
Ambiguity

1. Definition

Ambiguity may be defined as the phenomenon of a term, an utter-

ance, a text, an image or a concept having several meanings or po-

tential interpretations, the Greek “ambi-” root strictly speaking sug-

gesting exactly twomeanings.

2. Example

At the simplest level,many commonwords in everyday language are

ambiguous, words like “set” or “bank” (both as nouns and as verbs)

being obvious examples. Visually, the so-called Necker cube (see fig.

1) is a well-known example: It is unclear whether we are looking at

the cube from above or from below.

Fig. 1: Necker cube; source:

Daniel Bläser, www.dbgrafik.de
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3. Explanation

Ambiguity may arise at several levels and may have several causes:

Thus,wemight distinguish–at least –between verbal, syntactic and

semantic or conceptual ambiguity.Moreover, ambiguity needs to be

distinguished from related terms such as ambivalence or contradic-

tion, which, although frequently treated as overlapping concepts or

evenas synonymous, shouldbe regardedasdifferent categories from

diverse fields of intellectual inquiry.While ambivalence is originally

a psychological or cognitive concept designating a state of indeci-

sion, undecidability or unclear evaluation, contradiction is a notion

from logic designating two ormore irreconcilable propositions.Am-

biguity, by contrast, is originally a rhetorical concept, refering to the

simultaneous presence of more than one possible meaning or inter-

pretation. Ambiguity in a text may be the result of attitudinal am-

bivalence, whichmanifests itself in unresolved contradictions in the

text. But ambiguity is just as much a result of an act of observation

and its accompanying sense of uncertainty and multiplicity. In any

longer document, ambiguity may also be the result of a sequence of

propositions which, each in themselves, are unambiguous but irrec-

oncilablewithoneanother.Even if any individual passage isperfectly

clear, theunharmonized concatenationof contradictorypassages,as

its cumulative effect, may still create an ambiguity of the text as a

whole.This sequential typeof ambiguitymaybe the result of ambiva-

lent attitudes on thepart of oneauthor,but itmayalsobe the result of

anunsuccessful attempt at harmonizing or combining aplenitude of

interests. In amorepositive sense,however, ambiguity does not have

to be seen as the result of an imprecise use of language. Rather, lan-

guage, and especially literary language, often allows for the resolu-

tion, suspension, or sublation –onemightmore critically also speak

of theglossingover–of amultiplicity of possiblemeaningsor of con-

tradictions in a type of deliberate ambiguity.

While, in planning theory, there is a substantial discussion about

issuesof complexity, this is hardly the casewithambiguity. In the few

contributions that exist, ambiguity generally appears as a problem

to be solved.7 Where related terms such as (un)certainty, flexibility

and fuzziness rather than ambiguity are used in planning debates,
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in each case, it seems, there are conflicts of interest with regard to

the openness as opposed to determinacy of planning policies, regu-

lations and individual plans. Here, too, there is a tendency to regard

ambiguity as ultimately problematic.

4. Applications

Think of the various living labs that have been sprouting up on the

campuses of universities in the past decade: at Stanford, urban

researchers meet with stakeholders – citizens, farmers, business-

people and politicians – to experiment with and discuss a variety of

scenarios to deal with water scarcity in Amman and Pune. In Am-

sterdam, partners from research institutions as well as the private

and the public sector jointly seek to develop small-scale solutions to

wicked urban problems.8 In both cases, there is plenty of ambiguity

concerning the roles, the authority and the leverage of all of the

actors involved, and a great part of the challenge of these labs is the

effective management of this ambiguity. While most professions –

law, medicine, technology, planning – will generally seek to elim-

inate or at least to minimize ambiguity, scholars of narrative have

argued that ambiguity may also foster social cohesion: By accepting

“doubt and plurality or plenty [as] the twin poles of ambiguity”,

by allowing more diverse groups of stakeholders to find points of

identification but also contention, narratives attain a certain fuzzi-

ness and indeterminacy.9These ambiguity-tolerant narratives leave

room for interpretation, for adverse readings and for negotiation;

precisely because of this communal interpretive work involved they

aremore rather than less socially binding than precise narratives, and

thusmore conducive to generating social cohesion and to canvassing

public support.10 A classic case in point would be programmes of

political parties, which, if too specific, could hardly generate broad

support across different societal groups and coalitions of interest.

Thus, while one will hardly want to suggest that planning doc-

uments – let alone legal texts or contracts – should deliberately be

ambiguous, it may be helpful to bear in mind this social function of

ambiguity.Not only is the tolerance of ambiguity a central ability for
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individuals to function in complex, highly differentiated social en-

vironments. Ambiguous documents – or those which allow differ-

ent stakeholders complementary,possibly even contradictorymeans

of identification and interpretation – may productively function as

“boundary objects”, objects or frames of knowledge which are flexi-

ble enough to be adopted by different communities.11

Related entries: Closure, FutureNarratives, Metaphor, Scenario
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