SOPHIA PERENNIS

Publisher: Iranian Institute of Philosophy

Email: javidankherad@irip.ac.ir

Tel:+982167238208

Attribution-Non Commercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0)
Open Access Journal

SOPHIA PERENNIS

The Semiannual Journal of Sapiential Wisdom and Philosophy

Vol. 19, Number 2, autumn and winter 2023, Serial Number 42

Thick Ethical Concepts and Their Role in the
criticism of Reductionism in Ethics

PP: 149-173
DOI: 10.22034/1W.2022.356942.1645

Minoo Hojjat*

Abstract

Thick moral concepts are moral concepts that are claimed to bear both
evaluative and descriptive content, as opposed to thin ones which bear only
the former. This paper firstly argues that the descriptive aspect of these
concepts cannot be disentangled from their evaluative aspect. So their
evaluative aspect cannot be reduced to thin moral concepts. Secondly,
thickness is a gradable concept; any thick concept can be made thicker
through adding new descriptive content. Along with changes in the
descriptive content of the concept, its evaluative content changes as well; a
qualitative change that cannot be reduced to thin evaluative concepts, even
if they vary in degree. On this basis and through some other considerations
it is concluded that moral deliberations in specific cases are not possible
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through simply applying general principles which are commonly expressed
through thin concepts. Rather, each individual is entrusted with the task of
deliberation in each particular case on their own.

Key words: thick concepts, thin concepts, gradeability, disentangling,
inexpressibility, reductionism

Extended Abstract

Since the mid-twentieth century, a distinction between thick and thin
evaluative concepts has become prevalent. Thick ethical concepts are those
with both descriptive and evaluative content, whereas thin ones are those
that have only evaluative content or, in some accounts, are more purely
evaluative. Concepts like bravery, justice, dishonesty, and betrayal are
considered to be of the first kind, while concepts such as good, wrong, and
ought to are classified under the second type. According to Williams, who
originated the term "thick concepts" in ethics, the two types are
differentiated by the fact that the use of thick concepts is both world-guided,
meaning that their application is guided by the world and depends on the
way the world is, and action-guiding, meaning that they provide us with
reason for action (Williams, 1985:141). A thick concept is commonly
understood to be a description of an action or disposition that bears a value
expressible through thin concepts. This article aims to reject this account,
arguing that moral decisions are too complex to fit under general ethical
principles; and conclude that the responsibility of moral decisions must
eventually be carried in every case by the agent.

Discussing several views on the separability of the descriptive and
evaluative aspects of thick concepts, this paper takes on an anti-
disentanglement position, arguing that these concepts cannot be separated
into two independently intelligible components. As McDowell has argued, if
an evaluative concept could be disentangled into a description and an
evaluation, it would be possible to master the extension of that concept
without the need to understand its evaluative orientation. But it can be
shown through many examples that this is not possible. (McDowell 2001: 40)
Without their evaluative content, these concepts are shapeless and one
cannot master their extension. As Williams notices, without sharing "the
evaluative perspective in which this kind of concept has its point" (ibid), one
cannot see how to go on from one application of the concept to another.
Therefore, the evaluative content of thick concepts is not reducible to thin
concepts. In fact, the evaluative content of various thick concepts may not
only vary in degree of rightness and wrongness— it may be better or much
better— but more importantly, in quality; even if two actions can be viewed
as equally acceptable morally, they may still have entirely different moral
values. This insight forms one of the bases of the article’s main argument:
that this moral value cannot be measured using a general criterion. General
moral principles are usually expressible through thin moral concepts while
these concepts are insufficient for capturing distinct moral values.
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Nevertheless, it must be noted that thickness is a gradable property.
When the descriptive aspect of a thick concept becomes more specific
through the addition of a new qualification, a new, thicker, concept is born
that is an instance of the original concept. Crucially, it is different from the
original concept in its evaluative content as well, and it is therefore not
possible for the two to be evaluated based on a shared set of criteria. A
concept may even count as instance of several broader concepts at once,
making its evaluation far more complicated. Moreover, in many cases, in
order to count an action as an instance of a thick concept, we need to rely
on a fact, and as these facts are often disputable, the moral judgment
becomes disputable too. Counting abortion as murder is one such case.
Besides, If the presence of a moral evaluative aspect to an action is sufficient
for counting the concept representing it as a moral concept, the domain of
moral concepts grows too large, encompassing most concepts that involve
human action or behavior.

The points mentioned above all make it impossible to use general
principles for making moral decisions in specific cases; instead, each case
need a specific judgement; one that inevitably has to be taken over by the
person making the decision. Certainly, given that people have fairly similar
moral intuitions in basic moral issues, each individual can make use of
certain general moral insights. However, when one is confronted with a
moral choice in a specific situation, various propositions (both factual and
evaluative) are involved, each with its own potential complications. As the
complications multiply, it becomes less and less likely for a general answer
to be available. In such a scenario, it seems that comparing these values and
deciding about them relies solely on the agent’s intuition and understanding
making it inevitable to leave the task to them.
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