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INTERPRETATION OF SPECIFICATICRS

In inspeotion engineering we are oslled upon to
interpret the meaning of specifications. Sometimes we like
to think that this metter of interpretation is objectively
definite if the specification 1s properly written. That is
to say, there are some at least who maintain that srecifi-
cations should be written so that they say what is meant
and meen what they say. The object of the present discus-
sion i1s to oonsider some of the reasons why it 1c inpossible
to write even the most definite form of specification that
is not subject to oonsiderable vasueness and ambl uity.
Henoce it 1a'that the successful carrying out of the job of
inspection engineering, in so far as it involves tle inter-
pretation of specificetions, depends to & ireat extent upon
the ability of inspectlon engineers to allow for these fao-
tors of vagueness and smhiguity.

We shall consider the demonstrative specification
becauss it has the sppearance at least of being definite.
Such a specifiention is characterized for the most part by
the words, "that" and "this"™ with the anpropriate restures.
As actually used at some time or other by all or us, such
specificetions may be phrased in s form such as ""ive me

that” or "Give me this™, Let us congider two people, one
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a gonsumer and the other a producer. Suppose that tie
consumer approaches the producer and points to an item of
product and says "Give me that', whereupon the produoer
tekeg the consumer's money and delivers tlLe tiiin: pointed
t0 by the oconsumer, The guestion is: Does the sinple
operatlion on the part of the producser of delivering the
thing pointed to eonstitute the operational meaning of

thie demonstrative specification? At first .;lence one is
likely to say: "Why yes, the producer did just wl.at the
consumer told him to do". A little consideration, however,
soon shows that this is not the case. ‘The specifisction is
not 80 definite as it may at first seem; on the ocontrary,
it is quite vague and ambiuous.

A redent experience will serve to illustrute soue
of the points whieh I wian to make., I dropped into a book-
store the other day ascompanied by a friend who was lookin:
for a partioular book on differential geometry. sesin; a
book that haé the sppearance of the one he wanted, he ploked
it up, handed it to the clerk and in effect sald: "Give me
this"., In acoord with his regquest the clerk wrapped up Llhe
book and delivered it to him. A short time after returnin
to the ofrice my friemd dlsocovered that several pa es 'ere
missin; and that others appeared more than once., T™he next
day he returned the book to the sales clerk and received
enother in exchange, there bsing no question on her part

that the bocok purchased by my friend on the previous day



was not vhat elther he or she had understood him to mean
by "this". In other words, 1t was mutually understood as
@ basis for this transaction that what "Give me this"
meant was not simply "Give me the thing pointed to" but
rather "Give me s thing having the readily observable as-
peots of the thinzg pointed to and at the same time one that
will be found, upon further examination, to have certain
characteristics not as yet perceived”, such, for example,
as not havin~ any duplicsted paces or pazes thant are torn
or upside down, misplaced, or the like, and many other
characteristics which will at once come to the reader's
mind. |

It is desirsble to note that pointin: to a thing
a8 reveasled by the obaarvaﬁla aspects of that thing at the
moment, is only e gign or symbol) of that whioh is eoctually
wanted, In other words, a consumer always wants a manufeo-
tured article or thing for the quality whioh he expeots
that thing to exhibit vhen used in a certain way after he
has obtalned the thing. The sensory aspects of the thing
at the moment only serve as a basis for making s probable
inference es to what the gquality of that thing really {is.
The oconsumer expects the thing whioch has the attiributes
whioch he has already perosived to exhibit the quality whieh
he wants, This situation 48 1llustrated by my friend who

interpreted certain aspssts that he could readily perceive



of the book which he referred to by "this" as constituting

a rational basis for inferring that the book pointed to
would have the gquality characteristios of the book ha wanted,
The fact that the olerk readily mede the exchange and even
apologized for the inoconvenience to which my friend had been
put, indicates that she interpreted the meanin- of t!e demon-
strative épaoirieation of the book much as he had done,

In the case we have Just oonsidered there is, as
we have seen, evidence for the belief that both oconsumer and
producer had about the same dezree of knowledze of the thing
pointed to by the consumer, that is to say, both of them
understood pretty well what it was that my friend wanted
and presumsdly neither of them knew that the book was de-
feoctive. Lat ue now consider a oase in whioh the knowled:e
of the thing pointed to is not the same for both the producer
and the consumer. Let us take an instance in which the
would-be consumer is a ohild who approaoches a produocer with
the statement "Give me this", where the thing pointed to is
some item whioh, if used in a certein way, might harm the
child. The produser would obviously take considerable oare
to rfind out why the child wanted the artiocle (i.e. what
the objest pointed to by the child means to the child) be-
fore he would deliver it to him. If, for example, the pro-
ducer was convinced that what the child meant was to :‘lve
him that thing pointed to because 1t appeared to be what
his father wanted, the decision of the producer would likely



be quite different from what it would be if the boy wanted
the thing for what it meant to him in his play.

Now, let us consider another example. Suppose
that a ocustomer points to an article and says "Zive me
this" and the producer knows that, for the purpose for whioch
the thinz pointed to haé been commonly used, another thin-
has been racently developed - perhaps without the krowled -e
of the consumer - that will likely have & more desirable
quality from the consumer's viewpcint th.an that to whiah the
consumer pointed, Here too the producer takes into oconsiier-
ation whether or not he feels that the consumer would prefer
the newly developed article to the one pointed to if he but
knew what the producer knows. Once more the producer takes
into acoount the juelity of the thing wanted by the consumer
asg the meaniixg of the demonstrative specifiocation,

In the case of the child as a purchaser, society
imposes upon the producer throuch rules and laws a duty of
taking into account the meaning of the child. In the last
example, however, the binding foroe on the producer is rather
a rule of good business or, in some instances, an attempt
to do unto the customer what he would like to have done unto
himself under like circumstences. In either ocase, however,
the setion is one baoked by custom. Turninz now to the
first example, it is perhaps not only an aot of .;00d business
but it may even be an act which 12 pretty much bindin; on

the producer by custom and law.



In eash of these cases we see that the practical
meaning of thé demonatrative specification is somewhat
ambiuous; that is, there is always some uncertainty as
to whether or not the producer knows just exnotly whot ti.e
consumer does want in respect to the guality of the thing
sisnified by the thing pointed to. Now we need only oon-
sider the first purehas§ of some artiocle such as an autoe
mobile or radlo to realize that we ourselves are somoewhat
indefinite as to the quality of the thin: that we really
want when we plok out the thing we buy. In other words,
we do not know nearly so muoh about the thin: wanted at
the time we purchase the first thing of that kind as we
do after we have had considerable experience with s thing
of that kind. The thing pointed to is a symbol of a

yuality that must be somewhat vszue in our mind,
What does this mean from the viewpoint of inspeo-

tion engineering? For one thing, we sannot hope to mechanize
inspection engineering or reduce it to a form of inspeotion
specification in so fear as 1t has to do with jud; in; whether
or not the guality of a thing meets even 2 dsmonstrative spe-
cirication. That 1s to sey, even in such & ocase, it is
absolutely essential that the 1inspection englneer excrolse
Judgment in interpreting the meaning of the speociflcation.
Only to the extent to which an inspection en-ineer can out-

zuess others in interpreting the meaning under such oonditions
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and mske judgments that will, in the majority of cases, be
sustained by the produser and eonsumer, can he hope to
maintain his position as & jJudge of quality. But to inter-
pret the meanlngs of even the most definite form of specifi-
cation regulres, amonz other things, a broad understendin-
of present and potential human wents. Haence, we as inspec-

tion sngineers need speclal traininz in this rield,

We A MEWART
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