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Introduction

Philosophers and linguises usually distingaish cro nvpes of
evaluative concepis: “thin” and “thick”™ concepes (Eldumd,
2oL mTynen, 2019). Thin conceprs evaluate an object as.
for instance, “permissible”, “Tight”, “wTong”, “good”, “bad”,
or “blameworthy”, vet they do pot explicate in what way the
ht or wreng. If a speakes evaluates an instance of
= vrone, they convey no mfonmation as to why they
ﬂ:.uu o The spesker might think that people have z right
be told the muth, that it nuns fendships, otc. T!uc::;on..e:'u
do not merely evaluate, they alse provide miormation on why
5 B 'alm'ren. Typical a':amples are ethical temms,
crel”, “coursgeous”, or “mustwariy”
Calling sn BZ2Ar COUTAEROUS &7 aluates them pos dtively for
being wiling 10 take risks — “Teckless” also ascribes
willingness to take risks ¥ef assizns a nezative evaluation io
it

While thare 15 widespread consensus that thick concepts
form an additional class of concepts. A hested disagraement
emists over the way m which the evaluatve and the
descriptive component of thick ems are conmected
According to ome group of resestchers, the evaluatdve
component of a thick term is part of s semantic meaming;
sccording to another, the evalustion is not part of the meaning

Tt comveyed through means. Arguments in fror
f sither position heavily rely on linguistc inmitons abour
hovw thick terms can be used. Such ivmitions often circle

arpund the gquestion of whether the evalustion of a thick term

can be cancalled without yielding cenradiction. Whether this
ts possible is not only relevant for the lnguistc debate shaut
thick tarms. Assumptions sbout the nanwe of thick rerms
provide the argumentstive comerstones I metasthical and
normative-ethical debares 85 well. Therefore, by putting these
assummpiions to the fest, we can provide 8 more solid basis for
theorizing abour thick concepts in varions disciplines. In this
paper, we present the first empinical data of this sort.

Separating the Evaluative from the
Descriptive?
“friendl

7, “crmal™ or “Tuds”,

nch as “honest”

hat fhis entify is evalusted salposm\'e O nega;
descriptive richmess is whar distinguishes thick from thim

concepts. And i 15 the evaluative component thai
distmpuishes thick fom merely descripiive concepts.

Some philosophers explain this descriptive richness by
asouming that thick term:s sre 3 combinaton of thin
evaluations plus some descrption. According to this positen,
thin terms express the basic moral smitedes & speaksr can
have. Add some description to this amitade and the resultris a
thick term According to such a view, thick terms can be, at
teast in principle, divided into o distinct compoments.
namely the svalustive amd the descriprive Hare, 1952;
Blackburn, 1992; Elstein & Huwrlks 2009). Call tus the
Separabilir Fiew (Viyrymen 2019) Separabilist Views
offen assume thar the descriptive and the evaluatve are
comnected by pragpmanc means, for instance, by
conversational implicatare, Conversational implicanires are
pant of the sp=war meaning znd need 1o be inferred beyvond
what is literally said (Grice, 1985). By saying that an agent is
mide, one pscribes some descripdve propertes. and ome
farther comummnicates the mplicanme that the agentis bad m
virme of having these properties. However, a: other
comversational icamores, the negative evaluaton can be
cancellad without creating a contradiction. Therefore, a
speaker who witers “What Tom did was made; ot by that I'm
not 33ying something nepatve abour Tom™ malces 3 falicitous
statement

The conmrary position, the mzeparabifiss Fiew', dendes that
thick terms can be further divided mto distinet componenrs
and holds thar thick tenns are basic (Williams, 19385, Pumsm.
2002, Eirchin, 2010, Roberts, 2(11). Those who argne for
Inseparabilism rypically argue that thick rerms cannot be
forther reduced because therr evaluation s part of the




Agenda

What are thick concepts?

Why are they philosophically
interesting?

An empirical study on
cancellability

Three potential explanations
of a suprising result

Lots of open questions
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Thin: right, wrong, good, bad
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Thick: discreet, cautious,
industrious, chaste, just,
grateful
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Note: Things are not so simple

If it is true that ,ought” implies ,,can”, it seems that
even ought is thick in some sense
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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
evaluative 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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What'’s the Connection?

Inseparabilitsts

= Thick terms and concepts are inherently evaluative

= The evaluation is part of the semantic meaning

= |tisimpossible to separate the evaluative from the descriptive

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

Separabilists

= Thick terms and concepts are descriptive, yet they presuppose,
implicate, etc to convey evaluative content

= The evaluation is not part of the meaning
" |t is possible to separate the evaluative from the descriptive

Hare 1952,1981, Blackburn 1992, Elstein and Hurka 2009, Vayrynen 2013
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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 0=/,
* Moral Objectivism /J, \H‘ Vo
* The nature of reasons for actions (Internalism vs. £ 2SS,
Externalism) WY
Are essential for Virtue Ethics and other W
character-focused ethics

18.02.2020 9
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y = N
( Do indicative moral sentences represent Do motal thoughts represent reality in the \

reality in the way that ordinary sentences do? |way that ordinary beliefs do?

Cognitivism vs. (= [ % | w [ W

>
} Hermeneutic Moral

Cognitivism (Coanitivism | [*Reiin

Noncognitivism

(No,/No)

Cognitivism: {
L] / 1

* Moral concepts are genuine ( [ Wi, |\ s | | T S| |
concepts o Ny ] e

H Fictionalism ¥ | menal sstes '|I
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WO rld |1I1|"I" 1IU I\’Nonnaturalisml ||'II: ﬂ,uf{”;] { |1:|:..lk.|\.. :
predicate | '-a|\l|||\|| III / EX]ress? | presc ctibe actions, N
Values are in the world ] /:{ / T y |
° . Naturalism Supernaturalism . Emotivism | Plan- Norm |
SELFISH picks our selfishness, {J | M i it {}.
HONEST picks out honesty, etc. | \:41';- |
Moral [
Moral sentences can be true or | i M :[J ‘ e ‘ e ||
false e | (e 0 () [, | | e )
 theories ' e e chi ~ i // I
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t reality in the

Cognitivism vs. Non-
Cognitivism

Moral
Functionalism
1 pliy

(" Subjectivism &
Ideal obsarver
theories
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" The use of language seems like an

= Testing whether this is indeed
correct will have

" Theories in metaethics presuppose

ne correctness of the semantic or
ne pragmatic understanding of

18.02.2020
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Methods

Pre-pregistration: osf.io/9pbqg2
200 participants recruited on Mturk, 50 subjects per
condition

4 x 1 between-subject design with

Semantic Entailment
Conversational Implicature
Thick Positive Concepts
Thick Negative Concepts



Thick Positive

honest,

generous, "Kathy's behavior last week was friendly, but by that | am
not saying something positive about Kathy's behavior that
courageous,

day.”
friendly

Does Sally contradict herself?

"This is a couch, but by that | am not saying that this is a
piece of furniture.”

Does Sally contradict herself?

Semantic Entailment

Thick Negative

DlIowINng sentence Intolera nt’

"Amy'’s behavior last week was egoistic, but by that | am rude,
not saying something negative about Amy’s behavior that Cruel
' ’

day.’ .
egoistic

Does Sally contradict herself?

“I am hungry, but by that | am not saying that we should
get something to eat.”

Does Sally contradict herself?

Hungry,
Dark,
Door,

Chocolate

Conversational Implicature




Predictions

There is a significant difference between SE and Cl,
such that Contradiction ratings are significantly
higher for SE than for CI.

There is no significant difference between SE and TC

There is no significant difference between Cl and TC
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Predictions

There is a significant difference between SE and Cl,
such that Contradiction ratings are significantly
higher for SE than for ClI.

There is no significant difference between SE and TC

J

There is ng ween Cl and TC




Discussion

We must not overestimate the data!

= We did only test for Conversational
Implicatures, not Conventional
Implicatures

= We only looked at a small collection of
terms

= Do laypeople’s contradiction ratings
track semantic contradiction?

= Did laypeople make additional
assumptions about the speaker’s
intentions?



Discussion

Why do Positive and Negative Thick
Terms behave differently?
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Discussion

Why do Positive and Negative Thick
Terms behave differently?

Differences in moral evaluation
2. Availability of counterexamples

Differences in the social norms
guiding evaluative language



Explanation 1: Differences in moral
evaluation

The terms that we tested do not only differ in the valence (positive or
negative)

They might also differ in how strongly they evaluate

The stronger the evaluation, they more
contradictory does it seem to cancel it

Prediction:
Negative terms should be rated more negatively
than positive terms are rated positively.

Positive Thick Negative Thick




400 participants recruited on

Expla nation 1: Resu |tS Mturk, 25 subjects per condition

2 x 2 between-subject design
Question (Behavior, Sentence)
Valence (Positive, Negative)

How bad is it if a person’s is rude? AI I n ative S pea ke rS Of E ngl is h

a ~Aon Fhirt © hr oarid fho fAallwaina Fhina ~le T FREET
Suppose that Sally said the following thing about Tor

"What Tom did was cruel.”

tatemen

9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1

Honest Generous  Courageous Friendly Intolerant Rude Cruel Egoistic
Positive Negative

Behavior Sentence




400 participants recruited on
Mturk, 25 subjects per condition

Explanation 1: Results

2 x 2 between-subject design
Question (Behavior, Sentence)
Valence (Positive, Negative)

All native speakers of English

"What Tom did was cruel.”

8.3 8.5 82 8.3 =7 8.3 8.3 8.3 6:6 7.6 7:0 (7.3 8.3 7.6 62 3.3

Honest Generous  Courageous Friendly Intolerant Rude Cruel Egoistic
Positive Negative

Behavior Sentence




400 participants recruited on
Mturk, 25 subjects per condition

Explanation 1: Results

2 x 2 between-subject design
Question (Behavior, Sentence)
Valence (Positive, Negative)

All native speakers of English

Prediction:

Negative terms should be rated more
negatively than positive terms are
rated positively.

I

8.3 8.5 8.2 8.3 70 83 8.3 8.3 6.6 7.6 7.0 7.3 83 7.6 l6.2 3.3 8.4 6.4

= N W s, U1 N 0 O

Honest Generous  Courageous Friendly Intolerant Rude Cruel Egoistic

) ) Positive Negative Positive Negative
Positive Negative

Behavior Sentence Behavior Sentence




Explanation 2: Availability
of Counterexamples

Maybe the results are an artefact of the
experimental design

In one condition, reasoning about
counterexamples is triggered

'What Tom did was courageous.’

"Kathy's behavior last week was friendly, but by that | am
not saying something positive about Kathy's behavior that
day.”

Does Sally contradict herself?




Explanation 2: Availability
of Counterexamples

You are good, but for the wrong reasons

Courageous: show-off, want to make others
look bad

Friendly: manipulative, devious, not trustworthy

You are overdoing it
Honest: mean, offensive, indiscreet
Courageous: reckless, foolhardy, putting others at risk

The the consequences render your action blameworthy



Explanation 2 — Positive Thick Concepts

While courageous acts are

The person could have (friendly)

Mostly, 'friendly' means nice and good things.
Mostly not, probably.

Context may present the courage displayed as
Friendliness is not necessarily positive if the person exhibiting it has

Honesty isn't always good.
It could be honest, but it wouldn't be a good thing to say, and people

wouldn't think he was a good person for his honesty.
Courageous behavior might mean they are being

Because you can be honest in a negative way. ( , etc..)

Jim could have been .In
this case, it is not really positive that he was honest.



Explanation 2 — Negative Thick Concepts

You should not be cruel to anyone in any circumstances. That is inherently negative.
Rudeness is always negative. There's no positive way to be rude.

being cruel at any time is a negative thing

being rude is generally considered negative so this would be a contradiction

In my world, being rude is not a positive behavior and | could think of no world in which
it would be. | may lack sufficient imagination.

Intolerant is a negative adjective.
i'm not sure how it's possible to be intolerant and have that not be a negative thing

Well rude and negative is basically the same thing.

Intolerance is a negative thing, so you can't say that someone is intolerant and then claim
you weren't saying something negative about them.




Explanation 3: Availability
of Counterexamples

If the effect arises because of a specific
experimental design, using a different
design should make the effect disappear

To test this, we used an even simpler design

We contrasted a thick term with its
evaluation, using ,but”

Prediction:
Acceptability ratings for thick terms should
be equally low for thick positive and

negative terms




Explanation 2: Results

Prediction:

Acceptability ratings for thick terms
should be equally low for thick positive
and negative terms.

I I I
e e S

4.0 3.9 S 3.6 2 2.6 2.6 2l

9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1

Honest Generous Courageous Friendly | Intolerant Cruel Rude Egoistic

Positive Negative

Positive

"What Tom did was honest but good.”

Negative




Explanation 3: Social Norms and Moral
Language

The norms as to when we may say something
evaluative differ

There is no harm in communicating something positive one
doesn‘t want to commit to

There is a lot of harm in communicating something negative
one doesn‘t want to commit to

Two Social Rules:

1. Positive thick terms may be used even if the speaker
does not mean to evaluate by doing so

2. Negative thick terms may not be used if the speaker
does not mean to evaluate by doing so




Explanation 3: Social Norms and Moral

Language
b:‘ " |f we use a positive thick term, we can cancel the
: ,H evaluation without contradicting ourselves

" |f we use a negative thick term, we cannot cancel
the evaluation without contradicting ourselves

" Prediction:
People give higher ,you should not” ratings when
negative thick concepts are used non-evaluatively,

compared to positive thick concepts
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Explanation 3: Results

6.8

Honest

6.0 4.6

Generous Courageous

Positive

6.0

Friendly

7172

Intolerant

6.6 7.4

Cruel Rude

Negative

65

Egoistic
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5.8 6.9

Positive Negative

“Tom's behavior last week was rude, but by that | am not
saying something negative about Tom’s behavior that
day.”

If Sally doesn't mean to say something negative, she
should not use the word “rude” in the first place.




Predictions

Results

Discussion

Why do Positive &
Terms behave dif]

. Differences in
2. Availability of

3. Differencesin
guiding evalu;

Discussion

Why do Positive and Negative Thick
Terms behave differently?

1
2.

3. Differences in the social norms
guiding evaluative language




Let’s do more of this!

This results we got are surprising,
given that philosophers discuss
TC as a unique class of concepts

We should determine whether
research on TC needs to treat
positive and negative TC
separately

We should determine what
features can make the evaluative
component change to neutral
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Get in touch!

@ PascaleWillemsen.com

@ Pascale.Willemsen@philos.uzh.ch
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