simpliciter, and more.15 For
instance, consider two ways of measuring organizers, one with and one without their circular
attachments at the top. Suppose organizer A comes out taller than 27 inches irrespective of

14See Burnett (2017) for an extended discussion of this problem. Here and elsewhere, I restrict myself
to “true” and “more true” applied to sentences. I set aside issues of truth and comparative truth pertaining
to theories (sets of sentences), which introduce further complications.

15Weatherson (2005) accepts that “true” is gradable, but he dismisses the supervaluationist view, though
without much argument, essentially because according to him, “it assumes that we can independently define
what is an admissible precisification, and this seems impossible”. As argued by Lewis (1979), however, the
vagueness of what to count as an admissible precisification does not imply that the notion is not operative.
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the measurement method, whereas organizer B comes out not taller than 27 inches without
the attachment, but taller with the attachments. Can we say that the sentence “organizer
A is taller than 27 inches” is more true than “organizer B is taller than 27 inches” in this
case?

Doubtless the sentence is more determinately true than the second, or more clearly true
than the second. One can find several occurrences of “more true” in the expression “even
more true” to back up such uses. An example is:

(5) Mr. Speaker, what was true on day one is even more true now and that is that
Canadians no longer trust the Conservatives to protect the environment.16

The proportion of Canadians used to make that vague generalization is left unspecified by
the speaker. One interpretation of this sentence is that the predicate “no longer trust the
Conservatives to protect the environment” is true of more Canadians than it was before.
As a result, every precisification (proportion of Canadians) that made the sentence true
initially makes it true in the posterior context, but not conversely.

If “more true” can be used to mean “more clearly true”, however, one may object that
the underlying gradable property is “clearly true”, instead of “true”. But this need not be
the case. Also common is the expression “more true” followed by “to say” to compare the
truth status of two vague statements, as in the following quote from F. W. Robertson:

(6) It is more true to say that our opinions depend upon our lives and habits, than to
say that our lives and habits depend on our opinions.

The two generic sentences “opinions depend upon our lives and habits” and “our lives and
habits depend on opinions” are both assertable in this context, and both may even be
considered to have the same degree of clarity. Robertson appears to mean is that the
extent to which opinions depend on lives and habits is greater than the extent to which
lives and habits depend on opinions. By way of consequence: the extent to which it is true
that opinions depend upon lives and habits is greater than the extent to which it is true
that lives and habits depend on opinions.

The Lewisian analysis of the vagueness of gradable adjectives therefore carries over to
“true”. Lewis himself admitted that truth comes in different extents when he wrote:

“we treat a sentence more or less as if it is simply true, if it is true over a
large enough part of the range of delineations of its vagueness. (For short:
if it is true enough.)”

Lewis’s view here is fully compatible with the recognition that “true” admits a tolerant
meaning beside its strict meaning. Granted, what Lewis calls “simply true” may be under-
stood to mean “true over the whole range of delineations of its vagueness”, in agreement
with the supervaluationist perspective. But Lewis’s view is more flexible. “Simply true” can
mean “tolerantly true”, in agreement with the subvaluationist perspective, in cases in which

16From https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/39-1/house/sitting-139/hansard.

https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/39-1/house/sitting-139/hansard
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truth over a proper part of the range still counts as enough.17 Half-truths are precisely
cases of this kind.

6. Half-truths and the Liar

6.1. Half-truths. In ordinary language, we talk of “half-truths” for utterances that fail to
tell the whole truth (in violation of the Gricean Maxim of Quantity), or for utterances that
are true in some respects, but not in every respect (in violation of the Gricean Maxim of
Quality). Both properties often co-occur, since using a sentence that is true in only one
sense can be a way to mislead or to hold back information (Engel 2016; Égré and Icard
2018). Hence what defines a half-truth is fundamentally the fact for a vague sentence to
be true in only some of its relevant senses.18 Moreover, a half-truth generally fails to be
simply true because the senses in which it is false cannot be ignored.

A good example of a half-truth concerns the Biblical response made by Abraham to
Abimelech concerning his wife Sarah (Augustine 395, and Stokke 2018 for a recent discus-
sion). Abraham declares to the King “Sarah is my sister”. In one sense she is because Sarah
is his half-sister (his father’s daughter), but in another she is not, because Sarah is not
Abraham’s full sister (his mother’s daughter). Another example is Bill Clinton’s statement
“I never had sexual relations with Monica Lewinsky”. In one sense this utterance is true,
namely the contrived and overly specific sense submitted by the Judge who interrogated
Clinton (see Tiersma 2004, Égré and Icard 2018). But in another sense this utterance is
not true, namely the more mundane sense in which receiving oral sex is sufficient to have
a sexual relation.

Both examples cohere with the discussion given earlier of the gradability of “true”. Neither
Abraham’s utterance nor Bill Clinton’s utterance are perfectly true, because for each of
them there is a respect or sense in which the utterance is also not true.19 Importantly the
utterances are not completely false either (they are not strictly false). Moreover, they are

17See Hyde (1997).
18The comparaison between “half-true” and “half-full” suggests a potential disanalogy. When we talk

of a half-full glass, we have in mind a precise extent to which the glass needs to be filled, namely half of
its capacity. When we talk of a “half-truth”, do we necessarily mean that the sentence is true in exactly
half of its precisifications, or does it suffice that it be true in just some of them? The problem is that the
class of respects may be open-ended. “True” could be closer to “healthy” in this regard: it is less natural to
declare someone “half-healthy” than to declare a glass “half-full” because quantifying the respects in which
one can be healthy is more difficult than quantifying the extent to which a container can be filled. In the
Abraham case and in the Clinton case, there turns out to be only two main precisifications of the predicates
“sister” and “having sexual relations” in relation to either utterance, but this feature is probably inessential.
The fact that the expression “half-true” is so common may indicate that the respects that make a sentence
true roughly balance out the respects that make it not-true, and a single relevant respect for truth can
sometimes suffice to balance out multiple respects for untruth.

19Interestingly, Bill Clinton was also questioned by journalists as follows: “ If she [Monica Lewinsky]
told someone that she had a sexual affair with you beginning in November of 1995, would that be a lie?”.
His response was: “It’s certainly not the truth. It would not be the truth”. By thus answering, Clinton
avoids committing to the full falsity of the sentence expressed (he only implicates it), while denying that
the sentence in question is perfectly true.
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not sentences that would be ineligible for a judgment of truth of falsity, as happens in cases
of presupposition failure. Instead they happen to be true in one sense, and false in another.

6.2. The Liar. The Liar is the sentence saying of itself that it is not true. The proposal
here is that the Liar is a half-truth in the same way in which the previous examples are
half-truths. In one sense, the Liar is true, in fact the tolerant sense of “true”; but in another
it is not, in effect the strict sense of “true”. This view agrees with the dialetheist analysis,
on which the Liar is both true and false, except that “true” and “false” need to be qualified.

One way of substantiating this idea this is to define the semantics of “true” and “false”
along the lines of the degree-theoretic analysis of scalar expressions proposed by Kennedy
(2007). For a relative adjective like “tall”, the degree semantics says that “tall” denotes
the property λx.fTall,M (x) ≥ θTall,M , where fTall,M is a function mapping individuals to
degrees (for instance heights), and where θTall,M is a threshold value for “tall”. Importantly,
for “tall” the scale of heights is open-ended, and the threshold value is strongly context-
sensitive, meaning that it can vary with comparison class and language-user.

To capture the alternation between strict and tolerant meaning for all gradable adjectives
Adj, it is natural to introduce a convex interval of admissible thresholds IAdj,M , to represent
the range of values for which the adjective applies to some but not all extent. For “tall”, for
instance, ITall,M may select all values between 183cm and 187 cm included in M ; but this
could be a different interval in a different model. This serves to mimic the strict-tolerant
semantics outlined in section 2.1.20 The tolerant extension of “tall” in contextM , [[Tall]]t,M ,
can be defined as {d ∈M | ∃θ ∈ ITall,M : fTall,M (d) ≥ θ} (tall to some extent), and its strict
extension [[Tall]]s,M as {d ∈M | ∀θ ∈ ITall,M : fTall,M (d) ≥ θ} (tall to all extent). One may
then apply the recursive machinery of Cobreros et al. (2012), so that for first-order sentences
A, [[¬A]]t,M = 1− [[A]]s,M , [[¬A]]s,M = 1− [[A]]t,M ; [[A ∧B]]t/s,M = min{[[A]]t/s,M , [[B]]t/s,M},
and [[∀xA]]t/s,M = inf{[[A[d/x]]t/s,M ); d ∈M}.21

The same semantics can be adapted to absolute adjectives. For those, the degree scale will
need to be top-closed or bottom-closed, and moreover the interval of admissible thresholds
must be defined relative to a context-invariant value. For example, with the absolute
adjective “transparent”, the scale will represent degrees of transparency varying between 0
(the minimum) and 1 (the maximum), and fTransparent,M is a function mapping objets to
their transparency degree on the scale. The total meaning of “transparent” is attached to
the degree 1, and the partial meaning is given by the interval excluding 0.

In the case of “true”, we let fTrue,M (x) be an interpretation function mapping sentences
to their truth value in some closed set V. Given our observations, V needs to be at least
three-valued, and we may assume V to correspond to the real interval [0, 1]. To get the

20See Égré (2019). There, I distinguish quantification over respects and over degrees. What follows here
is a simplified account where the mapping from respects to degrees is taken for granted, and where the
degree scale is given (see the Conclusion).

21As in Cobreros et al. (2012), this presentation assumes for simplicity that all objects of the domain
have a name in the language.
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meaning of “true”, we start from the property λx.fTrue,M (x) ≥ θ.22 In effect, this says
that for a sentence to be true, the sentence needs to be be true enough, namely to exceed
a given threshold. In order to get the absolute meaning of “true” (see Figure 4), ITrue,M

should include the top value 1 in every model M , and exclude the value 0 in every model
M . We may therefore pick ITrue,M = V\{0}, to represent the maximum range of degrees
for which a sentence is true to some extent.23 The partial meaning of “true”, [[True]]t,M
can be defined as {A| ∃θ ∈ ITrue,M : fTrue,M (A) ≥ θ}, and its total meaning [[True]]s,M

as {A| ∀θ ∈ ITrue,M : fTrue,M (A) ≥ θ}. The interpretation of complex sentences is defined
recursively as before.

Obviously, the strictly true sentences are those that take the value 1, and the tolerantly
true sentences those that do not take the value 0. By saying of itself that it is not true, the
Liar can only be tolerantly true, and it must express of itself that it is tolerantly not true.
This holds if we assume that fTrue,M (¬A) = 1−fTrue,M (A) (value-inverting negation), and
that for every θ, fTrue,M (True〈A〉) ≥ θ iff fTrue,M (A) ≥ θ (identity of truth). Under those
assumptions, the Liar sentence λ, being equivalent to ¬True〈λ〉, can only take the value
0.5.24 Moreover, the semantics of “false”, being the antonym of “true”, can be defined in a
dual way, from the property λx.fFalse,M (x) ≤ θ, and assuming IFalse,M = V\{1}. Tolerant
and strict meaning for “false” can be defined correspondingly, making the Liar sentence
tolerantly true and tolerantly false.

7. Comparisons

The present account fundamentally agrees with dialetheism, and also with the strict-
tolerant analysis of truth and the Liar presented in Cobreros et al. (2013). It differs in
several ways, however.

Regarding dialetheism, Priest (2019) recently contends that although the Liar isn’t “just
true” or “just false”, it should not be viewed as less than perfectly true for that matter.
Priest moreover doubts that truth is vague, and also that talk of degrees is relevant in this
and similar cases.25 I agree with Priest on the latter point if, like Haack, what he means
is that “true” is unlike “tall” and other relative gradable adjectives. But by treating “true”
as an absolute gradable adjective we are led to a different picture of “true” from the one
entertained by the dialetheist, one on which “true” shows a pattern of systematic ambiguity
between strict and tolerant sense. The fact that “true” applies to the Liar in the tolerant
sense also answers the objection about vagueness: the Liar is a borderline case of truth in
the sense in which Cobreros et al. (2012) characterize borderline cases of vague predicates
more generally (see Figure 2).

22More precisely, and using the notation of Heim and Kratzer (1998), we may define the basic meaning
of “true” to be: λφ : φ is a sentence.fTrue,M (φ) ≥ θ. This means that when φ is not a sentence, f would
return a value ] separate from other values in V, to represent presupposition failure.

23One may narrow this interval, letting the strict extensions of “true” and “false” denote upsets and
downsets excluding .5 and including 1 and 0, respectively. See Cobreros et al. (2019).

24See Rossi (2019) for a proof using equation systems.
25Priest (2019): “it is not clear that the truth predicate is a vague predicate”.
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Regarding the version of the strict-tolerant account of truth given in Cobreros et al.
(2013), the difference concerns not the framework or the logic, but the semantics-pragmatics
division attached to it. First of all, here we have a proper basis to distinguish strict truth
and tolerant truth: the gradable predicate “true” is susceptible of distinct interpretations,
which are grammatically visible; it is no longer a coincidence if “true” can be treated along
the same lines as other vague predicates. Secondly, the difference between strict and tolerant
interpretation is not just at the level of assertion, it supervenes on a difference in meaning.

One way to probe this interpretation is to ask if failure of perfect truth for the Liar
is visible in strict-tolerant logic. On the naive theory of truth, the truth predicate True
satisfies the Tarskian disquotation principle whereby True〈A〉 ↔ A for every sentence A.
In relation to logical validity, moreover, logical truth classically satisfies the suppressibility
property whereby ` True〈C〉 implies: if C,A ` B then A ` B. That property may be
called Fregean, by reference to what Frege calls the True.26 In terms of inference, it reflects
the idea that a logical truth is uninformative, that it makes no difference when taken as a
premise.

Now, the strict-tolerant account defines validity as follows: when all premises are strictly
true, the conclusion is tolerantly true. It follows from the semantic status of the Liar
sentence λ that on the ST+ theory of validity applied to sentences involving the truth
predicate, |=ST+ True〈λ〉 ↔ λ, and that |=ST+ True〈λ〉. In other words, the Liar, like
other sentences, satisfies the disquotation principle, but moreover it is a logical truth (an
ST+-validity). However, λ,A |=ST+ B fails to imply A |=ST+ B in general. This is so
because λ |=ST+ ⊥, but 6|=ST+ ⊥. In other words, the Liar is not suppressible, despite
being a logical truth.

Of course, one may object that once we recognize “true” to be ambiguous between tolerant
and strict, one should no longer expect logical truth to remain a simple notion, governed
by universal principles. Maybe suppressibility is only a property of a subclass of logical
truths, those that are strictly true. This is right, but this makes the point only more vivid:
the Liar fails to be suppressible on the ST account precisely because it fails to ever be
strictly or perfectly true. These considerations, possibly, may be used to foster Henderson’s
claim that the absolute character of “true” is at odds with a purely deflationary view of
truth (Henderson 2019). If perfect truth, that is strict truth, is fundamentally constraining
the meaning of “true”, then it may be argued that there is more at bottom of the naive
conception of truth than the transparency of truth.

8. Conclusion

The main point of this paper is that “true” should be considered in the same way in
which other vague predicates have been considered on the strict-tolerant account, namely
as showing a systematic difference in meaning between a weak and a strong interpretation.
Pace Haack, and in agreement with Henderson, I have argued that “true” and “false” are

26I refer to Chemla and Egré (2019) for more on the connection between suppressibility and the property
Chemla and I call polarization for semantic values. This notion of polarization can be linked to Frege’s
conception of truth values as specific objects.
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absolute gradable adjectives with a closed-scale structure, but moreover that they pattern
as total or as partial adjectives depending on the context. When a sentence declares its
own lack of truth, as the Liar does, it is therefore natural to question whether the sentence
declares its lack of partial truth, or its lack of total truth, and whether it is to be evaluated
according to the latter or the former notion of truth.

From this I have drawn the consequence that the Liar sentence is a half-truth. One
virtue of this classification is that it groups the Liar together with vague sentences that
are recognizably truth-evaluable, but not fully true on account of their borderline status.
Like the Liar such sentences are equivocal, they admit different interpretations and they
are only partly true. In this regard, recognizing that “true” is vague comports with the role
of the truth predicate in most theories, whether based on the idea of transparency, or on
the idea that truth ought to supervene on non-semantic facts. If truth is to apply not just
to precise or context-insensitive sentences (like “2+2=4"), but also to vague and context-
sensitive sentences (like “John is tall”), then we can expect truth to reflect the vagueness of
the sentence to which it is attributed.

Several issues remain open. Consider again a vague sentence like “John is tall”. We
may introduce an operator “tolerantly” in the language, such that: “John is tall” is true
tolerantly iff “John is tolerantly tall” is true (strictly). With such an operator, however,
we can easily create a Strengthened Liar (see Cobreros et al. 2015b). One insight into this
problem is that once we take seriously the idea that “true” is vague, we should take seriously
the idea that “true” can be higher-order vague too. The mechanisms used to handle first-
order vagueness would need to be iterated in order to deal with higher-order vagueness and
revenge phenomena in a satisfactory way.

Also, I have assumed that the degree scale for “true” and “false” is given. But for gradable
adjectives at large, degrees are more plausibly a construction from the non-scalar meaning of
those expressions (see Klein 1980; Burnett 2017). Similarly, the present account does not use
the mechanism of indifference relations and classical extensions originally in play in Cobreros
et al. (2012)’s account of vague predicates. It is also connected to the supervaluationist
notion of precisification and to the idea of quantification over contexts in an indirect way
only. Future work should seek to establish whether even tighter parallels can be built with
each of these approaches.
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