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Part 1
• What are thick term and concepts?

Part 2
• What‘s their role in moral philosophy?
• What empirical evidence do we have?
• An argument for thick moral psychology

Part 3
• Experiment 1: Are thick terms actually evaluative?
• Experiment 2: How evaluative are thick terms?
• Experiment 3: How to express thick terms?

Part 4
• Arguing for thick moral psychology
• Where should we go next? 
• And how will we get there?
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Part 1
• What are thick term and concepts?



Thick and Thin Terms & 
Concepts

 Descriptive: round, green, 
short-sighted

 Thin: right, wrong, good, bad
 Thick: discreet, cautious, 

industrious, chaste, just, 
grateful
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Thick Terms & Concepts

 Epistemology: open/close-minded, 
gullible, critical, reflective, rational, 
dumb

 Aesthetics: banal, gracious, 
creative, elegant, dainty

 Ethics: friendly, helpful, generous, 
cold-hearted, cruel
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Thick vs. Thin
 Allan Gibbard: thick terms and concepts praise or

condemn an action as having certain properties
 Jonathan Dancy: thick terms and concepts have an 

evluative dimension which is inseparable from their
descriptive dimension

 Bernard Williams: thick terms and concepts are
both 1) world-guided and 2) action-guiding
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Shared Intuition
 Thin and thick concepts share their

evaluative content
 The difference is the richness of

thick concepts, so the descriptive
component

 Thick and descriptive concepts
share their descriptive component

 The difference is that thick terms
also evaluate
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What‘s the Connection?
Semantic View
 Thick terms and concepts are inherently evaluative
 The evaluation is part of the meaning
 It is impossible to separate the evaluative from the descriptive

McDowell 1979, 1981; Williams 1985; Dancy 1996, Putnam 2002, Kirchin 2010

Pragmatic View
 Thick terms and concepts descriptive, yet they presuppose, implicate, 

etc to convey evaluative content
 The evaluation is not part of the meaning
 It is possible to separate the evaluative from the descriptive

Hare 1952,1981, Blackburn 1992, Elstein and Hurka 2009, Väyrynen 2013
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Part 1
• What are thick term and concepts?

Part 2
• What‘s their role in moral philosophy?
• What empirical evidence do we have?
• An argument for thick moral psychology



A Thick Job in Moral Philosophy
 Thick concepts have been used to argue against

• Non-Cognitivism
• The (ontological) fact/value distinction
• Ethical reductionism

 And to argue for
• Moral Objectivism
• The nature of reasons for actions (Internalism vs. 

Externalism)
 Are essential for Virtue Ethics and other

character-focused ethics
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Cognitivism vs. Non-
Cognitivism
 Cognitivism: 

• Moral concepts are genuine 
concepts

• They pick out a real feature of the
world

• Values are in the world
• SELFISH picks our selfishness, 

HONEST picks out honesty, etc.
• Moral sentences can be true or

false
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Cognitivism vs. Non-
Cognitivism
 Non-Cognitivism

• Deny that moral concepts are
genuine concepts

• Moral concepts do not represent
the world

• Yet, they are a convient tool for 
communication

• Values are not in the world
• Moral sentences cannot be true or

false
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Disentanglement Argument
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Non-Cognitivism

McDowell 1981, p. 143

“Typically, non-cognitivists hold that when we ascribe 
value to something, what is actually happening can be 
disentangled into two components. Competence with 
an evaluative concept involves, first, a sensitivity to an 
aspect of the world as it really is (as it is 
independently of value experience), and second, a 
propensity to a certain attitude – a non-cognitive 
state which constitutes the special perspective from 
which items in the world seem to be endowed with 
the value in question.”



Non-Cognitivism
 Prescriptivism: 

RUDE = demonstrates offensive behaviour + „Don‘t
do this!“

 Emotivism
RUDE = demonstrates offensive behaviour + 
„Boooh!“
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Disentanglement Argument

McDowell 1981, p. 144

If the disentangling manoeuvre is always possible, […] one 
could know which actions the term would be applied to, so 
that one would be able to predict applications and 
withholdings of it in new cases – not merely without oneself 
sharing the community’s admiration […], but without even 
embarking on an attempt to make sense of their admiration. 
[…] [A]ccording to the [non-cognitivist] position I am 
considering, the genuine feature to which the term is applied 
should be graspable without benefit of understanding the 
special perspective […] But is it at all plausible that this singling 
out can always be brought off?



Disentanglement Argument
 Is this plausible?
 „No, it isn‘t!“
 Evaluation at least partly drives

the extension of thick concepts
 No reductive theory of thick

concepts is possible
 Therefore:
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Cognitivism vs. Non-
Cognitivism
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Non-Cognitivist Responses to McDowell
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 Reject one of the premises of the
argument (Ayer, Blackburn, Gibbard, Hare)

 Object to the definition of terms such as
„mastery of a concept“

 Deny the conclusion of the thought
experiment

 Explain why the truth of the conclusion is
not a problem for Non-Cognitivism



A Thick Job in Moral Philosophy
 Cognitivists presuppose the correctness of

the semantic understanding of thick
concepts

 The use of language seems like an obvious
field of empirical research

 Testing whether this is indeed correct will 
have significant impact on those debates
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A Thin Empirical Basis
Quite a lot of theoretical literature, 
making empirically testable claims about
 How thick terms are and can be used
 What terms are thick
 What people intend to express using

thick terms
 The relevance of thick terms for moral

cognition
 Moral disagreement
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Kirchin 2010, p. 9
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Kirchin 2010, p. 9
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“The literature on thick concepts often 
mentions the phenomenon of objectionable 
concepts but, I believe, underestimates its 
significance in determining the location of 
the evaluative contents associated with 
thick concepts. To identify what is at issue 
when a thick concept is regarded as 
objectionable is to identify the evaluative 
content associated with it. To specify the 
way in which the concept is associated with 
this evaluative content is to locate it.” 
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Experiments
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Aim of the Experiments
 Let‘s start at the very beginning
 Test systematically the very basic

assumptions about thick
concepts

 Move our way up to testing the
theories that rely on these
assumptions
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Aim of Experiment 1
 Get an understanding of what terms people use

when they want to
• describe or
• evaluate
a person

 When asked to evaluate a person, do people rely on 
thick or thin terms?

 Do they even use thick terms to evaluate?
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Exp. 1: Methods
50 participants, recruited via Mturk, 
Age: M=35.2 years, Gender: Male 59%, Female 41&
1. Training

1. Nouns, verbs, adjectives
2. Descriptions and evaluations

2. Task 1: Describe a person
3. Task 2: Evaluate a person
4. Demographics
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Training 1
7 words
 2 nouns
 3 adjectives
 2 verbs
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Training 2
4 sentences
 2 descriptions
 2 evaluations
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Task 1 and 2
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Exp. 1: Results
 Data from 37 participants who passed the test questions after the training
 185 evaluative and 185 descriptive terms
 Based on one coder only
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Exp. 1: Things of potential interest
 Look at inter-coder agreement

• Many cases seem controversial
• Many cases might be decided in a contrast-based way

 Who should we use for this task?
• Use Mturk people as coders
• The Thick Concept experts themselves

 How can we improve the training and laypeople‘s
theoretic understanding?
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Exp 2: Methods
80 participants, recruited via Mturk
Age: M=37.6 years Gender: Male 63%, Female 37%
 Semantic feature production task
 For 10 words

• Blonde
• Australian
• Honest
• Couragous
• Rude
• Intolerant
• Terrible
• Great
• Sickly
• Active
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Descriptive

Thick

Thin

Connotation



Exp 2 Results

37
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Exp. 3: Methods
 108 participants recruited on Mturk
 12 concepts of 5 different (theoretical) categories

• Blonde
• Australian
• Honest
• Couragous
• Generous
• Rude
• Intolerant
• Selfish
• Terrible
• Great
• Sickly
• Active 39

Descriptive

Thick

Thin

Connotation
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Exp. 3: Results
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A Thick Job in Moral Philosophy
 Thick concepts have been used to argue against

• Non-Cognitivism
• The fact/value distinction
• Ethical reductionism

 And to argue for
• Moral Objectivism
• The nature of reasons for actions (Internalism vs. 

Externalism)
 Are essential for Virtue Ethics and other character-

focused ethics
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 Good
 Bad
 Wrong
 (Im)Permissible
 Praise
 Blame
 ….
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A Thick Job in Moral Philosophy
 Thick concepts have been used to argue against
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Consequentlism

 What matters for the evaluation
of an action is only the action‘s
consequences

 Consequentialism focuses on the
moral rightness or wrongness of
an action or omission
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Consequentlism
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Deontology
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Contractualism
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 Narrow sense: refers to a view
defended by T.M. Scanlon

 Developed in „What we owe to each
other“

An act is wrong if its performance under 
the circumstances would be disallowed by 
any set of principles for the general 
regulation of behaviour that no one could 
reasonably reject as a basis for informed, 
unforced, general agreement.
(Scanlon 1998, p. 153)



Non-Cognitivist
 To make sense of moral language, we need rules of

application
 Non-Cognitivists need to assume that speakers always refer

to relevantly similar cases when they use moral language
 The always refer to cases with relevantly similar descriptive

properties (they cannot be shapeless)
 Whether these properties are connected with a positive or

negative evaluation is then speaker-dependent and contigent
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McDowell‘s Argument 
 (P1) The application of every G-member is genuine and 

G is a non-empty set.
 (P2) If non-cognitivism is true, then a genuine 

application of a concept picks out a GNK.
 (P3) If the application of a concept picks out a GNK, then 

it is in principle possible for Theo to master the 
concept’s extension.

 (P4) There exists at least one G-member whose 
extension Theo cannot master even in principle.

 Therefore: Non-Cognitivism is false
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Non-Cognitivist Responses to McDowell
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A Thick Job in Moral Philosophy
 Thick concepts have been used to argue against

• Non-Cognitivism
• The (ontological) fact/value distinction
• Ethical reductionism

 And to argue for
• Moral Objectivism
• The nature of reasons for actions (Internalism vs. 

Externalism)
 Are essential for Virtue Ethics and other

character-focused ethics
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Carson 2011
“For all genuine value concepts, there corresponds 
some factual (non-evaluative) feature (or kind) of the 
world to which it responds, and the fact and value in 
the concept can in principle, always be disentangled 
from one another. DT commits non-cognitivists to the 
further claim that genuine thick ethical concepts have 
a natural (and hence descriptive) shape sufficient to 
predict their application extensions.”
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