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“Prurient”, “tedious”, “glamorous”, ”stubborn”, “idle”, “screwy”: these are a few of the terms that appear in an article in the BBC News Magazine online discussing a political scandal in the UK (Brooke, 2009).  They are all examples of thick evaluative concepts.  These are to be contrasted with thin evaluative concepts, such as “good”, “bad”, “right”, “wrong”, “beautiful”, “ugly”, “irrational”, “imprudent”, only one of which appears in the article—“imprudent”.  The content of the article is highly evaluative; it is a personal opinion on the moral and political significance of political representatives fiddling their expenses.  Thick concepts are what we use most frequently to think about and discuss important moral issues, and thin concepts are less often used.
The title of this paper is deliberately ambiguous. The term “moral psychology” can be taken to mean the ways in which we think, feel and reflect morally in our everyday lives (let this be moral psychology). Or it can refer to the practice of theorising about our moral thoughts, feelings, and reflections (let this be Moral Psychology).  The former is simply what takes place in our everyday moral lives, while the latter is an interdisciplinary field of research into what takes place in our moral lives, comprising philosophy, empirical psychology, social psychology, neuroscience and anthropology, among other disciplines.  
Our central claim is that thick concepts are predominant in moral psychology, yet they are scarcely to be found in Moral Psychology. In contrast, thin concepts are much less prevalent in moral psychology, yet they are predominant in Moral Psychology. We think it is time for this asymmetry to be put right, not by trying to change moral psychology but by trying to change Moral Psychology.

We will begin in Part 1 of this chapter with a descriptive task.  We will look at the use of thick concepts in our moral psychology: explaining in more detail what they are; examining their pervasiveness in our moral (and other) thoughts and feelings; and, exploring the varieties of psychological connection between judgments involving thick concepts and emotion, showing that emotions are by no means mere arational (or irrational) “gut feelings”. In Part 2, we will take a prescriptive turn and suggest some ways in which thick concepts should be used in Moral Psychology—not unanalysed, nor to the exclusion of thin concepts, but as a starting-point for the understanding and theoretical analysis of the richness and diversity of our moral psychology. It will turn out that our recommendations about thick concepts in Moral Psychology support, and gain support from, certain concerns about Moral Psychology that have recently been expressed by other people working in this area.
Section 1: Thick concepts in moral psychology
What thick concepts are

Thick concepts are not a philosopher’s construct, but rather something pervasive in our everyday lives.  It was, however, a philosopher who first coined the term: Bernard Williams introduced ‘thick concepts’ to moral philosophy, focussing particularly on thick ethical concepts.
  He gives “treachery”, “promise”, “brutality”, “courage”, “lie” and “gratitude” as examples of thick concepts and contrasts these with thin concepts such as “right” and “good” (Williams, 1985/2007, pp. 128-30, 140-6; see also Williams 1965/1973).

As seen in the citations from the BBC article above, thick concepts are very much part of the way in which we think and talk evaluatively in our judgments about the world around us.  Think of the description one would give if a friend asked one to describe, say, one’s mother’s character; the description would typically be full of thick concepts.  For example, one might say that she was “kind” and “loving”, but “unreliable”.  It is less likely that one would say simply that she was “good”, or that she always did the “right” thing.  
We would like to draw attention to five characteristics of thick concepts.
  We will use the thick concept “shameful” to illustrate these in an example we will call the “American Beauty” example, after the film in which something similar occurs (Mendes, 2000).  Mary, a sixteen-year-old girl, is at a family party and her father starts to flirt outrageously with her best friend, despite her mother’s presence at the party.  She thinks her father’s conduct is shameful, and she feels ashamed.  
The first characteristic is that thick concepts have more descriptive content than thin.  This is why we tend to use them more in our daily interactions.  If Mary describes her father’s action as shameful, she tells you a lot more about his action than if she simply said that what he did was bad or wrong.  This difference between thick and thin concepts is one of degree, rather than a sharp distinction, as Samuel Scheffler (1987) has argued; for instance, “good” is a thinner concept than “praiseworthy”, but “praiseworthy” is a thinner concept than “courageous”. 
Secondly, thick concepts, like thin concepts in this respect, are evaluative. In American Beauty, when Mary judges that her father behaved shamefully she is evaluating his behaviour, and she is evaluating it negatively, in an ethical and possibly also in a prudential way (as we shall soon see, these can overlap).  Mary’s judgment that her father behaved shamefully thus goes beyond a value-free way of describing his conduct, such as that he had an animated and flirtatious discussion with her friend.

The third characteristic of thick concepts is that the psychological force of judgments containing them cannot be adequately captured by replacing them with judgments containing a purely non-evaluative, descriptive element plus a thin negative evaluative element. 
 Mary is doing more than judging that her father had an animated and flirtatious discussion with her friend and that this behaviour was wrong. Williams has a nice example of the attempt to find a replacement to this judgment: “Of course, he went back on his agreement when he got to the meeting, the little coward.”  Williams asks if it possible to rephrase the sentence without the emotional element, without the “expletive addition” of “the little coward”. This is how he suggests it might go: “As might have been predicted, he went back on his agreement at the meeting through fear; which he ought not to have done (or this was a bad thing).” This may be the same moral judgment as in the original, Williams says, in the simple sense that both original and replacement reveal that the speaker is against – “con” – what was done. But this is not enough if we are to take the notion of a moral judgment seriously. What matters, in addition to mere “pro” and “con”, are the “moral overtones”, as Williams puts it (Williams 1965/1973, p. 213).

One way in which the “moral overtones” of someone’s response to a moral situation is revealed can be found in the fourth characteristic of thick concepts: there are “emotional” responses which are intimately connected to the use of thick concepts in judgment.
  In some cases, there may be a relatively direct connection between the thick concept judgment and a cognate emotion, as Mary’s judging her father’s behaviour to be “shameful” is connected with her feeling of “shame”. Similarly, the judgment that the pudding is “disgusting” will be relatively directly connected with the emotional response of “disgust”; and so on for dangerous/fear, embarrassing/embarrassment, infuriating/fury, and many others too. But this relatively direct connection between the thick concept judgment and the emotional response does not hold for all cases (for discussion, see Mulligan, 1998). For example, “disloyal”, “stubborn”, “promise”, “glamorous”, and “unjust” do not have a single emotion, cognate with the concept, which will typically arise with the judgment. However, it does not follow that emotions of various kinds will not typically be connected to the judgment, albeit not in such a direct way. For example, the judgment that something is unjust is typically connected to anger and resentment (and not typically connected to other emotions, such as surprise, fear, and jealousy). 
The fifth characteristic of thick concepts is that their application in judgment is both “world-guided” and ”action-guiding”, as Williams puts it (Williams, 1985/2007, pp. 140-1).  Thick concept judgments are world-guided because there are situations to which the concept can be correctly applied and situations to which it would be incorrect to apply it.  In American Beauty, it is appropriate and correct for Mary to judge her father’s conduct to be shameful.  The world-guidedness of thick concepts is, in just this sense, normative, or subject to correctness conditions in its application. This normative aspect of thick concepts is captured by recent sentimentalist theories of value, such as Justin D’Arms’ and Daniel Jacobson’s version of “rational sentimentalism”: their theory ”explains the shameful in terms of fitting shame, the funny in terms of fitting amusement, and so forth” (D’Arms & Jacobson, 2010, p. 587). Thus, instead of arguing that the shameful is simply that which causes shame in the average person, they claim that the shameful is that to which it is fitting or appropriate to respond with shame.
Of course, there remains the difficult task of determining on any particular occasion whether or not a thick concept judgment is fitting or appropriate. As Williams notes, there may be disagreement even within a culture; for example, two people might reasonably disagree in their judgment about whether nude sunbathing on public beaches is shameful. But disagreement on its own is not sufficient to show that there is no correct application of the concept (Williams, 1985/2007, p. 140-1).  Furthermore, within a culture the evaluative import of thick concepts can change over time, sometimes because they are recruited by different social groups to advance their interests. Simon Blackburn (2009) gives the example of how in England in the seventeenth century, the new commercial class succeeded in changing the previously negative import of “ambitious” to a positive evaluation and the previously positive “condescending” to a negative one (p, 19-21).  Evidence of this remains today when one notes that “ambitious” is still a predominantly negative term in many Catholic European cultures, except among businessmen who aspire to engage commercially with Anglo-Saxon markets.  And today many investment bankers would consider “aggressive” to be a term of approbation (e.g., “an aggressive bond salesman”), whereas most of us would still consider it a term of disapproval (e.g., “an aggressive attitude towards one’s fellow passengers”). 
Thick concept judgments are action-guiding because they dispose us to act in ways appropriate to the situation.  In American Beauty, when Mary judges her father’s action to be shameful, she is disposed to act in particular ways: such as, fleeing from the situation to avoid further exposure to this shameful act; trying to get her father to stop his outrageous behaviour; or, something else that might express her shame in some way.  Of course, Mary might not act in any of these ways.  For example, she might have an overriding reason not to, such as a desire to maintain family dignity and prevent a scene.  In the particular case, it might not be possible to predict in which way Mary will act.  Nevertheless, her action, whether running away or trying to get her father to stop what he is doing, will be intelligible in the light of the shame which she is feeling, and her action will be justifiable by her through appeal to those aspects of her father’s behaviour in virtue of which it is shameful.
 
To sum up the five characteristics of thick concepts: they have more descriptive content that thin concepts; they are evaluative; a judgment containing a thick concept cannot be replaced by a judgment containing merely descriptive content plus a thin evaluative concept; thick judgments are connected to emotion; and thick judgments are world-guided and action-guiding. But thick judgments are, as we will see in more detail shortly, diverse, and they cannot be readily regimented; as Scheffler (1987) has argued, “Our ethical vocabulary is very rich and diverse, and the ethical concepts we use vary along a number of dimensions, of which the dimensions of specificity or generality and agreement or disagreement in application are two” (p. 418). 
The pervasiveness and interconnectedness of thick concepts across spheres of discourse

Thick concepts are everywhere in moral psychology.  Pick up a newspaper, read a novel, glance at an art review, watch a “reality” television programme, engage in a gossipy conversation, discuss the manners or morals of people you know, engage in countless other activities and you will be struck by how pervasive they are.  Not only are thick concepts found in moral discourse, there are thick prudential, aesthetic, and other kinds of evaluative concepts too: “dangerous”, “rash”, “crude”, “embarrassing”, “tarnished” and “elegant”. 
 In Figure 1, we give some examples of thick concepts, divided into three rough spheres of discourse: the moral or ethical, the prudential, and the aesthetic.  As the diagram shows, the three spheres overlap, with some thick concepts used in two, or even all three, of the different evaluative spheres.  For example, “crude” can be applied aesthetically to an artwork, as in “the crude brushstrokes”; a description of someone’s way of trying to amuse as “crude humour” could be either an ethical or an aesthetic indictment of their behaviour; and one can talk of a “crude raft”, or a “crude weapon”, which is prudentially problematic because it only just serves its basic purpose and cannot be relied on to last.  
--------------------

Insert Figure 1 here

--------------------

Thick concept judgments and emotion: varieties of psychological connections

It is helpful to think in terms a paradigm case, such as American Beauty. In American Beauty, the paradigmatic process would be thus: Mary judges that her father’s behaviour is shameful and, as she is “fully emotionally engaged” with the concept, she feels shame, and expresses her shame in action by abandoning the party or in some other way. 

The purpose of this section is briefly to explore some examples of variation from the paradigm, variations which are common and everyday.  We do not present them as counter-examples to our claims about thick concepts; on the contrary, they are, rather, variations on a theme—variations away from the paradigm, but in such a way that the variations could not exist as they do without the existence of the paradigm.  

1. The dispute arbitrator

The dispute arbitrator is asked to arbitrate the dispute between A and B over whether the behaviour of A was offensive to B.  She judges that A’s behaviour was offensive to B’s religion, but, because she is aiming at “cool” impartiality, she does not actually feel offence or resentment.  Nevertheless, her use of the thick concept of “offence” is both sincere and engaged. 

2. The selfish toddler
The toddler learns the thick concept “selfish” from his mother, as what she calls him when she’s annoyed with his behaviour towards his baby sister.  He grasps some of the sense of the concept, feeling upset and being inclined to stop whatever he is doing when she calls him “selfish”. He also applies the concept to other children when he does not like their behaviour towards him, and feels anger at what they do.  But he is not yet mature enough to feel the complex emotions of guilt and resentment.  He is on the way to gaining a full grasp of the concept “selfish” and exhibits some of the corresponding emotional responses, but does not yet fully grasp its meaning, its context of application, or its full range of emotional resonance.
 

3. The anthropologist

In rural Catalonia (this is a real-life example), there is a thick Catalan concept “pixapins” (literally “urinates on pine trees”).  The concept is applied to Catalans from Barcelona who come to the countryside at the weekends and fail to show proper respect for the land.  Amongst Catalan country people, the thick judgment that a Barcelona weekender is a “pixapins” is paradigmatically accompanied by feelings of contempt and resentment.  But nevertheless the anthropologist can learn to correctly apply “pixapins” to Barcelona weekenders without her experiencing any of these associated feelings when she does so.

4. The theatre-goer

The theatre-goer was raised in a strict religious sect where it was drilled into him that theatre-going is “sinful”.  As an adult, he now completely rejects this judgment.  However, he cannot help feeling sinful when he goes to the theatre (Rawls, 1972, p. 482), although he wants to rid himself of these feelings—the emotion is “recalcitrant” (Brady, 2007).
5. The television viewer

The television viewer watching the news of a genocide in a remote country exclaims, “How horrific! How cruel!”.  The viewer correctly applies these terms, as the situation fittingly provokes horror at what happened and sympathy for the victims, but the television viewer is not really emotionally engaged; he has become accustomed to this kind of news—he is suffering from what is often called compassion fatigue.  

6. The rude schoolboy

An example from the developmental psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg of what happened in a class when the teacher was not looking was used by the philosopher R.M. Hare:

In the front row, a boy said something to his neighbor, who retaliated by quietly spitting in his face. The first boy equally quietly slugged the other without leaving his seat, by which time the teacher noted the disturbance. She said calmly, ‘Stop that and get back to your workbooks.’ The boy who had done the slugging said, ‘Teacher, I hit him because he spit in my face.’ The teacher replied, ‘That wasn't polite; it was rude. Now get back to work, you're supposed to be doing your workbooks.’ As they went back to work, the boy who had done the spitting said to his opponent with a grin, ‘I will grant you that; it was rude.’ 
(Hare, cited in Goldie, 2009, p. 101).

The spitting boy’s evaluative use of “rude” is reversed from the usual negative evaluative use. It is not that the rude schoolboy has failed to grasp the meaning of “rude”; it is rather that he chooses to reverse its evaluative import.

7. The Politician

The politician avows loyalty to a colleague: “I will always remain loyal to you”, he says, feeling the appropriate emotions and believing that he really means it—that he is sincere.  However, when his colleague gets into trouble, he quickly disassociates himself from him and publicly disavows him, feeling no contrition.  We can see from his hypocritical behaviour that, even if he did not realise it, he was not really sincere in his earlier avowal of loyalty, even though, when he made the avowal, he had all the appropriate feelings. 

8. The Moral Psychology participant

The participant is asked what she would think of someone cutting up her old national flag and using it to clean the bathroom (cf. Haidt, Koller & Dias, 1993).  She makes the thick judgment that it would be disgusting and that she would feel disgust if she witnessed such an action. However, as she is only imagining the scenario hypothetically, she cannot be sure how her actual response would compare with how she imagines she would respond. She imagines she would feel disgusted, but in fact, when she is actually confronted with the situation, she does not. In effect, somewhat like The Politician, she misjudges what her emotional responses will be.  

These few examples are intended to give a flavour of the variety of non-paradigmatic ways in which thick concepts are used in judgments and connected to the user’s emotional responses. What matters here is that these variations do not undermine the importance of the psychological connection between thick concept judgments and emotional responses. These variations are variations from a paradigm; recognising the wealth of variations from the paradigm is central to our understanding of moral psychology. 

Section 2: Thick concepts in Moral Psychology
If we accept that thick concepts are everywhere in our moral psychology, then Moral Psychology ought to heed this fact.  Without acknowledging the role of thick concepts in what Scheffler rightly calls our “very rich and diverse” moral discourse, Moral Psychology will fail adequately to capture moral psychology as an object of understanding and theoretical analysis. 
This failure is a real and present danger in Moral Psychology today, with its almost exclusive reliance on thin concepts, such as “right”, “wrong”, “good”, “bad” and on other concepts at the thinner end of the spectrum, such as “harm” and “evil”.  Our claim is not that researchers should abandon these thinner concepts, but rather than they should widen their repertoire to allow thicker moral concepts and the related emotions a substantial role in the design of their empirical investigations, and in the analysis of the data they obtain.   
Aside from the fact that we see no obvious justification for restricting Moral Psychology to thin concepts, given that thick concepts are so prevalent in moral psychology, there are at least three positive reasons for recommending the use of thick concepts when researching moral psychology, which we will examine in the following sections. Firstly, thick concepts help to open up the moral/non-moral distinction in a way that complements recent proposals from others along these same lines. Secondly, thick concepts are at the intersection of emotional response and moral judgment, and thus help us better to appreciate the complex connections between the two and to appreciate that emotion in our moral thought and talk is far from being mere gut feelings—at best a source of ungrounded intuition. And thirdly, thick concepts help to shed new light on the theory of “dual process thinking” in psychology.  Finally, having considered these three reasons, we will then consider possible objections to our claims. 
Opening up the moral/non-moral distinction

In Section 1, we aimed to show how thick concepts are interconnected across different spheres of discourse, using ethical, prudential and aesthetic thick concepts as examples.  Sometimes we make a thick concept judgment without committing ourselves to that judgment being in any particular sphere of discourse.  Examples might include “crude”, “rotten”, “tarnished”, “embarrassing” and “disgusting”.  If I see someone feeding a child with human remains, I immediately judge that to be disgusting, and have an instant emotional reaction of disgust.  This use of “disgusting” here could be partly ethical (cannibalism is unnatural), partly prudential (this practice is not hygienic) and partly aesthetic (the child chomping on human fingers is not picturesque, to say the least!), but when I make the judgment I am not committed to which kind of evaluation I am giving: I feel disgust; I think that it was disgusting; and that is all. Once we see how people use thick concepts across different spheres of discourse, it becomes more difficult to pin down a particularly “moral” area of thinking to investigate in Moral Psychology.  
Of course, researchers in Moral Psychology need somehow to delineate the area of human thought and action with which they are concerned, but this does not justify making a sharp moral/non-moral distinction when such a sharp distinction is not to be found in moral psychology, in the domain of enquiry. When researchers theorise exclusively with thin ethical concepts, such as “good” and “bad”, “right” and “wrong”, they do often find themselves implicitly adopting a tight definition of the sphere of moral discourse; anything that seems to fall outside this tight definition is ignored, and interconnections between spheres remain disguised.  For example, we have this claim: “morality refers to prescriptions of conduct based on concepts of fairness, justice, and welfare”, where any norms encountered that do not fit this definition are labelled ‘conventional’ (Nucci Turiel, & Encarnacion-Gawrych, 1983, p. 470); and elsewhere: “moral transgressions have been defined by their consequences for the rights and welfare of others, and social conventional transgressions have been defined as violations of the behavioural uniformities that structure social interactions within social systems” (Blair, 1995, p.5).
This kind of moral/conventional distinction identifies moral transgressions with seriousness, harmful effects on a victim and independence from authority; conventional transgressions are less serious, do not involve a victim and are dependent on an authority for their validity.  It is maintained that people from all cultures and from a young age can distinguish ‘moral’ transgressions from ‘conventional’ along these parameters (Turiel, 2002; Nucci, 2001).  The kind of cases that have been used in experiments are hitting another child (moral transgression) and talking in class (conventional transgression).  In a typical experiment, when interviewing children to see whether they distinguished between moral and conventional norms, the key question was along these lines: “What if there weren’t a rule in the school against (some observed action), would it still be wrong to do it?”  If the child said that it would still be wrong to do the action, the norm was considered moral.  If they said it would no longer be wrong, it was conventional (Nucci et al., 1983, p. 475).
However, it is not obvious that moral or ethical discourse is so clearly marked off in the way suggested by this use of a moral/conventional distinction.  The children being interviewed in the above experiment are asked explicitly if the act would be “right” or “wrong” and are thus forced into identifying acts using thin concepts.  There is no room for them to consider whether it would be “shameful”, “inconsiderate”, “rude”, “thoughtless”, or “unwise”.  For example, participants might well reasonably reply that talking in class would still be rude or inconsiderate even if there were not a school rule against it, and this would then fall on the other side of the supposedly sharp distinction between moral and conventional. 
Recently, there have been criticisms from other sources of the moral/conventional distinction in Moral Psychology.  These criticisms, we believe, gain support from, and lend support to, our claims about thick concepts.  Recent experimental evidence and theoretical objections from philosophers throw doubt on the notion that the moral and conventional can be so easily separated along the lines suggested (Kelly & Stich, 2008; Kelly, Stich, Haley, Eng & Fessler, 2007; Prinz, 2008).  Some of these objections make use of cases where different spheres of evaluative discourse connect, such as manners.  For example, Jesse Prinz argues that the moral and conventional are “two orthogonal dimensions”.  He gives examples of rules that at first seem to be purely moral or purely conventional, yet on further investigation are more complex: “Don’t harm a member of your in-group” seems to be a moral rule, but it has conventional elements once we specify its application, such as saying that we can harm each other in certain sporting events or initiation rites; wearing shoes indoors in Japan is a conventional rule, but if one defies it, this shows disrespect, which is a moral defect (Prinz, 2008, p. 385).  Others point to experimental evidence gathered by Shaun Nichols showing that American children and adults respond to some transgressions of norms of etiquette or good manners (not spitting in one’s glass in front of others) in some of the ways supposed to be associated with moral transgressions: they find it serious and authority-independent (Kelly et al., 2007, p. 121).  
 Another criticism of the narrowness of the sphere of the moral used in Moral Psychology comes from the social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, who claims that it has focused too much on thin definitions of the moral to do with harm and fairness and that other important aspects of morality have been ignored or dismissed as non-moral concerns.  He argues specifically for five innate bases of morality: harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, authority/respect, purity/sanctity and in-group/loyalty (Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008; Haidt & Graham, 2007; Haidt & Joseph, 2004).   One does not have to agree with his proposal of the five innate bases to concur with his criticism of the narrow focus of researchers.  Using thick concepts in Moral Psychology in addition to thin concepts would be one way of ensuring that theory and investigation does not focus solely on harm and fairness.
The intersection of emotional response and judgment

Thick concepts are useful objects of study for researchers in Moral Psychology because they help to throw light on the role of emotion in moral psychology, and on the connection between emotion and thick concepts.  There is wide support in philosophy, psychology and neuroscience for the idea that emotion is importantly implicated in morality and moral judgment, but just how it is implicated in often misunderstood. 
Let us begin with the role of emotion and thick concepts in the phenomenon that Haidt has labelled “moral dumbfounding”.  This phenomenon occurs when participants who have expressed views that certain actions are wrong, such as eating one’s pet dog that was killed by a car, find themselves unable to provide reasons why they hold that view.  When they do find a reason and the interviewer dismisses it, because no one is harmed by the action, they either try to find other reasons or give up trying to justify themselves, and yet they still stick to their original view (Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008, p. 197). Participants are “dumbfounded” in this way at least in part because the interviewer uses only thin concepts, such as “wrong”, in the questioning, and interviewees are not encouraged to give their answers in terms of thick concepts, such as “disgusting”, and of emotion, such as disgust.
  If we understand the complexities of the connection between judging something to be “disgusting” and having the emotion of disgust, we can see that subjects can have a justifying reason for both their emotional response of disgust and their judgment that eating one’s pet dog is disgusting. Let us explain this in a little more detail.

Emotions are intentional, being directed towards objects in the environment. In the typical case, the experience of responding emotionally to something in the environment will also involve the experience of the emotion as being “reasonable” or “justified”. As John Skorupski (2000) has put it, “the affective response typically carries with it a normative impulse” (p. 125).
 An emotion is reasonable or justified because it can be justified by reasons—reasons which justify both the judgment about the object and the emotion which is directed towards that object. So the emotion of disgust at the idea of eating one’s pet dog is justified by the very same reasons that justify the judgment that eating one’s pet dog is disgusting; and the judgment that it is disgusting in turn justifies the thinner judgment that it would be wrong. Subjects could thus explain their thick and thin evaluative judgments and their emotion: it is wrong because it is disgusting; it is disgusting because what you are eating is the creature—your friend!—that you have loved and cherished for so many years. However, the reason for the wrongness of this action might well not be accessible to subjects at the time, perhaps because they are asked to focus only on a notion of wrongness which is restricted to harm to others. Whereas, if the experimenters had allowed the use of thick concepts when designing this sort of experiment, combined with a broader notion of the moral, it is possible that ‘moral dumbfounding’ would not occur at all.  
So emotions have a normative structure which allies them more to reason and to judgment than to mere gut feelings. But the observation we just made, about not being aware of one’s reasons at the time of having an emotion and making a judgment, points towards the epistemology of emotion, and towards a sense in which it is right to say that emotions are “intuitive”, or that they are ”gut feelings”—not because they are not justifiable (for they are justifiable), but because the grounds of the justification are not accessible to the subject at the time. This is the familiar idea that one’s emotions can be a primary source of information about the world—telling one something that reason alone does not pick up on. In such a case one first feels the emotion, and only later does one become conscious of the reasons that justify one’s emotion. Emotions thus reveal features about our environment that we might not otherwise recognize with the same speed and reliability; for example, we can immediately see that something is frightening or disgusting in a way that we would not be capable of if we were not capable of feeling these emotions. 

This epistemic and justificatory role for emotion and judgments involving thick concepts applies in very much the same way when we consider those thick concepts, such as “promise” and “unfair” which are less thick than “frightening” and “disgusting”, and where the connection to emotion is less direct. For example, we might be thinking about the way a young recruit had been treated at work and have a feeling that there was something unfair about it. Without being able to put our finger on just what it was that made it unfair, we still feel angry about the treatment. Only later do we come to see that it was indeed unfair, because she was being singled out for some unpleasant task, and so our initial judgment (one might well call it an intuition) and our feelings of anger were indeed justified.
 

So our emotions, far from being mere arational or irrational gut feelings, attune us to the world around us, enabling us quickly and reliably to see things as they really are, and thus to respond as we should. In short, emotions enable us to get things right. And it is, in part, the connection with emotion which makes thick concepts so important; whilst acknowledging the rich diversity that these concepts manifest, this connection, more or less direct and immediate, remains a common thread. 

Dual process thinking

Roughly, the theory of “dual process thinking” holds that we have two different ways of thinking. As Daniel Kahneman puts it, there is the intuitive System 1, which is “fast, automatic, effortless, associative, implicit (not available to introspection), and often emotionally charged”; and the deliberative System 2, which is “slower, serial, effortful, more likely to be consciously monitored and deliberatively controlled” (Kahneman, 2003, p. 698).  In System 1, “an automatic affective evaluation … is the main determinant of many judgments and behaviors” (Kahneman, 2003, p. 710), while System 2 performs a monitoring role: “one of the functions of System 2 is to monitor the quality of both mental operations and overt behavior”  (Kahneman, 2003, p.699).  Theorising in Moral Psychology using thick concepts and emotion lends support to this idea of dual process thinking, but it does so in a way that brings into question some of these ways of marking the distinction between System 1 and System 2, such as the nature of the connection between emotion and reason, and how intuitive thinking can be both fast, automatic, effortless, and emotionally charged, whilst at the same time being available to introspection and justifiable. 
For example, in American Beauty Mary judges her father’s behaviour to be “shameful”, and she does so quickly, automatically, effortlessly, and in an emotionally charged way, without consciously going through any reasoning prior to her judgment.  Or, in Haidt’s example of eating one’s pet dog, with similar speed and facility I judge that it is “disgusting” and have an immediate feeling of disgust. However, the immediacy and automaticity of the thick judgments in these cases, and of the emotional responses, do not necessarily or even typically make later (System 2) justification for them ad hoc, as is sometimes claimed (cf. Haidt 2001).  As we have seen, the fact that the thinker does not perform a deliberative System 2 calculation before responding does not mean that the response lacks justifying reasons, nor does it mean that the thinker cannot later provide these reasons. 
Another way in which considering thick concepts and emotion brings into question some of the ways of marking the distinction between System 1 and System 2 is that System 2 can itself involve emotional responses.  Mary might start in System 2 thinking with cool reasoning — deliberatively controlled reasoning — when her friend gives her a description of her father’s behaviour in a way that puts it in a light that makes her come to see it as shameful for the first time.  This deliberative thought-process can then lead to her coming to feel shame.  Thus the epistemic route in this case feeds from deliberative System 2 to emotional System 1 rather than the other way around. 

System 2 can also involve imagined situations and imagined emotional responses. There are various ways in which the imagination can be involved in our moral thinking, and we can only briefly touch upon the complex issues that are involved. Consider, for example, how you might imagine your best friend talking about you when you are not there, mocking you and generally making fun of you. When you imagine this, you might imagine it perceptually, imagining seeing and hearing your friend saying those things about you. Or you might imagine it propositionally, merely imagining that your friend did those things.  Or you might both imagine it perceptually and propositionally (e.g., you might imagine that all human life on Earth has ceased, and also imagine seeing a deserted wasteland of what used to be a teeming city). In these examples, although you are perceptually imagining the scene, and you are doing so from a point of view, you are not imagining yourself as part of the imagined scene, as occupying that point of view. In other examples, it might be necessary to imagine yourself as part of the scene, as for example, you might imagine yourself gossiping about your best friend when he is not there; here, you could imagine experientially, from the inside, imagining how you would feel. 

It is possible for the emotions to be involved in these imaginative projects in at least two ways. Firstly, it is possible to imagine having an emotional experience as part of the content of what you imagine: for example, you might imagine feeling smug and superior as you imagine gossiping about your friend behind his back. Secondly, it is possible to have an actual emotional experience as a response to what you imagine, as you might feel shame in response to imagining yourself gossiping about your friend.

If we return to the example of the hypothetical moral situation of The Moral Pscyhology Participant  as illustrated earlier in Section 1, participants are asked what they would think of the action of cutting up an old national flag and using it to clean the bathroom. In light of the above discussion we can appreciate just how many ways in which the imagination can be involved, with more or less vivacity. A subject might just imagine it propositionally, imagining that someone did such a thing; or (which we expect would be more likely), a subject might imagine the scenario perceptually, either imagining someone else doing it, or imagining doing it herself. A subject might imagine feeling disgust, or she might actually feel disgust as a result of what she imagines. Thus, how the scenario is imagined, and with what degree of vivacity, will impinge on the way in which emotion is involved, and on how System 1 and System 2 are implicated in the imaginative, the emotional, and the deliberative processes. 

Finally, emotions in System 1 can impede and even infect the deliberative, monitoring role of System 2 thinking.  For example, a man’s feelings of sexual jealousy on seeing his wife talking to another man can easily lead to him finding reasons to support his intuitive judgment that they were flirting. Not only judgment, but perception too can be affected. Trifles light as air—the dropped handkerchief—can come to appear as irrefutable evidence to justify his jealousy. And evidence which the man might otherwise, through deliberative thinking, take to count against his emotion he now ignores, or even takes to be confirmatory of his suspicions. In this sense, our emotions in System 1 thinking can “skew the epistemic landscape” (Goldie 2008b, p. 159), and thus undermine the monitoring role of System 2. 

In these and other ways, consideration in Moral Psychology of thick concepts and their relation to emotion will throw light on the manner of interaction between the two systems in dual process thinking.
Three possible objections

Researchers in Moral Psychology might first object that they need to keep their research simple by avoiding the use of thick concepts, claiming that they can operate only with thin concepts without any significant loss.  Matters are complicated enough already, it might be said. We doubt that this is so, for the reasons we have been putting forward. And in fact we would further argue that working just with thin concepts makes Moral Psychology more complicated than it need be—the phenomenon of moral dumbfounding being a case in point. However, if researchers do think that there are reasons why they must work exclusively with thin concepts and not with thick, why it is necessary to avoid the richness and diversity of the moral phenomena, it behoves them to put forward an argument why this is the case, rather than it remaining an implicit assumption behind their work.  
A second possible objection is that our everyday talk of thick concepts can be reduced to talk about thin concepts so that when we talk of someone being “generous”, this is the same as saying that he “tends to give to others without a thought to himself, and this is evaluated as morally good.”  However, as we argued in Section 1 above, this neglects the variety of connections between thick concept judgments and emotion. Just as Mary’s judgment that her father’s behaviour was shameful cannot be reduced to its descriptive content plus a thin evaluation of wrongness, so the evaluative content in the judgment that eating one’s dead pet dog would be disgusting cannot be understood merely as the judgment that it was wrong; what is missing in both instances is the connection with emotion—with shame in the one case, and with disgust in the other. As we have seen, even with less thick moral concepts such as “unjust” and “promise”, the connection with emotion holds.

There is a third objection which is in roughly the same territory, but goes further than the second objection. The objection is, briefly, that we recommend the introduction of thick moral concepts into the theoretic discourse of Moral Psychology in a way that is meant to explain discourse in moral psychology, and yet it is far from clear that thick concepts are up to this task; rather, they themselves stand in need of analysis. But this is not our recommendation at all. What we recommend, rather, is that Moral Psychology admits thick concepts as part of its data, given that they are so prevalent in the rich and diverse everyday discourse of moral psychology. This does not entail that this data should remain unanalysed as part of the theoretical discourse of Moral Psychology; indeed, gaining a better understanding of thick concepts is precisely what Moral Psychology should be attempting to do. The problem, we think, is simply that Moral Psychology at the moment tends, in a variety of ways, simply to exclude thick concepts from its data, in spite of their prevalence in what is their object of study, and that this omission has a variety of malign influences on Moral Psychology. Perhaps Moral Psychologists have a principled reason for excluding thick concepts in their data, but if so, to repeat what we said earlier, the exclusion should not remain as an implicit assumption underlying the modus operandi without proper argument to support the assumption.

Conclusion

If anything, the implicit assumption ought to be in the other direction: the obvious concepts to use as data in theorising about or empirically researching human moral thinking are those very concepts that we use in moral psychology: thick concepts as well as thin ones. The onus ought to be on the opponent of this assumption to give us reasons why we ought not to use thick concepts as data in Moral Psychology, and use them in all sorts of ways to help understand and theorise about moral psychology: in finding new ways of opening up the moral/non-moral distinction; in understanding the connections between emotion and moral judgment; in understanding the connections between emotion and imagination, especially in hypothetical cases; in clarifying the distinction between System 1 and System 2 thinking; in formulating the questions that participants are asked in experiments; and, in evaluating and theorising about the answers that are given by participants. In these and other ways, we believe that Moral Psychology would then more accurately capture the phenomena of our moral psychology, and help us to gain a deeper understanding of how and why we make the moral judgments that we do—so many of which are thick moral judgments, connected to emotion in the diverse ways that we have been canvassing.
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� Thick concepts are discussed more in recent moral philosophy than they are within the other disciplines in Moral Psychology. For example, the connection between judgmentjudgments involving thick concepts and emotion which we argue for is at the heart of what is now known as rational sentimentalism. See, for example, D’Arms and Jacobson (2010) and many of the other works discussed therein. 


� This notion of thick concepts is not to be confused with the term ‘thick descriptions’, introduced by Clifford Geertz to anthropology.


� These characteristics are discussed by Goldie (2009, pp. 95-7).


� Our point here is not that thick concept judgmentjudgments cannot be analysed into facts and values; we return to this issue in Section 2. 


� This is discussed in detail in Goldie (2009, p. 98). Thanks to Daniel Callcut for help here. 


� Some philosophers, claiming to follow in the footsteps of David Hume, argue that moral “judgmentjudgments” are even more closely connected to emotion than we suggest, being in some sense expressive of emotion. This idea is found in emotivism, and more recently and in a more sophisticated form in Prinz (2007) and Nichols (2004).


� We will have more to say in Section 2 below about the connections between thick moral judgmentjudgments and emotion.


� This extension of thick ethical concepts was proposed by Goldie (2009, p. 95) and the links between the ethical, intellectual and aesthetic virtues (hence also thick concepts) are discussed in Goldie (2008a).  


� Adrian Moore introduced the notion of grasping a thick concept in an “engaged” or ”disengaged” way.  He claims that this involves not only being able to apply the concept correctly and being willing to actually do so, but also ”sharing whatever beliefs, concerns, and values give application of the concept its point” (Moore, 2006, p. 137).  Goldie connects Moore’s idea of engagement to emotions in his discussion of Bernard Williams’s account of emotions and thick concepts (Goldie, 2009, pp. 96-99).


� Compare here the helpful discussion of his young daugther’s use of the concept “not fair” in D’Arms (2008, p. 281), and his reference to Nucci (2001) in regard to this kind of case. 


� It is controversial whether one can learn to apply such a concept accurately without engaging at all at any point with the corresponding emotional responses.  The anthropologist has to engage in imaginative role-taking to understand the concept and, if to some degree successful, this imagining could involve real emotional responses. We discuss this in more detail shortly. 


� Haidt recognises in later work, as we mention above, that the “dumbfounding” may be partly to do with the narrowness of the sphere of morality used in interviews, which is why he suggests that there are more bases to morality than researchers usually propose (see, Haidt & Bjorklund, 2008, Haidt & Graham, 2007, Haidt & Joseph, 2004).


� This is discussed in more detail in Goldie (2004, 2008b).


� The non-typical case will be where one realises at the time that one’s emotional response is not reasonable or justified. For example, you feel afraid of the mouse in the corner of the room, and yet at the same time you know that your feelings are not justified. In this case the emotion lacks ‘normative impulse’. 


� Some thick concepts which are less thick, those such as fairness, promise and justice, have related emotions which seem designed to pick up on failures—on unfairness, on broken promise and on injustice, and these emotions, in particular resentment and anger, or what Aristotle called “righteous indignation”, are, in a familiar sense, negative. The positive emotion, when something is found to be just or fair, or where a promise is kept, is less salient. (One might observe that fear and disgust have a similar structure: these negative emotions arise when something is unsafe. Here too the positive emotion—a feeling of safety perhaps—is less salient.) 


� These issues are discussed in detail in Goldie (2005, 2006).


� Many thanks to Robyn Langdon and Catriona Mackenzie for inviting us to contribute to this volume, and to Catriona, to Ronnie de Sousa and to an anonymous referee for their helpful and pressing suggestions and comments. 
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