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Great powers are claimed for thick concepts, 
and we should do our best to get to the root of 

which powers they really have and which they lack.

– Allan Gibbard, “Reasons Thin and Thick”
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1. INTRODUCTION
According to one view, moral statements primarily describe things (actions, characters, or 
institutions for example). Like other kinds of descriptive statements, they can be true or 
false. I will call this view cognitivism. According to another view, moral statements 
primarily express reactions, attitudes, and stances of the speaker. Moral statements are 
therefore neither true nor false, at least not in the way descriptive statements are. I will 
call this view non-cognitivism. The labels ‘cognitivism’ and ‘non-cognitivism’ refer to 
two broad lines of theorising in metaethics. They differ along several dimensions, since 
decisions about how to analyse moral statements have implications for claims about other 
exciting things, such as moral cognition, knowledge and reality. For example, if you do 
not think that moral statements describe a world of moral facts, then it is natural to also 
believe that there is no such world in want of description. My focus in this thesis is on a 
certain problem that the non-cognitivist view of moral language faces.* 

According to non-cognitivism, moral statements differ in an important way from 
ordinary descriptive statements about armchairs and cats on mats. In Alfred Jules Ayer’s 
words:

[I]n every case in which one would commonly be said to be making an ethical judgement, the 
function of the relevant ethical word is purely ‘emotive’. It is used to express feelings about 
certain objects, but not to make any assertion about them.1

Words have different functions and can be applied in different ways according to Ayer. 
Some words are used to describe objects while others are used to express feelings 
concerning the objects. Such a distinction is crucial to any non-cognitivist theory of moral 
language. In order to evaluate claims about moral language it is important to have some 
criteria for identifying it. Like Ayer, philosophers have tended to look for “the relevant 
ethical word”. Particular words  indicate that a statement is a moral statement: ‘good’, 
‘treacherous’, ‘promise’, ‘just’, ‘cruel’, ‘ought’, ‘honest’, and so on. The words 
correspond to certain concepts.2 It has long been recognised that moral concepts can be 
distinguished according to their degree of “descriptive content”. On the one hand, there 
are “thin” concepts like ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘right’, ‘wrong’ and ‘ought’. On the other hand, 
there are “thick” concepts like ‘treacherous’, ‘rude’, ‘cruel’, and ‘honest’.3 While thick 

* I would like to thank my supervisor Bo Petersson for his support and contagious enthusiasm, and my 
opponent Martin Andersson, for his helpful suggestions and constructive criticism. Thanks also to 
Marion Godman, who proof-read a late draft of the thesis, and to Elijah Millgram, who sent me a copy 
of his “Inhaltsreiche ethische Begriffe und die Unterscheidung zwischen Tatsachen und Werten” along 
with its original draft in English across the Atlantic Ocean to Stockholm.

1 Ayer, Alfred Jules, Language, Truth and Logic [1936], Penguin Books, London, UK, 2001, p. 111.
2 I will generally talk about ‘concepts’ rather than about ‘words’ or ‘terms’.
3 Glossing the distinction as resting on varying degrees of descriptive content is perhaps biased toward a 
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concepts have more descriptive content than thin concepts, they are easily distinguished 
from purely descriptive concepts like ‘big’, ‘round’, or ‘made of wood’. Such descriptive 
concepts typically do not have an evaluative function.

The existence and widespread use of thick moral concepts in moral discourse is often 
presented as a challenge to non-cognitivism. It is used as a premiss in an often invoked – 
but seldomly articulated – argument against non-cognitivism.1 I will call the philosophers 
that believe the argument to be fatal to non-cognitivism ‘thickies’ (the term is not to be 
understood in a derogatory way!). It is claimed that thick moral concepts soften, or even 
bring down, the very distinctions that non-cognitivists use to articulate their positions: the 
metaphysical distinction between fact and value, the psychological distinction between 
belief and desire, and the semantic destinction between description and evaluation.2 

Thick moral concepts can be seen as but one feature of a general pattern in the moral 
discourse that non-cognitivists have to account for; namely, the general descriptive-
looking surface of moral statements. If moral discourse was transparently non-cognitive, 
then we would not express our condemnation at the breaking of promises with an 
assertive utterance of the form ‘Breaking promises is wrong’. Instead we would exclaim 
‘Boo!’ at the sight of promise-breakers. Another prominent (and much debated) feature of 
moral statements that challenge non-cognitivism is the phenomena of embedded moral 
statements. For example, we can say things like ‘If breaking promises is wrong, then 
breaking up from a marriage is wrong’. The word ‘wrong’ in this conditional statement 
does not fit a straightforward non-cognitivist analysis, since it does not seem to express 
an emotion or an attitude towards acts of promise-breaking.3 I will not discuss these other 
problems; I merely want to point out at least more recent non-cognitivists recognise and 
try to account for these descriptive-looking features. They either claim that the 
descriptive-looking features are only surface phenomena that can be explained away by 

prescriptivist two-component analysis of thick moral concepts. Williams seems to object to this glossing 
when he writes that “[i]t is essential to this [prescriptivist] account that the specific or “thick” character 
of these terms is given in the descriptive element.” Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of  
Philosophy, Harvard University Press, 1985, p. 130. 

1 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 129-130, 140-142; also, see John McDowell, “Non-
Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, pp. 141-162 in S. Holtzman and C. Leich (eds.), Wittgenstein: To 
Follow a Rule, Routledge, London, 1981; Jonathan Dancy, “In Defence of Thick Concepts”, Midwest  
Studies in Philosophy 20:263-279, 1996; Hilary Putnam, The Collapse of The Fact/Value Dichotomy 
and Other Essays, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 2002, chap. 2; and Charles 
Taylor, “Ethics and Ontology”, The Journal of Philosophy 100(6):305-320, 2003.

2 There is hardly dispute about the fact that it is sometimes useful to draw distinctions between fact and 
value, belief and desire, or description and evaluation. What is under dispute is rather how the 
distinctions should be interpreted, or what the distinctions reflect in terms of metaphysics, psychology, 
and semantics. As it is sometimes put, thick moral concepts challenge the idea that the distinctions are 
dualisms or dichotomies.

3 For an introduction to this “embedding problem” with a survey of non-cognitivist responses, see van 
Roojen, Mark, “Moral Cognitivism vs. Non-Cognitivism”, in Edward N. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford  
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2005 Edition), forthcoming URL = 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2005/entries/moral-cognitivism/>, 2005.
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revealing the expressive body underneath the statement. Or, they grant that moral 
discourse is descriptive and expressive, while insisting that its primary function is 
expressive.1

1.1 The challenge of thick moral concepts
Here are two characterisations of thick moral concepts found in the literature:

A term stands for a thick concept if it praises or condemns an action as having a certain 
property. Call such a term a ‘thick term’; think of cruel, decent, nasty, lewd, petty, sleazy, and 
up tight, to take a sampling.2

those [...] ‘thicker’ or more specific ethical notions [...] such as treachery and promise and 
brutality and courage [...] seem to express a union of fact and value. The way these notions 
are applied is determined by what the world is like (for instance, by how someone has 
behaved), and yet, at the same time, their application usually involves a certain valuation of 
the situation, of persons or actions.3

At some level thick concepts are taken to have a dual character. There is praise or 
condemnation and a property, value and fact. As Gibbard’s definition highlights, the 
connection between the evaluation and the description is not merely conjunctive. The 
evaluation is delivered in light of the description. An honest person is not a truth-teller 
and good, but a truth-teller and on that account good.4 Non-cognitivists and thickies 
agree on this rough characterisation.

The discussion of thick concepts has been around in moral philosophy at least since 
the middle of the 20th century. However, it was not until Bernard Williams’ Ethics and 
The Limits of Philosophy (1985) that the terms ‘thick concept’ and ‘thin concept’ were 
coined.5 Williams characterises thin moral concepts are purely “action-guiding” (the 
paradigmatic example is ‘ought’), while thick moral concepts are both action-guiding and 

1 For example, see Simon Blackburn, Ruling Passions: A Theory of Practical Reasoning, Clarendon 
Press, Oxford, 1998, p. 51.

2 Allan Gibbard, “Thick Concepts and Warrant for Feelings”, The Aristotelian Society Supplementary 
Volume 66:267–283, 1992, p. 269.

3 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 129.
4 See Simon Blackburn, “Through Thick and Thin”, The Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume 

66:285-299, 1992, p. 289 on ‘nerd’.
5 In the thought of Iris Murdoch, Philippa Foot, and John McDowell for instance (according to Williams, 

Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 217-218n7). According to Dancy, “In Defence of Thick 
Concepts”, p. 279n1, the idea of thick concepts originates in Gilbert Ryle’s and Clifford Geertz’s notion 
of a “thick description” (see Ryle, “The Thinking of Thoughts: What is Le Penseur Doing?” in his 
Collected Papers, Barnes & Noble, 1971; and Geertz, “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretative 
Theory of Culture”, in his The Interpretation of Cultures, Basic Books, New York, 1973). While this is 
not altogether unlikely, given that Williams himself associates thick concepts with what he calls an 
“ethnographic stance” (Geertz is an American anthropologist), the relation between Ryle’s/Geertz’s idea 
of thick description and thick concepts is far from transparent. For Williams on the “ethnographic 
stance”, see his “Reply to Simon Blackburn”, Philosophical Books, 27(4):203-208, 1986.
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“world-guided”.1 This dual character can be seen as a challenge to non-cognitivism which 
hinges on a successful distinction between descriptive and evaluative language. Williams 
does not think that non-cognitivism can meet the challenge. He focuses his discussion on 
the prescriptivist analysis of R. M. Hare, according to which the meaning of thick moral 
concepts can be disentangled into two components, an evaluative meaning (a 
prescription) and a descriptive meaning. The  prescriptivist analysis of thick concepts is 
described in the following way: 

Prescriptivism claims that what governs the application of the concept to the world is the 
descriptive element and that the evaluative interest of the concept plays no part in this. All the 
input into its use is descriptive, just as all the evaluative aspect is output. It follows that, for 
any concept of this sort, you could produce another that picked out just the same features of 
the world but worked simply as a descriptive concept, lacking any prescriptive or evaluative 
force.2

A thick concept on a prescriptivist analysis is according to Williams “guided round the 
world by its descriptive content, but has a prescriptive flag attached to it”.3 The 
descriptive content accounts for the fact that thick moral concepts are world-guided and 
the prescriptive flag explains their action-guiding nature. As Williams points out, this 
seems to imply that a neutral and purely descriptive concept could be as world-guided as 
the thick concept, but lack its action-guiding features. In a short but dense passage, 
Williams refers to “a Wittgensteinian idea” that he thinks makes the possibility of entirely 
descriptive equivalent concepts dubious. 

Against this, critics have made the effective point that there is no reason to believe that a 
descriptive equivalent will necessarily be available. How we ‘go on’ from one application of 
a concept to another is a function of the kind of interest that the concept represents, and we 
should not assume that we could see how people ’go on’ if we did not share the evaluative 
perspective in which this kind of concept has its point. An insightful observer can indeed 
come to understand and anticipate the use of the concept without actually sharing the values 
of the people who use it [...]. But in imaginatively anticipating the use of the concept, the 
observer also has to grasp imaginatively its evaluative point. He cannot stand quite outside 
the evaluative interests of the community he is observing, and pick up the concept simply as a 
device for dividing up in a rather strange way certain neutral features of the world.4

The objection (“the effective point”) against the claim that it is always in principle 

1 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 140-141. As Samuel Scheffler has pointed out, the 
thin/thick distinction cannot be interpreted as a strict dichotomy of moral concepts. See Samuel 
Scheffler, “Morality Through Thick and Thin: A Critical Notice of Ethics and the Limits of 
Philosophy”, Philosophical Review, 96:411-434, 1987. The usual examples of thin and thick concepts 
(say, ‘ought’ and ‘courage’) are best seen, I believe, as concepts that occupy end-points on a thin-thick 
continuum. 

2 Williams, p. 141.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., pp. 141-142.
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possible to find descriptive equivalents to thick concepts has the following form: If thick 
concepts are accurately characterised by a prescriptivist analysis, then it follows, 
according to Williams, that one would be able to acquire thick concepts in a way that one 
in fact cannot. It is far from clear how Williams construes the argument here (if it is an 
argument and not merely a “point” or an “idea”), but Williams clearly believes that a 
thick concept’s action-guidingness does not map straightforwardly onto its evaluative 
meaning and its world-guidedness does not map straightforwardly onto its descriptive 
meaning. I will not try to explicate Williams argument at this point. Later, in chapter 3, I 
analyse the argument in detail, but as it is presented by John McDowell.1 Williams does 
not mention any other form of non-cognitivism than prescriptivism in Ethics and the 
Limits of Philosophy, but he makes it clear elsewhere that the argument not only applies 
to prescriptivism but to non-cognitivism more generally.2 McDowell, who first articulated 
the argument Williams sketches, also takes the argument to be effective against non-
cognitivism in general (with the exception of Ayer’s emotivism and other similar 
“unpretentious” non-cognitivisms).3 

Williams actually believes that there are two problems with the prescriptivist account 
of thick moral concepts. This thesis only concerns the problem highlighted by the 
argument sketched in the preceeding quotation. This problem applies to the descriptive 
element of thick concepts and how it is construed by non-cognitivists. The other problem 
is directed towards prescriptivism in particular and concerns the prescriptivist reduction 
of a thick concept’s evaluative element to a prescription.4 While Williams thinks his 
objections against the prescriptivist reduction is important, he believes that ”the most 
significant objection applies to the other half of the analysis”.5

1.2 Research aims and previous research
I have the following three aims in this thesis:

➢ To present different non-cognitivist analyses of thick moral concepts.

➢ To explicate and articulate the argument based on thick moral concepts against 
non-cognitivism (as formulated by John McDowell).

1 Williams points towards McDowell as the source of the argument. Ibid., pp. 217-218n7.
2 Bernard Williams, “Reply to Simon Blackburn”, Philosophical Books, 27(4):203-208, 1986, pp. 204-

205.
3 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, § 5.
4 Williams himself concedes that other forms of non-cognitivism, Blackburn’s non-cognitivism for 

example, may not include such a reduction. See Williams, p. 204. According to Blackburn, “the 
conative or active part [of thick concepts] can be construed in many ways. As many ways, in fact, as we 
can discriminate attitudes, or varieties of pressure towards varieties of feeling and action.” Simon 
Blackburn, “Making Ends Meet”, Philosophical Books, 27(4):193-203, 1986, p. 199.

5 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 141.
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➢ To show how non-cognitivists have responded to, or could respond to, the 
argument based on thick moral concepts.

What distinguishes this thesis from other pieces written about thick concepts and non-
cognitivism is that it includes a survey of non-cognitivist analyses as well as a detailed 
analysis of one of the most influential formulations of the “thick moral concept 
argument”. Critics who have used thick moral concepts to argue against non-cognitivism 
–  thickies – have generally been far too vague about which non-cognitivism they are 
addressing. When they do identify their target in some way, the target is usually a non-
cognitivist analyses similar to that of Hare’s. However, they rarely consider if there are 
any other analytical strategies that are compatible with non-cognitivism.

Elijah Millgram’s “Inhaltsreiche ethische Begriffe und die Unterscheidung zwischen 
Tatsachen und Werten” [Thick Ethical Concepts and The Fact-Value Distinction] is the 
most detailed attempt to articulate what Millgram calls “das IEB-Argument” – the 
argument from thick ethical concepts.1 Millgram discusses and evaluates the argument in 
terms of its impact on the fact/value distinction, rather than on non-cognitivism. In the 
paper, Millgram looks at some of McDowell’s writings but he does not analyse what I 
take to be McDowell’s most elaborate formulation of the argument in “Non-Cognitivism 
and Rule-Following”. Gerald Lang and Alexander Miller analyse the argument(s) found 
in “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following” (and other papers of McDowell).2 However, 
neither of them relate McDowell’s arguments to Williams’ distinction between thin and 
thick concepts. Both Lang and Miller are highly critical of McDowell’s case against non-
cognitivism. Lang’s paper is focused on McDowell’s uses of Wittgenstein’s rule-
following considerations (see this thesis, page 68). Miller argues that McDowell’s 
argument against non-cognitivism breaks down once the Fregean distinction between 
Sinn (intension) and Bedeutung (extension) is recognised. I will not discuss Miller’s 
criticism, nor much of Lang’s, in this thesis, but anyone who wishes to explore the moral 
philosophy of McDowell further should consult Miller’s and Lang’s writings.

Thick moral concepts have popped up in other discussions than the one concerning the 
feasibility of non-cognitivism, for example in discussions about moral particularism, 
moral relativism, and the Humean theory of motivation. Those discussions are outside the 
scope of this thesis. I will, like many others have, focus on the phenomena of thick moral 

1 Elijah Millgram, “Inhaltsreiche ethische Begriffe und die Unterscheidung zwischen Tatsachen und 
Werten”, pp. 354-388 in C. Fehige and G. Meggle (eds.), Zum moralischen Denken, Suhrkamp, 
Frankfurt a. M., 1995. ‘IEB’ stands for “inhaltsreiche ethische Begriffe”. In English, “the TEC-
argument”, where ‘TEC’ stands for thick ethical concepts. Elijah Millgram, Thick Ethical Concepts and 
the Fact-Value Distinction, English original draft of “Inthaltsreiche etische Begriffe und die 
Unterscheidung zwischen Tatsachen und Werten”, July 30, 1990.

2 Gerald Lang, “The Rule-Following Considerations and Metaethics: Some False Moves”, European 
Journal of Philosophy 9(2):190-209, 2001; Alexander Miller, An Introduction to Contemporary 
Metaethics, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2003, chap. 10. 
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concepts, but I believe much of what gets said in this thesis could be said about other 
kinds of evaluative concepts too, aesthetic and epistemic ones for example. Such thick 
evaluative concepts could be subjected to analyses similar to the ones that have been 
applied to thick moral concepts. For example, the two-component analysis of thick moral 
concepts favoured by R. M. Hare could just as well be applied to thick aesthetic or 
epistemic concepts. The descriptive component would differ with that domain, and the 
evaluative component would be of a character suited to the domain of application. For 
example, consider the thick epistemic concept of ‘fruitful’ in “the notion of a physical 
symbol system is fruitful for psychological research”. The descriptive component 
specifies certain properties of scientific ideas, concepts, and theories that make them 
productive in a scientific practice, and the evaluative component consists of an expression 
of approval towards those ideas, concepts, and theories on account of those  properties. 
However, unless otherwise stated, here ‘thick concept’ will refer to a thick moral concept.

1.3 Thesis outline
In the next chapter, I briefly present six different non-cognitivists and analyse their 
approaches to thick concepts. An awareness of the range of analytical possibilities open 
to a non-cognitivist is needed in order to gauge the impact of the thick concept argument. 
By showcasing various ways in which non-cognitivists have met the challenge of thick 
moral concepts, the chapter puts stereotypical characterisations of non-cognitivism into a 
badly needed broader perspective. 

In chapter 3, I return to the argument that could be glimpsed in Williams’ discussion of 
the prescriptivist analysis of thick concepts, and I identify McDowell as the source of the 
argument. The rest of the chapter consist of a detailed reconstruction of the argument as it 
is rendered in McDowell’s paper “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”. I label 
McDowell’s argument the Consistency Argument and I identify two supporting 
components, the thought experiment of the External Standpoint Experiment and the Rule-
Following Considerations. These two supporting components are intended to establish 
one crucial premiss in the Consistency Argument. I think it is important to understand the 
argument as I reconstruct it. Some commentators misinterpret the argument as simply an 
objection towards a two-component analysis of thick concepts. However, as I show in 
chapter 2, it is far from obvious why non-cognitivists must embrace such an analysis. The 
argument is not only intended as an argument against the two-component analysis itself. 
McDowell also argues that a non-cognitivist needs the (defective) two-component 
analysis in order to construe moral discourse as rational (something that most 
contemporary non-cognitivists try to do). 

In chapter 4, I begin by presenting a new more precise formulation of the Consistency 
Argument based on the observations and interpretative work done in chapter 3. I then try 
to map the views of the non-cognitivists presented in chapter 2 onto the premisses of the 
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argument. I identify three (or four) different ways in which non-cognitivists can escape 
the conclusion of the argument. Finally, I discuss the role of the Rule-Following 
Considerations and conclude that McDowell would do best to dislodge them from the the 
Consistency Argument. 

In chapter 5, I sum up the discussion and draw some final conclusions. In brief, I argue 
that the Consistency Argument is unsuccessful.
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2. NON-COGNITIVIST ANALYSES
In this chapter I present and compare various non-cognitivist analyses of thick concepts. 
Since the manner in which different non-cognitivists deal with thick concepts is often 
motivated by their other concerns, I also sketch their views on moral language more 
generally. I present the views of the five important non-cognitivists Alfred Jules Ayer, 
Charles L. Stevenson, Richard Hare, Allan Gibbard, and Simon Blackburn, as well as the 
view of a less well-known philosopher, Stephen L. Burton. The presentations roughly 
follow a chronological order. After a section on each of them, I compare and discuss their 
views in the chapter’s final section.

The main point of this chapter is to show the range of possibilites that are open to the 
non-cognitivist. This is important since many thickies (Williams and Putnam for 
example) seem to assume that a Hare-style two-component analysis is the only one 
available to non-cognitivists.

2.1 Alfred Jules Ayer
In Language, Truth and Logic, Ayer makes a sharp distinction between moral and non-
moral language at the level of the vocabulary.1 Moral and non-moral words have different 
functions. Moral words are used to express feelings held toward certain objects and to 
provoke others to react to those objects in certain ways, while non-moral words are used 
to assert things about objects. The meaning of different moral words can be characterised 
“in terms of both of the different feelings they are ordinarily taken to express, and also the 
different responses which they are calculated to provoke.”2 Of course, utterances or 
sentences that make moral statements contain both moral and non-moral words. Ayer 
recognises that an utterance or a sentence may at the same time make a descriptive 
statement and express an “ethical feeling”.3 Ayer also makes a distinction between a 
“normative ethical symbol” and a “descriptive ethical symbol”.4  For example, the 
sentence ‘Stealing is wrong’, may be interpreted, in one context, as ‘Don’t steal!’, and in 
another, as ‘Stealing is wrong in this country’. The word ‘wrong’ is a normative ethical 
symbol in the former context, where it is used to express the speaker’s ethical feelings 
about theft. However, in the latter context, it is a descriptive ethical symbol. There it is 
simply a report about people’s attitude toward theft in the country where the sentence is 

1 In this thesis, all discussion of Ayer’s moral philosophy concerns the emotivism of Language, Truth and 
Logic. Ayer later expressed approval of John Mackie’s error theory in “Freedom and morality”, pp. 1-50 
in his Freedom and Morality and Other Essays, Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1984. According to this 
error theory, moral statements are descriptive statements about a moral reality that does not exist. 
Hence, all moral statements are truth-apt and false.

2 Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, p. 111.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., p. 108, 192.
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formed. 
However, Ayer does not consider that there may be concepts – or “symbols” – that are 

both normative and descriptive in the way that thick concepts are. Ayer gives all 
evaluative concepts the same treatment. In a comment about the thick aesthetic concepts 
of ‘beautiful’ and ‘hideous’, Ayer shows no awareness of anything like a thin/thick 
distinction:

Such aesthetic words as ‘beautiful’ and ‘hideous’ are employed, as ethical words are 
employed, not to make statements of fact, but simply to express certain feelings and evoke a 
certain response.1

Here thick aesthetic concepts are treated on a par with thin concepts. In Ayer’s examples 
of moral statements on the other hand, thick moral concepts seem to be treated as 
instances of ordinary descriptive concepts. He does not seem to notice that ‘stealing’, 
‘tolerance’, and ‘thrift’ are value-laden concepts when he discusses examples of moral 
statements such as “Thrift is a virtue”, “Stealing money is wrong”, and “Tolerance is a 
virtue”.2

2.2 Charles L. Stevenson
The ethical writings of Stevenson, as those of Ayer, precede the discussion about thick 
and thin concepts. Unlike Ayer, Stevenson extensively analyses how descriptive and 
emotive elements mix and mingle in moral discourse. In Ethics and Language, Stevenson 
presents two “patterns of analysis” for making definitions of moral concepts.3 More than 
one pattern is needed to account for the varied and flexible ways in which moral concepts 
are employed. In the first pattern, the emotive meaning of moral words is fixated and the 
descriptive meaning is made peripheral. In the second pattern the emotive meaning is 
retained but the descriptive meaning is put in the foreground. A second pattern analysis 
follows this form:

“This is good” has the meaning of “This has qualities or relations X, Y, Z . . . ,” except that 
“good” has as well a laudatory emotive meaning which permits it to express the speaker’s 
approval, and tends to evoke the approval of the hearer.4

While ‘good’ is a typical example of a thin concept, the second pattern is meant to be 
applicable to all moral words, including those corresponding to thick concepts. 
Stevenson’s second pattern template for defining ‘good’ clearly points out that both 
descriptive and emotive meaning may be assigned to one and the same occurence of a 

1 Ibid., p. 118.
2 Ibid., p. 110, 112, 114.
3 Charles L. Stevenson, Ethics and Language, Yale University Press, New Haven, 1948.
4 Ibid., p. 207.
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moral word. It does not reveal how he construes the relation between the descriptive and 
emotive meaning, however. He at least seems to think that the descriptive meaning and 
the emotive meaning of a word are in principle distinct and separable. When discussing 
the concept ‘culture’, he writes:

A public speaker, for instance, was never introduced as ‘a man widely read and aquinted with 
the arts’. He was described rather, as ‘a man of culture’. The latter phrase had no different 
conceptual meaning than the former, but was more suitable for awakening in the audience a 
favourable attitude.1

Since the expressions ‘a man of culture’ and ‘a man widely read and aquinted with the 
arts’, according to Stevenson, have the same descriptive (or “conceptual”) meaning but 
different emotive meaning, it follows that descriptive meaning is determined 
independently of its emotive meaning. 

What is striking about Stevenson, at least when compared with Ayer, is his acute 
awareness of the complexities and nuances of moral discourse. For example, Stevenson 
uses his second pattern analysis to study what he calls “persuasive definitions”.2 Words 
like ‘culture’, ‘charity’ or ‘courage’ have vague descriptive meanings but are rich in 
emotive meaning and association. This makes them fruitful for various metaphorical 
extensions or redefinitions that may change their descriptive meaning while retaining 
their emotive meaning. Such “persuasive definitions” are not merely intended to state the 
meaning of terms, but to redirect peoples’ interests and attitudes. Stevenson’s aim in 
“Persuasive Definitions” however, was primarily to point out how the emotive and 
descriptive meaning of (what later became known as) thick concepts change and develop 
with time and use. The idea of a persuasive definition picks out one such mechanism of 
change, but there are also others. Sometimes the emotive meaning of a thick concept 
changes while the concept’s descriptive meaning remains steady. For example, we can 
imagine someone say “Culture is only fool’s gold ; the true metal is imaginative 
sensitivity” in order to change the emotive meaning normally attached to ‘culture’.3 
Stevenson also points out that shifts in emotive meanings can be brought about in many 
ways, not merely by new definitions of terms, but by “gestures and of voice, or by 
rhetorical devices such as similes and metaphors”.4

2.3 Richard Mervyn Hare
According to Hare, moral judgements have both evaluative meaning and descriptive 
meaning. The degrees of evaluative and descriptive meaning vary between judgements. 

1 Charles L. Stevenson, “Persuasive Definitions”, Mind 47(187):331-350, 1938, p. 332.
2 See Stevenson, “Persuasive Definitions” and Ethics and Language, chap. 9.
3 Stevenson, “Persuasive Definitions”, p. 337.
4 Ibid., p. 337.
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Hare distinguishes between primarily evaluative words, with a low share of descriptive 
meaning, and secondarily evaluative words, with a larger share of descriptive meaning. 
The primarily evaluative words correspond to the concepts that Williams calls “thin”, 
such as ‘ought’, ‘right’ and ‘good’. These words make up our most general moral 
vocabulary. The secondarily evaluative words correspond to thick concepts: ‘tidy’, 
‘industrious, ‘lazy’, ‘courageous’, ‘kind’.1 Secondarily evaluative words can only be 
applied intelligibly in a narrow range of situations because their application is constrained 
by the words’ relatively large portion of descriptive meaning. Like Stevenson, but unlike 
Ayer, Hare is not making a distinction between descriptive and evaluative terms. His 
distinction is rather one of different components in the meaning of terms. In individual 
concepts, both descriptive and evaluative meaning occur together, but the degree of each 
type of meaning differs. Hare’s distinctions between evaluative and descriptive meaning 
and between primarily and secondarily evaluative words allow him to account for the 
existence of thick concepts. Thick concepts owe their distinctive characteristics to their 
large share of descriptive meaning and to their embedded evaluative meaning.

Secondarily evaluative words are secondarily evaluative in two senses for Hare. First, 
the evaluative meaning of a thick concept can be analysed in terms of an embedded thin 
evaluative concept, namely the normative concept ‘ought’. The evaluative meaning of the 
thick concept is derived from the existence of the thin concept. Secondly, thick concepts 
are of less importance to anyone who wants to think clearly and critically about moral 
issues. Hare believes we should free ourselves from the evaluations embedded in our 
thick concepts and attend to our thin concepts instead. We should not use our thick 
concepts at all, or only use them as purely descriptive concepts, without the evaluative 
meaning that is normally attached to them.2 According to Hare, thick concepts belong to 
an everyday “intuitive level” of moral thinking, while thin concepts are proper tools for 
moral thinking at a more “critical level”.3 Hare admits that there is something to the idea 
that the distinction between evaluation and description breaks down in the use of thick 
concepts, but only at the intuitive level.4

Hare does not only use the distinction between descriptive and evaluative meaning to 
account for thick concepts, the distinction is also crucial for his account of rationality. 
The descriptive meaning of a moral judgement provides a structure of consistency, which 
the evaluative meaning piggybacks onto. The descriptive meaning of a terms is a rule of 
meaning, or a rule of application. To distinguish between different descriptive meanings 

1 R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals [1952], Oxford University Press, London, 1970, p. 121; R. M. 
Hare, Sorting Out Ethics, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1997, pp. 60-61. 

2 R. M. Hare, “Descriptivism”, pp. 55-75 in his Essays on The Moral Concepts,  Macmillan, London, 
1972. Reprinted from Proceedings of the British Academy, XLIX, 1963; R. M. Hare, Moral Thinking:  
Its Levels, Method, and Point, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1981, pp. 17-18, 73-74; Hare, Sorting 
Out Ethics, p. 21).

3 Hare, Moral Thinking.
4 Ibid., pp. 72-73. 
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(concepts), Hare says that we should consider what constitutes a misuse of words. Hare 
takes as an example, the concept of ‘red’.

If a person says that a thing is red, he is committed to the view that anything which was like it 
in the relevant aspects would likewise be red. ... ‘This is red’ entails ‘Everything like this in 
the relevant aspects is red’ simply because to say that something is red while denying that 
some other thing which resembles it in the relevant respects is red is to misuse the word ‘red’; 
and this is because ‘red’ is a descriptive term, and because therefore to say that something is  
red is to say that it is of a certain kind, and so to imply that anything which is of that same 
kind is red.1

It is because a the term is descriptive that speakers pick out a kind with it (things that 
resemble each other in the relevant respects). If speakers want to make sense to one 
another, they have to keep applying the term to things that all belong to the same kind. 
They have to be consistent to be understood. When one utters a moral judgement, say ‘X 
behaved kindly’, then the descriptive meaning of the judgement (including the descriptive 
meaning of the secondarily evaluative word ‘kindly’) picks out a kind of behaviour that 
the evaluative meaning of the judgement latches on to (that is, the prescriptive flag 
attached to ‘kindly’). The way we use evaluative words attaches our evaluations to certain 
kinds of things in the world (by way of the descriptive meaning of our judgements), and 
we are thereby committed to universalizing our evaluations, just as we are committed to 
universalizing our descriptions. Hare’s theory is therefore sometimes called universal 
prescriptivism. The way Hare gets rationality into his non-cognitivism is nicely captured 
by Dancy: “The move from one case to another is driven by the descriptive motor, and 
old evaluations require new ones wherever the descriptive side repeats, on pain of 
inconsistency”.2

Nevertheless, the semantics that Hare’s theory is founded on seems to require that it is 
always possible to separate the descriptive meaning from the evaluative meaning of a 
judgement. How can this possibility be established? Hare has an elaborate defence of his 
distinction between descriptive meaning and evaluative meaning in his paper 
“Descriptivism”. In the paper he tries to establish a two-component analysis of ‘good’ as 
used in saying that a wine is a “good wine”. Although ‘good’ is a standard example of a 
thin concept, I think Hare’s wine tasting story illuminates the logic behind his two-
component analysis of thick concepts. He frames the story in the following way:

Suppose [...] that we can show that in a certain context a[n evaluative] term has descriptive 
meaning; and suppose that we can isolate this descriptive meaning by producing another term 
which could be used in the same context with the same descriptive meaning, but such that the 
two terms differ in that one has evaluative meaning and the other not; then we shall have 

1 R. M. Hare, Freedom and Reason, Oxford University Press, London, 1963, p. 11, my emphasis.
2 Dancy, “In Defence of Thick Concepts”, p. 272.
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established that there can be these two different components in a term’s meaning.1

Hare then asks us to consider the context of wine tasting. Somebody says about a 
particular wine (“Colombey-les-deux-églises 1972” in Hare’s example) that it is a good 
wine. He judges so “because it has a certain taste, bouquet, body, strength, etc. (I shall say 
‘taste’ for short)”.2 There is no word for this particular taste however. Hare then imagines 
a cognitivist arguing that the only thing we can say about the wine is that it is good. We 
cannot describe the taste other than by calling it good. There is no way to isolate a neutral 
description of the taste since any such description would be a faulty description. Hare 
admits that there might not be a word for the purely descriptive property that we respond 
to when we call the wine good, but he insists that we can invent such a word: “Let us 
invent a word, ‘ø’, to stand for the quality of the wine which makes us call it a good 
wine”.3 Notice that according to Hare we say that the wine is good because it has the 
property refered to by ø; the property makes us call it good. This tells us something about 
how Hare conceives the link between descriptive meaning and evaluative meaning. The 
distinction between description and evaluation is a distinction between different uses of 
language, not a distinction between different kinds of properties. He does not claim that 
the property refered to by ‘ø’ makes the wine good, it is not a good-making property. 
Rather, the property makes us say that the wine is good.

Hare then asks us to imagine a future where “the science of aromatics” has given us 
the means to produce liquid tasting ø. We could then let the wine-taster sample different 
liquids tasting ø and others that does not taste ø (thanks to our science of aromatics) and 
let him know which ones taste ø and which ones does not. Hare emphasise that he could 
in this way learn the meaning of ‘ø’ whether or not he thought the liquids tasting ø tasted 
good or not.4 In case the wine-taster would think that the meaning of ‘ø’ where the 
meaning of ‘good wine’, we could explain this mistake to him by telling him the 
following:

‘I want you to understand that, in calling a wine ø, I am not thereby commending it or 
praising it in any way, any more than it is commending it or praising it to say that it is 
produced by this chemical recipe; I am indeed (for such is my preference) disposed to 
commend wines which have this taste; but in simply saying that a wine is ø I am not thereby 
commending it any more than I should be if I said that it tasted like vinegar or like water. If 
my preference (and for that matter everybody else’s) changed in such a way that a wine 
tasting like this was no longer thought any good, and we could do nothing with it but pour it 
down the drain, we could still go on describing it as ø.’5

1 Hare, “Descriptivism”, p. 56.
2 Ibid., p. 57.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., p. 58.
5 Ibid.
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According to Hare, if this explanation is understood by the man, then a two-component 
analysis of moral concepts succeeds, because we can then indeed isolate and grasp the 
descriptive meaning of ‘ø’. We can then “separate out the descriptive from the evaluative 
meaning of the expression ‘good wine’ in the sentence ‘Colombey 1972 is a good 
wine’”.1 I have already noted that ‘good’ is not a thick concept, but it is clear that Hare 
thinks a similar strategy could be applied to any thick concept as well, in order to 
distinguish its descriptive and its evaluative meaning.2 Someone who does not share most 
people’s pro-attitude towards acts of courage but who wants to refer to acts people think 
of as courageous, could according to Hare use the “longer, morally neutral expression 
‘disregarding one’s own safety in order preserve that of others’” instead.3 While Hare 
admits that there is no one evaluatively neutral word that picks out the actions the person 
wants to refer to, there could be such a word according to Hare:

It is true that there is no single evaluatively neutral word [...] which can be used to describe 
[courageous] actions without committing the describer to any evaluation; but we could have 
such a word.4

In addition, we can use both thick and thin moral concepts in an inverted-commas sense, 
as well as in an ironic way.5 When a moral concept is used in an inverted-commas sense, 
the concept alludes to the evaluations of other people without expressing the speaker’s 
evaluation (“what they call kind”). The corresponding term is then, in Ayer’s words, a 
“descriptive ethical symbol”. When a moral concept is used in an ironic way, the 
evaluation carried by the concept is the reverse of the evaluation conventionally tied to 
the concept (“you are so kind” delivered with a sneer). Hare thinks that these uses lend 
support to his two-component analysis.

2.4 Allan Gibbard
Allan Gibbard presents what he calls a norm-expressivist analysis of moral judgement in 
Wise Choices, Apt Feelings.6 The analysis is applied to both thin and thick judgements. 
Gibbard also deals with the topic of thick concepts in two later papers, published in 1992 
and 2003.7 I will present Gibbard’s views as expressed in Wise Choices, Apt Feelings and 
in the paper from 1992. Gibbard’s paper from 2003 contains a discussion about thick 

1 Ibid.
2 Hare, Sorting Out Ethics, pp. 60-61.
3 Hare, Freedom and Reason, pp. 188-189.
4 Ibid., p. 189.
5 Hare, Language of Morals, pp. 124-125.
6 Allan Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings: A Theory of Normative Judgment, Clarendon Press, 

Oxford, 1990.
7 Allan Gibbard, “Thick Concepts and Warrant for Feelings”, The Aristotelian Society Supplementary 

Volume 66:267–283, 1992; Allan Gibbard, “Reasons Thin and Thick: A Possibility Proof”, Journal of  
Philosophy 100(6):288–304, 2003.
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concepts and reasons externalism/internalism, and is not relevant to the topic of this 
thesis.

Wise Choices, Apt Feelings begins with a model of how we should understand debates 
and disagreements over what is rational. According to Gibbard, judgements about what is 
rational – about “what it makes sense to” do and feel – are expressions of a special mental 
state of norm acceptance. To judge something as rational is to express one’s acceptance 
of systems of norms that permit it.1 With this conception of judgements of rationality and 
a sketch of our (homo sapiens’) emotional nature, Gibbard expands his norm-expressivist 
analysis to cover specifically moral statements. For example, he offers the following 
analysis of ‘morally wrong’: 

An act is [morally] wrong if and only if it violates  standards for ruling out actions, such that 
if an agent in a normal frame of mind violated those standards because he was not 
substantially motivated to conform to them, he would be to blame. To say that he would be to 
blame is to say that it would be rational for him to feel guilty and for others to resent him.2

Gibbard’s norm-expressivism is centred on a mental state of norm acceptance that is 
expressed with moral statements.3 The expressive function of moral judgements differs 
from the function of representing something. However, a moral judgement might also 
represent something in the process of expressing that something is allowed or prohibited 
by systems of norms that one accepts. Hence, Gibbard is not barred from recognising the 
existence of thick concepts, since he can analyse thick concepts as both expressing a 
mental state of norm acceptance and representing things in the world. Like Hare, Gibbard 
emphasises the fact that we can always imagine a purely descriptive concept with same 
representational function as a thick moral concept. 

In general, then, the claim is this: where normative judgment naturally represents something 
[in thick judgments], a plainly non-normative judgment could naturally represent the same 
thing. A judgment could be made by someone who classifies things in the same way but is not 
normatively governed in the same way. This is not to claim that when a person makes a 
normative judgment, he himself must be capable of making a plainly non-normative judgment 
that naturally represents the same state of affairs. If the tie of the classification to normative 
governance is automatic for him, he will not be able to do so. Neither is it to claim that an 
outside observer free of the subject’s normative commitments must always be able to form a 
representationally equivalent, plainly non-normative judgment. Perhaps he can, and perhaps 
he cannot. All I need to claim is that we can say what it would be for him to make such a 
judgment.4

We can make the distinction between representation (or classification) and normative 

1 Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings, p. 9.
2 Ibid., p. 45.
3 Perhaps this mental state of norm acceptance is also normally conjoined with an emotional state that is 

also expressed in the moral statement (see Blackburn, Ruling Passions, p. 291).
4 Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings, pp. 114-115.
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governance in “thick judgements” as philosophers and analysts, but as participants in life, 
we may not be able to always find and use descriptive equivalents for thick concepts. 
According to Gibbard, it may also well be that in order to acquire a thick concept, one 
cannot stand detached from the norm-expressive function of the concept. There need not 
be a route to competence with a thick concept merely through the concept’s descriptive 
equivalent. Gibbard’s distinction hinges on our ability to imagine representationally 
equivalent judgements that exhausts the representational content of the thick judgements 
but are free from their normative commitments. 

According to Gibbard himself, he is offering a naturalistic explanatory story about 
moral language and cognition and the distinction between representation and “normative 
governance” should be assessed with this objective in mind. Unlike Hare, Gibbard 
stresses the difference between this explanatory perspective and the deliberative 
perspective of the moral agent. 

Still, what about everyday judgments of people, the ones we use to steer ourselves around in 
our social world? In them, everyone agrees, fact and norm do not come neatly apart. The 
question, though, is the adequacy of a language, a way of thinking, that does separate fact and 
norm. I am proposing such a language. It uses the terms of the Galilean core plus one 
normative explicitly normative term, ‘it makes sense to’. What we can ask about everyday 
personal judgments, then, is whether we could interpret their claims in this normative-
Galilean language – a language that does make a neat fact-norm distinction. If we can, that 
will not mean that we should ditch our everyday ways of thinking.1

On account of his proposed normative-Galilean language, one could say that Gibbard in 
some sense makes a two-component analysis of thick concepts. 

Yet, Gibbard explicitly rejects two-component analyses in his paper from 1992.2 His 
analysis in this paper is an elaboration/correction of what he wrote about thick concepts 
in Wise Choices, Apt Feelings. He states that the analyses in Wise Choices, Apt Feelings 
fail for some thick concepts but claims that “their elements [...] can be put together to 
give a more adequate account”.3 All the two-component analyses of thick concepts he can 
think of fails, however.4 Gibbard seems to think that the purported descriptive element of 
thick concepts are too vague and fuzzy to be crystallised into something like a 
“descriptive component”:

1 Ibid., p. 124.
2 Gibbard, “Thick Concepts and Warrant for Feelings”, p. 277.
3 Ibid., p. 278.
4 Gibbard refers to C. L. Stevenson, Ethics and Language, chap. 9; Hare, Language of Morals, p. 121; 

Hare, Freedom and Readon, pp. 21-29; Simon Blackburn, Spreading the Word: Groundings in the 
Philosophy of Language, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1984, pp. 148-149; and – strangely – 
Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 143-145 as proponents of two-component views. 
Gibbard seems to classify Williams’ view as two-component because even though Williams rejects the 
prescriptivist account, he still thinks that there is a distinct descriptive element to thick concepts (Ibid., 
p. 274). I think Gibbard’s use of “two-component analysis” is confusing.
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I allow there might be descriptive constraints on a thick concept. [...] These constraints, 
though, will in many cases be too sparse to give the whole meaning – even when combined 
with an evaluative component.1 

The descriptive constraints Gibbard mentions are loose; they reflect the fact that it is not 
intelligible to apply a thick concept to some situations, characters, or acts. For example, it 
is not intelligible – except in rare cases perhaps – to call an act of pouring up a cup of 
coffee “honest”. Gibbard does not think there is a separate descriptive component that can 
combine with an evaluative component to yield the full meaning of a thick concept. 
According to Gibbard, the descriptive and the evaluative elements are too entangled for 
such an analysis to succeed. 

It is not entirely clear to me why Gibbard believes the two-component views he alludes 
to fails. He seems to reason in some way like this: On a two-component view, the 
grounds for agreement and disagreement about whether or not a thick concept is 
applicable must be picked out entirely by the descriptive side of the concept, since this 
side is the world-guided side of the concept (and the disagreement is, crudely put, about 
whether the concept fits the world or not). Differences in evaluation must therefore be 
interpreted as a difference in description. Thereby, the very ground for agreement or 
disagreement is removed. In other words, if the two-component view is correct, then 
people do not really disagree, they merely talk past each other, using different thick 
concepts. However, Gibbard’s opinion is that this cannot be right. He asks us to consider 
cases where there are disagreement or uncertainty about whether a thick concept should 
be applied or not. In such cases he claims that “[i]t is not that further facts are needed, or 
that someone is deploying his concepts carelessly, or that standard criteria could settle the 
matter”.2 Disagreements over the applicability of thick moral concepts are according to 
Gibbard evaluative disagreements over whether or not a type of reaction to a situation, an 
action, or an agent, is warranted.  In the model for analysing thick concepts that Gibbard 
puts forth in the paper from 1992, the ground for agreement or disagreement is a certain 
emotional reaction and its rationale. He proposes a four-component analysis of thick 
concepts. Using a thick concept involves the following according to Gibbard:3 

(1) some descriptive constraints,
(2) a particular attitude A towards an object O, 
(3) a warrant for A towards O (a mental state of norm acceptance), and 
(4) a special rationale for A. 

1 Gibbard, “Thick Concepts and Warrant for Feelings”, p. 277.
2 Ibid., p. 276.
3 Ibid., pp.  278-282. Also see Blackburn, “Through Thick and Thin”, p. 291.
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Gibbard try this model out by considering the example of ‘lewd’1. For ‘lewd’ the 
components are: 

(1) = a display of sexuality,
(2) = the attitude of lewd-censoriousness, 
(3) = the acceptance of systems of norms that permit lewd-censoriousness towards O, and
(4) = a presupposition that it is generally important to limit displays of sexuality. 

Gibbard thinks that the great virtue of his model is that it locates the grounds for 
agreement and disagreement correctly, namely on (3) and (4). With this model, 
disagreements between people who use and accept thick concepts can be explicated. 
Astrid and Fredrik disagree about whether a dance performance is lewd or not. They both 
agree on (1), (4), and perhaps (2), but disagree on (3). The model can also explain the 
difference between Astrid and Margareta; Margareta not having the concept of lewdness 
(she does not object to sexual displays as such). They agree on (1), but disagree on (4). 

2.5 Stephen L. Burton
In a five page paper called “‘Thick’ Concepts Revised”, Stephen L. Burton puts forth an 
analysis of thick concepts which sets out to be compatible both with non-cognitivism and 
with the entangled nature of thick concepts highlighted by Williams and others.2 Unlike 
the other non-cognitivists discussed in this chapter, Burton does not defend nor present 
any particular version of non-cognitivism. In fact, he thinks his account is compatible 
both with non-cognitivsm and cognitivism. However, Eve Garrard and David 
McNaughton suggest that his analysis implies “a particularist form of expressivism”3.

Burton simply reverses the two-component conception of thick concepts according to 
which a thick concept is a description with an attached evaluative element. Instead, 
according to Burton, thick concepts are “evaluations with added descriptive 
qualifications”.4 Note that this echoes Gibbard, who thinks there are descriptive 
constraints on the application of thick moral concepts, but no descriptive meaning 
component. Burton paraphrases the standard two-component analysis in the following 
way:

...the (positively valenced) thick concept ‘C’ is to be analysed as ‘X, Y, Z, etc. ... and 

1 ‘Lewd’ in Swedish means, “liderlig; obscen, oanständig” (Prismas Engelska Ordbok, Norstedts Ordbok, 
Stockholm, 2001).

2 Stephen L. Burton, “Thick Concepts Revised”, Analysis 57:28-32, 1992. Burton was at the University of 
Michigan in 1992.

3 Eve Garrard and David McNaughton, “Thick Concepts Revisited: A Reply to Burton”, Analysis 53:57-
58, 1993. Burton responds to Garrard and McNaughton in “Reply to Garrard and McNaughton”, 
Analysis 58:59-61, 1993.

4 Burton, “Thick Concepts Revised”, p. 30.
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therefore (pro tanto) good’, where ‘X, Y, Z, etc.’ are purely descriptive and ‘good’ is purely 
prescriptive...1

This paraphrase definitely fits both Stevenson’s second pattern of analysis as well as 
Hare’s prescriptivist account. On Burton’s revised analysis on the other hand, the 
(positively valenced) thick concept ‘C’ is to be analysed as 

‘(pro tanto) good ... in virtue of some particular instance of X, Y, Z, etc’ where again ‘good’ 
is purely prescriptive and ‘X, Y, Z, etc.’ are purely descriptive.2

Applied to ‘courage’, the standard two-component view yields something like “sticking 
to one’s guns despite great personal risk...and therefore (pro tanto) good” while Burton’s 
revised pattern of analysis yields “(pro tanto) good...in virtue of some particular instance 
of sticking to one’s guns despite great personal risk”.3 Burton believes that this kind of 
analysis, unlike a standard two-component analysis, lets him retain a clear 
descriptive/evaluative distinction while accommodating Williams’ and McDowell’s 
criticism. 

It is not clear to me why Burton thinks his analysis can accommodate the criticism of 
thickies better than a standard two-component analysis. The reason seems to be that he 
agrees with Williams and McDowell on the following: If a thick concept is primarily a 
description with an attached endorsement/commendation then the descriptive part of the 
concepts must pick out the extension of the concept on its own. Burton considers the 
thick aesthetic concepts of ‘delicate’ and ‘bland’ and claims that one cannot tell instances 
of delicacy and blandness apart by attending to descriptive features alone. To successfully 
use such concepts, “one must enter fully into the evaluative practice” according to 
Burton.4 Burton believes that when one does not see any non-cognitivist alternative to the 
standard two-component analysis, then it is natural to conclude that evaluation is “playing 
an ineliminable cognitive role” in concept-application.5 However, I do not see why 
Burton claims this to be a natural conclusion. It is only a natural conclusion if the 
standard two-component view includes the claim that concept-application is determined 
by what the world is like, that is, that the application is “guided round the world by its 
descriptive content”.6 Given such a rigid version of the standard two-component view, 
and given that evaluation plays a role in determining the extension of a concept, then the 
evaluation must in some way be part of the input from the world.

In Burton’s reversed two-component view, the evaluative element of thick concepts is 

1 Ibid.
2 Ibid., p. 31.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., p. 30.
5 Ibid., p. 30.
6 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 141.
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the primary one, and the evaluative element is in no way determined by the descriptive 
qualifications. Burton rhetorically asks: “Why should the psychological states associated 
with approval, commendation, or endorsement be geared to properties neatly assessable 
in terms of the categories of physical science?”1 In the analysis Burton proposes, the 
phrase “in virtue of some particular instance of” is important. A thing that instantiates X, 
Y, Z etc but that is not good is perfectly compatible with Burton’s analysis. Note that on 
Burton’s analysis however, the things that are good in virtue of some particular instance 
of X, Y, Z etc are all included in the set of things are instances of X, Y, Z etc. The 
following figure illustrates this relationship:

One might nevertheless ask though, why some particular instance of the descriptive 
features X, Y, Z, etc falls under a thick concept while another particular instance of the 
same features does not? Burton does not really offer any clues to the answer, except that 
you need to “enter fully into the evaluative practice” in which a particular concept figures.

Furthermore, unless the standard two-component analysis conforms to Burton’s rigid 
characterisation (according to which the evaluative component is determined by the 
descriptive component), it is far from clear what the difference is between being 
descriptively constituted in some particular way and therefore good, and being good in 
virtue of being descriptively constituted in some particular way. Burton’s analysis is 
interesting, however, because it points out how simple modifications of the standard two-
component analysis can accommodate some of the features of thick concepts, that for 
instance have been highlighted by Williams and McDowell. But, it is still not clear if 
Burton’s proposal could form a part of a more ambitious metaethical theory that has other 
desiderata to accommodate. It seems to me that Burton does not consider why the 
standard two-component analysis (that is, Hare’s  analysis) is important to a non-
cognitivist theory as a whole. Of course, he does recognise that the analysis helps the 
non-cognitivist to uphold a distinction between description and evaluation, but he does 
not consider its role in a non-cognitivist account of moral rationality (see section 2.3). 

1 Burton, “Thick Concepts Revised”, p. 31.
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This is perhaps merely an outcome of the fact that Burton is in fact primarily discussing 
thick aesthetic concepts in his article.1

2.6 Simon Blackburn
One key notion in Blackburn’s non-cognitivism is that of an “ethical sensibility”. An 
ethical sensibility is an input-output function where the input is features of situations we 
encounter, and the output is reactions in the form of attitudes, stances, pressures on 
attitudes, or other practical states. Not all practical states are moral though, and there are 
certainly a range of indeterminate quasi-moral states. Blackburn describes what he calls a 
“staircase of practical and emotional ascent” that starts at the weakly evaluative bottom of 
likes and dislikes, and rises through attractions and aversions onto more stable concerns.2 
One has a concern when one tries to enroll others in one’s projects as well as when one 
works actively against others who cannot be enrolled. At the top of the staircase are 
stances that require others to support us. What we call values for example, are found near 
the top. They are especially stable attitudes invested with emotions and poses to action.3

Blackburn’s non-cognitivist metaethical theory is the outcome of a naturalistic 
explanatory project much like Gibbard’s. His take on thick concepts is different though. 
Blackburn’s conception of ethical sensibilities as input-output functions commits him, 
like Gibbard, to a strict separation of description and evaluation at some level of analysis. 
The input of an ethical sensibility is a representation of a situation (this is the descriptive 
side of the function) and the output is some practical state. This does not mean that the 
input side is completely insulated from influence from the output side. Practical states 
guides attention and thus the representations that guide future reactions.4 Furthermore, 
moral agents are themselves generally not aware of what is input and what is output. 
Blackburn sometimes labels his theory ‘projectivism’ since it construes values as 
something that we project onto the world around us. In our everyday life, description and 
evaluation do not come neatly apart. However, this intermingling of description and 
evaluation is according to Blackburn too fluid and dynamic to be much illuminated by the 
idea of thick moral concepts.

While terms and descriptions can be loaded with value, this does not license the 
introduction of the thick concept concept according to Blackburn. Hare and Gibbard 
concede that there are some thick concepts (according to their favoured 
characterisations); Blackburn denies this.5 A pro- or con-attitude may be so entrenched 

1 While accounting for perceived requirements of consistency and rationality is a desideratum of any 
metaethical theory, it is not, I believe, necessarily a desideratum for a meta-aesthetic theory. 

2 Blackburn, Ruling Passions, p. 9. 
3 Ibid., p. 68.
4 Ibid., pp. 5-6.
5 At least he did so in “Through Thick and Thin”, p. 285. It is not clear whether this is also his position in 

Ruling Passions, but see p. 103.
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that it may be considered part of the lexical meaning of a term in some sense, but 
Blackburn argues that these are exceptional cases.1 His skepticism about the existence of 
thick concepts does not stop him from recognising that language is ripe with entangled 
descriptions-evaluations, however. In fact, he accuses thickies of not appreciating the 
ubiquity of thickness. According to Blackburn, the idea of thick concepts misconstrues 
the phenomena of thickness. Thickies start from what Blackburn calls ‘prior theories’ of 
what people say and do. These theories offer explanations in terms of lexical meanings, 
concepts, and conventions. Blackburn tries to show that analyses that only draw on such 
notions lead to a wooden and sterile picture of language use. The thickies only attend to 
prior theories of meaning and communication, and therefore end up with impoverished 
descriptions of the phenomena they are trying to explain.2

Instead of starting from the semantics of decontextualised moral words and sentences, 
Blackburn takes the pragmatics of moral utterances as his starting point.3 He prefers 
‘passing theories’ of specific utterances to the ‘prior theories’ of thickies. Passing theories 
also draw on lexical semantics, concepts, and conventions, but in addition, also on the 
intonation and gestures of speakers and other forms of contextual cues. Like Stevenson, 
Blackburn emphasises the flexibility and diversity of moral discourse.

The picture I want to paint [...] is of a multiplicity of attitudes and feelings, and a flexible and 
changing repertoire of linguistic expression, with feeling more naturally signalled by 
intonation, and only unreliably read back from vocabulary except in very few cases.4

Our use of intonation is a much more flexible means for communicating attitudes 
compared with lexical choice according to Blackburn. He does not think that there is any 
special evaluation-description entanglement present in the use of thick concepts. The 
same kind of entanglement occurs when descriptions are delivered in a “tune” that signals 
an emotion or an attitude, because “there is a strong, almost indefeasible presupposition 
that it is on account of what else is said that the emotion or attitude [...] exists.”5 For 

1 Blackburn, “Through Thick and Thin”, p. 287, writes: “‘Niggardly’ may mean objectionably careful 
with money; buffoonery may be objectionable high spirits. Something cloys if it is excessively sweet and 
satiating. A term can have an almost inevitable negative tone.”

2 This is a interesting countercharge since the thickies think of themselves as holding on to a more 
sophisticated picture of language than non-cognitivists (for example, see Williams, Ethics and the 
Limits of Philosophy, pp. 127-128). Millgram, “Inhaltsreiche ethische Begriffe”, pp. 364-365 argues that 
it is counter-productive of Williams to try to use a Wittgensteinian picture of language to scaffold his 
ideas about thick concepts : “Der Wittgensteinsche Punkt führt unsere Aufmerksamkeit weg von den 
Begriffen, weg vom propositionalen Verstehen von Sprache, nach dem Begriffe Funktionen sind, die 
Objekten Wahrheitswerte zuordnen.” (p. 365) [The Wittgensteinian point directs our attention away 
from concepts, away from the propositional understanding of language in which concepts are functions 
mapping objects onto truth-values.] (Translation taken from Elijah Millgram, Thick Ethical Concepts 
and the Fact-Value Distinction, English original draft of Millgram, “Inthaltsreiche etische Begriffe”.)

3 Blackburn, “Through Thick and Thin”, p. 287.
4 Ibid., p. 295.
5 Ibid., p. 289.
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example, consider 

‘She told the truth’, he proudly said.

Just like the pro-attitude towards a person that we convey by calling someone ‘honest’ is 
a pro-attitude on account of truth-telling, so the person who delivers the preceding 
utterance conveys pride on account of someone’s  truth-telling. There is nothing special 
with the lexical wedding of description and evalution in thick concepts, essentially the 
same wedding may occur when a description is delivered in a certain tune. The tune that a 
description is delivered in can play a role in determining the extension of description, just 
like the evaluative component of a thick concept plays a role in determining its extension. 

Blackburn not only respecifies the phenomenon of description-evaluation 
entanglement, he also presents at least two specific arguments against the idea that thick 
concepts cannot be disentangled. First, he argues that the mere fact that we are in 
reasonable agreement about which concepts are thick relies on our ability see that some 
words are typically used both to describe and to evaluate.1 Secondly, Blackburn thinks, 
like Hare, that there is an argument against the idea of thick concepts that is based on the 
following normative premiss: It is morally important that we can discuss whether some 
evaluation should be attached to some description. Blackburn takes the example of an (all 
to familiar) community where women are appraised as ‘cute’. In this community, men 
react to cuteness with admiration and arousal and women with admiration and envy. In a 
passage where he is attacking McDowell’s position, Blackburn writes:

If the last word is that these people perceive cuteness and react to it with the appropriate 
cuteness reaction, whereas other people do not, we have lost the analytic tools with which to 
recognise what is wrong with them. [...] Cute things are those to which we can show affection 
without threat, or patronizingly, or even with contempt. Children and pets are quintessentially 
cute. Applied to women, this, I say, is a bad thing. Once we can separate input from output 
enough to see that this what is going on, the talk of whirls of organism, or single ‘thick’ rules, 
or a special perception available only to those who have been acculturated, simply sounds 
hollow: disguises for a conservative and ultimately self-serving complacency.2

The first argument is the following: Thickies cannot account for actual moral critique that 
depends on an ability to disentangle the descriptive and the evaluative. The second 
argument on the other hand, is this: Thickies’ account of thick concepts gives people 
acculturated to appraise women in terms of cuteness a defense against critique based on 
disentangling, because the critique only works by incorrectly describing appraisals as 
involving two elements. Since my aim in this thesis is on thick concepts as a challenge to 
non-cognitivism, I will not engage with these critical arguments. However, the arguments 

1 Blackburn, Ruling Passions, p. 102: “Whenever there is a ‘thick’ term it is easy to see both its general 
descriptive orientation, and its general practical or attitude-giving one.”

2 Ibid., pp. 101-102.
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point towards an interesting desideratum for any account of thick concepts: it must help 
us to make sense of the disentangling of thick concepts that in fact occurs in moral 
criticism.1

2.7 Summary and discussion
This brief presentation of a selection of non-cognitivists shows that they have adopted 
many different analytical approaches to thick concepts. This variety is rarely 
acknowledged or engaged by thickies.2 

First, there is the blind view of thick concepts that can be glimpsed in Ayer’s 
Language, Truth and Logic. On this view, concepts purported by others to be thick are 
treated either as thin moral concepts (Ayer’s treatment of ‘beautiful’) or as purely 
descriptive concepts (Ayer’s treatment of ‘murder’). Secondly, there is the two-
component view of Stevenson and Hare. This is usually the only type of analysis 
considered or mentioned by thickies. According to this type of analysis, the meaning of 
thick concepts can be disentangled into two components, a descriptive (or conceptual) 
meaning component and an evaluative (or emotive) meaning component. Thick concepts 
have a greater share of descriptive meaning than thin concepts, but, unlike purely 
descriptive concepts, they have an evaluative meaning component as well. Thirdly, there 
is what may be called the qualified evaluation view of thick concepts. Gibbard’s and 
perhaps also Burton’s analytical model falls into this category. On this view, thick 
concepts are primarily evaluative. According to Gibbard, a thick concept does not have a 
distinct descriptive meaning component, but is constrained by some descriptive 
qualifications.  Burton, however, seems to think that it makes sense to talk of the 
descriptive versions of thick concepts (such a descriptive version is not a descriptive 
equivalent though, since the extensions of the descriptive and the truly thick version are 
different). There are differences between Gibbard and Burton but they seem to agree on 
the idea that applications of thick moral concepts should be treated primarily as 
evaluations rather than as descriptions. Finally, there is the view of Blackburn, which may 
be called the evaluative load view. On this view, thick concepts are merely examples of a 
more general phenomenon of description-evaluation entanglement in language. Terms 
can carry an evaluative load, but so can tunes and gestures. There is nothing special with 
terms in this respect, they are simply one type of communicative means among others.

All the non-cognitivists that I have presented hold that it is in principle possible to 
disentangle description and evaluation from some perspective, although not necessarily 
from the perspective of the speaker or the lexicographer. Hare seems to think that the 

1 For the record, I do not think Blackburn’s arguments are very powerful. Nothing necessarily prevents a 
thickie from “separating input from output enough to see [...] what is going on” or from recognising a 
description/evaluation distinction as an “analytical tool”.

2 See Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays, chap. 2 in particular.
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distinction is quite straightforward and applicable by ordinary people in moral thinking. 
Hare acknowledges that the distinction breaks down when people apply thick concepts, 
but only in a superficial sense.1 Blackburn also recognises that world and value often are 
fused in the moral agent’s perspective.2 Moreover, this is the case when utterances are 
loaded with feelings and attitudes in general according to Blackburn, not just in the 
application of thick concepts. Thickness, in Blackburn’s view, is too ubiquitous and 
malleable to be captured in the rigid framework of thick concepts. Gibbard is perhaps the 
non-cognitivist that goes furtherest to meet the objections of the thickies. Not only does 
he admit that “in [everyday judgments of people], everyone agrees, fact and norm do not 
come neatly apart”, but he also thinks that even if we succeed in constructing an adequate 
artificial language that neatly separates fact from value, everyday moral thought and 
language would not be proven to be invalid in any way.3 Finding this language would be 
interesting because it would accommodate the features of everyday moral experience 
within Gibbard’s Galilean framework, not because it would facilitate moral critique. 

Like Hare, Blackburn think that the input and output of thick concepts can be 
disentangled upon reflection. They both think that the possibility of disentangling is an 
important precondition for moral critique. Hare’s and Blackburn’s insistance on the 
possibility (in principle) of a language rid of description-evaluation entanglement rests, 
however, on both its explanatory potential and its potential to empower critical moral 
thinking. Hare believes that we can choose either, to stop using thick concepts 
(secondarily evaluative words) in order to think critically about moral matters, or to use 
them, but in purely descriptive ways.4 This allows us to break away from the moral 
intuitions reposited in our everyday thick moral vocabulary. I do not think Gibbard (nor, 
probably, Blackburn) would grant us this degree of freedom, however. For many thick 
concepts, we could have descriptive equivalents of thick concepts, but this does not 
mean, according to Gibbard, that we can choose to use those equivalents instead of their 
thick evaluative “parents”. The connection between classification and evaluation may be 
too deeply entrenched in our habits.5

The relation between the description and evaluation in the application of a thick 
concept can be construed in various ways, even within a two-component view.6 Hare 
clearly does not think of the relation as merely conjunctive and arbitrary. For example, if 
we describe an action as cruel, this cannot be construed as saying that the action was, for 
example, ‘a deliberate harming of another person which the agent took pleasure in’, and 

1 Hare, Moral Thinking, pp. 72-73.
2 Blackburn, Ruling Passions, p. 6: “[T]here is just that one movement of the mind and a judgement 

comes out in value-laden terms: the action was heroic, the boy is a nerd, the man is a cad, the snake is 
slithery.” 

3 Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings, p. 124.
4 Hare, Moral Thinking, pp. 17-18,  71-75.
5 See the block quotation on page 23 from Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings, pp. 114-115.
6 See Gibbard, “Thick Concepts and Warrant for Feelings”, p. 274. 
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saying that the action was wrong for some unspecified reason. Rather, the action is ‘a 
deliberate harming of another person which the agent took please in’ and on that account 
wrong. This “on account of”- or “in virtue of” connection does not imply, however, that 
wherever the descriptive element occurs, the evaluative inevitably follows. According to 
Hare, the thick concept can be used in an inverted-commas or ironic way, in which case 
the evaluation does not follow. Gibbard, Burton, and Blackburn also clearly recognise 
that the connection between description and evaluation is not merely conjunctive, nor do 
they think of the relation as a determinate implication from description to evaluation. 
However, in the case of Gibbard it is not clear if the descriptive element could occur on 
its own (which is required for the description-evaluation implication to make sense). 
According to Burton, only particular instances of something that falls under a rough 
descriptive specification are evaluated according to the evaluation of the thick concept.
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3. MCDOWELL’S CASE AGAINST DISENTANGLING
In this chapter, I will make a detailed presentation and interpretation of the argument 
against non-cognitivism that could be seen, dimly, in the quotation from Williams in this 
thesis’ introduction. Here is the passage, once more:

critics have made the effective point that there is no reason to believe that a descriptive 
equivalent [to a thick concept] will necessarily be available. How we ‘go on’ from one 
application of a concept to another is a function of the kind of interest that the concept 
represents, and we should not assume that we could see how people ’go on’ if we did not 
share the evaluative perspective in which this kind of concept has its point. An insightful 
observer can indeed come to understand and anticipate the use of the concept without actually 
sharing the values of the people who use it [...]. But in imaginatively anticipating the use of 
the concept, the observer also has to grasp imaginatively its evaluative point. He cannot stand 
quite outside the evaluative interests of the community he is observing, and pick up the 
concept simply as a device for dividing up in a rather strange way certain neutral features of 
the world.1

In a footnote, we learn that the critics Williams refers to are John McDowell, Philippa 
Foot and Iris Murdoch.2 Apparently, Williams first heard Philippa Foot and Iris Murdoch 
make the point “in a seminar in the 1950s”. The only printed sources Williams refers to 
are McDowell’s two papers “Are Moral Requirements Hypothetical Imperatives?” from 
1978 and “Virtue and Reason” from 1979.3 In this chapter, after a preliminary discussion 
about Williams’ sketch of the argument, I will discuss McDowell’s articulation of the 
argument in his “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following” from 1981.4 Much of the content 
in that paper overlaps with the contents of the earlier papers that Williams refers to. I take 
“Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following” to be McDowell’s most mature and well-
articulated version of the argument. I will not discuss the earlier papers of McDowell, nor 
will I discuss any writings of Philippa Foot or Iris Murdoch.5

Before going on to McDowell, I want to bring out a few immediate objections against 
Williams’ sketch of the argument. First, a non-cognitivist might answer that while “there 
is no reason to believe that a descriptive equivalent will necessarily be available” for a 

1 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 141-142.
2 Ibid., pp. 217-218n7.
3 Now both reprinted in John McDowell, Mind, Value, and Reality, Harvard University Press, 1998.
4 John McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, pp. 141-162 in S. Holtzman and C. Leich 

(eds.), Wittgenstein: To Follow a Rule, Routledge, London, 1981. Reprinted in Mind, Value, and 
Reality. Page references refer to the original 1981 publication.

5 Millgram argues, in “Inthaltsreiche etische Begriffe”, sect. 4, that the argument is at least nowhere to be 
found in Iris Murdoch’s  The Sovereignty of Good, Routledge Kegan Paul, London, 1970. In a footnote 
(p. 286n32), he also points out that Philippa Foot (in her Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral 
Philosophy, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1978) uses thick concepts in an attempt to discredit the fact/value 
distinction. However, Millgram claims that she fails to show that they cannot be accounted for by a two-
component analysis.
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thick concept, there still is no reason to believe that a descriptive equivalent will 
necessarily be unavailable. A non-cognitivist could simply deny the role of any evaluative 
point or perspective in how thick concepts get guided around the world. Secondly, the 
non-cognitivist may concede that we need to grasp a thick concept’s evaluative point 
(however that notion is explicated) in order to pick up or learn a thick concept, without 
necessarily conceding that this rules out a descriptive equivalent of the concept. As J. E. J 
Altham puts it, in a comment on Williams’ and McDowell’s objection, “if a merely 
imaginative identification suffices, then the thought arises that once it has been achieved, 
and the term grasped, a neutral equivalent can be introduced.”1 Sharing an evaluative 
perspective, imaginatively or otherwise, could merely have a genetic role. However, 
Williams seems to make a stronger claim. The grasping/sharing of the evaluative 
point/perspective is not merely involved in the aquisition of thick concepts but also in the 
use of them (that is, in ”[h]ow we ’go on’ from one application of a concept to another”). 
Perhaps this threatens a prescriptivist two-component analysis of thick concepts, but even 
a recognition of this stronger role of evaluative points or perspectives does not pose any 
obvious threat to a non-cognitivist metaphysics in general. Again, in Altham’s words:

The empiricist [non-cognitivist] should admit, perhaps to his surprise, that in some cases an 
evaluative perspective is psychologically necessary in order to learn about certain empirical 
features of the world, but he is not yet forced to think that those features are at the same time 
evaluative ones.2

3.1 McDowell’s attack on non-cognitivism
McDowell’s target in “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following” is a type of theory that he 
labels non-cognitivism, in the paper primarily exemplified by the views of John Mackie 
and Richard Hare. Mackie is not a non-cognitivist in the usual sense, but McDowell’s 
argument has nevertheless been treated as an argument against non-cognitivist theories. 
He distinguishes two routes to non-cognitivism. The one he primarily labours with starts 
from the idea “that the character of our value experience can be satisfyingly explained on 
the basis of the assumption that the world – that is, the world as it is anyway 
(independently of value experience, at any rate) – does not contain values.”3 The other 
route starts from a faculty psychology according to which the mind consist of a faculty of 
reason and a faculty of passion and sentiment. Whatever the starting point, the position 
arrived at will embrace a non-cognitivist view of the relation between moral language and 
the world. 

1 J. E. J. Altham, “The Legacy of Emotivism”, pp. 275-288 in Graham McDonald and Crispin Wright 
(eds.), Fact, Science and Morality, Blackwell Publishing, Oxford, UK, 1986, p. 278, emphasis in 
original.

2 Ibid., p. 279.
3 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 143.
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Based on the considerations put forth in “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, 
McDowell not only argues against the semantic thesis of non-cognitivism (the 
description/evaluation distinction), but he also argues against a psychological thesis often 
embraced by non-cognitivists (the Humean theory of motivation).1 I will only discuss 
McDowell’s arguments against the semantic thesis, which is, in one form or another, 
constitutive of non-cognitivsm.

McDowell objects to what he calls ‘disentangling’:

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.2

According to McDowell, this explanatory project requires that

corresponding to any value concept, one can always isolate a genuine feature of the world – 
by the appropriate standard of genuiness: that is, a feature that is there anyway, independently 
of anyone’s value experience being as it is – to be that which competent users of the concept 
are to be regarded as responding when they use it [...]3

If this is possible – if one can always isolate that genuine feature of the world – then this 
implies, according to McDowell, “the possibility of mastering the extension of a value 
concept from the external standpoint”.4 The external standpoint is the standpoint of 
someone observing a moral community from the outside (think of an anthropologist 
observing an alien community). McDowell asks us to consider a thought experiment 
which we are now already familiar with from Williams’ Ethics and the Limits of  
Philosophy:

Consider, for instance, a specific conception of some moral virtue: the conception current in a 

1 Of course, metaphysics, semantics, and psychology hang together. McDowell tries to undermine both 
the metaphysics (first route) and the psychology (second route) that non-cognitivists typically assume in 
their arguments for a non-cognitivist semantics. McDowell focuses on the metaphysics and semantics 
however, and rhetorically asks: “Do we actually have any reason to accept the eighteenth-century 
philosophy of mind [the Humean Theory of Motivation], apart from a prior convinction of the truth of 
non-cognitivism?” (Ibid., p. 143) Williams agrees with McDowell on the implications for non-
cognitivist semantics, but disagrees with his conclusions concerning the Humean Theory of Motivation 
and the Galilean metaphysics of non-cognitivism (see Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 
218n7 and his articulation of “the absolute conception of the world” in chap. 7).

2 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 143.
3 Ibid., p. 144. Note that this resonates with Williams’ characterisation of the prescriptivist analysis of 

thick concepts where the descriptive meaning component guides the concept around the world and the 
evaluative meaning component constitutes the concept’s action-guidingness.

4 Ibid., p. 155.
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reasonably cohesive moral community. If the disentangling manoeuvre is always possible, 
that implies that the extension of the associated term, as it would be used by someone who 
belonged to the community, could be mastered independently of the special concerns which, 
in the community, would show themselves in admiration or emulation of actions seen as 
falling under the concept. That is: 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 (there need be no difficulty about 
that), but without even embarking on an attempt to make sense of their admiration. That 
would be an attempt to comprehend their perspective; whereas, according to the position I am 
considering, the genuine feature to which the term is applied should be graspable without 
benefit of understanding the special perspective, since sensitivity to it is singled out as an 
independent ingredient in a purported explanation of why occupants of the perspective see 
things as they do. But is it at all plausible that this singling out can always be brought off?1

I will refer to this thought experiment as the External Standpoint Experiment, and I will 
call the observer in this thought experiment Teo (The external observer). Whenever I refer 
to Teo, I implicitly invoke the situation that he faces in the External Standpoint 
Experiment. The point of the thought experiment is to raise skepticism about the 
possibility of disentangling. As I have shown in chapter 2, Gibbard, Burton and 
Blackburn at least allow that it might be the case that “this singling out” cannot always be 
brought off, not even in principle (Gibbard is agnostic about it, while Burton and 
Blackburn join McDowell’s skepticism). However, McDowell thinks they

 [...] can do so only at a price: that of making it problematic whether evaluative language is 
close enough to the usual paradigms of concept-application to count as expressive of 
judgements at all (as opposed to a kind of sounding off).2

Non-cognitivists do not, in a way, treat evaluative language as “the usual paradigms of 
concept-application”, since making a distinction between evaluative language and 
descriptive language is the whole point of non-cognitivism. McDowell recognises this of 
course, but he claims that the non-cognitivist has to (and typically try to) show that 
evaluative language inherits properties of descriptive language which makes it “close 
enough” for us to treat it as a kind of concept-application3. I think that this 
characterisation of the ambitions of non-cognitivists is correct. Hare, Gibbard, and 
Blackburn at least, see their task as one of making a non-cognitivist view of moral 
language compatible with its descriptive-looking surface. Blackburn even has a 

1 Ibid., p. 144.
2 Ibid., p. 158.
3 Ibid., p. 157: “Admittedly, the non-cognitive ingredient in what happens makes the case more complex 

than our usual paradigms of concept-application. But the non-cognitive extra, repeated as the practice 
unfolds, is seen as a repeated response to some genuinely same thing (something capturable in a 
paradigmatic concept-application): namely membership in some genuine kind. [...] Given that, the whole 
picture looks sufficiently close to the usual paradigms of concept-application to count as a complex 
variant of them.” This is the only non-cognitivist strategy to get moral language close enough to genuine 
concept-application that McDowell considers. Gibbard and Blackburn use another strategy, but they do, 
in a sense, treat the use of moral language as genuine concept-application. 
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metaphysical program which he calls “quasi-realism”. The aim of this program is to show 
how much of the realist-looking surface of various kinds of discourse can be accounted 
for, from an anti-realist foundation. So, in a way, non-cognitivists do typically claim that 
evaluative language is like “the usual paradigms of concept-application”.

McDowell argues that non-cognitivists are forced to either (1) insist that disentangling 
is always possible (and this contradicts the “results” of the External Standpoint 
Experiment according to McDowell), or they (2) barr themselves from seeing moralising 
as a rational activity accountable to demands of consistency. I will call this overarching 
argument the Consistency Argument. McDowell argues that he himself can escape the 
dilemma of the argument because there is a fully satisfying conception of consistency 
available to him that do not require disentangling. However, this conception is not  
available to the non-cognitivist according to McDowell, because it is not compatible with 
the metaphysics of non-cognitivism. McDowell thinks that his own superior metaphysics 
makes room for a notion of consistency – of “going on doing the same thing” – that is 
applicable to moral practice when viewed from the proper standpoint, namely from within 
moral practice itself. McDowell thinks that his notion of consistency is really the only one 
available in any (conceptual) practice, even in, for example, a mathematical practice 
where “a hard-edged proof of correctness is available.”1 He claims to find support for this 
practice-dependent account of consistency and rationality in (a particular interpretation 
of) what are commonly referred to as Wittgenstein’s “rule-following considerations”.2 

The structure of McDowell’s attack on non-cognitivism that I have brought out is the 
following: There is the overarching argument which I have labeled the Consistency 
Argument; the External Standpoint Experiment; and the Rule-Following Considerations.  
Both the External Standpoint Experiment and the Rule-Following Considerations are 
meant to support one premiss in the overarching Consistency Argument.3

3.2 The Consistency Argument – a faithful reconstruction
I have reconstructed the Consistency Argument with six premisses (P1-P6) leading up to 
a conclusion (C) by way of three interim conclusions (M1-M3).4 The reconstruction is 

1 Ibid., p. 151.
2 Rationality is more than consistency. A demand for some degree of consistency is, however, part of 

rationality (on any plausible account). If non-cognitivists are barred from claiming that the application 
of some moral concept can be consistent (or inconsistent), they are also barred from claiming that the 
application of the concept can be rational (or irrational). In the thesis, I therefore interchangably use 
the terms and phrases ‘consistency’, ‘rationality’, ‘consistency and rationality’, ‘going on doing the same 
thing’ to refer to essentially the same thing.

3 Gerald Lang distinguishes between three different arguments for moral objectivity in McDowell’s 
writings that he calls The Anthropocentrism Argument, The Shapelessness Argument, and the Anti-
Humean Argument (see “The Rule-Following Considerations and Metaethics”). Roughly, The 
Shapelessness Argument corresponds to my “the Consistency Argument”, and The Anthropocentrism 
Argument corresponds to “the Rule-Following Considerations”.

4 Alexander Miller discuss McDowell’s argument at length as well in An Introduction to Contemporary 
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faithful to McDowell’s formulations and claims, rather than the outcome of a maximally 
charitable interpretation. In the rest of this chapter, I develop and refine the components 
and the structure of the argument. This leads to the refined reconstruction presented at the 
beginning of chapter 4, on page 53. That reconstruction is less faithful to McDowell’s 
own formulations, while being more faithful to principles of coherence and reason.

The faithful reconstruction
(P1) An adequate metaethical view must treat moralising as genuine concept-

application.
(P2) A genuine application of a concept picks out a genuine feature of the world 

(GFW).
(P3) According to non-cognitivism, a GFW is “a feature that is there anyway, 

independently of anyone’s value experience being as it is.”1

(P4) For a (thick) moral concept to pick out a GFW (as construed by non-cognitivism), 
disentangling must be possible: It must be possible to isolate a descriptive 
meaning that singles out a GFW that the concept corresponds to. [Follows 
from P2 & P3 & some additional premisses about meaning.] 

(P5) If a (thick) moral concept of a community can be disentangled, then it is (in 
principle) possible for Teo to master the extension of the concept.

(P6) For some (thick) moral concepts, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo 
to master the extension of the concept.

(M1) Disentangling is not always possible. [Follows from P5 & P6.]
(M2) (Thick) moral concepts do not pick out GFWs as they are construed by non-

cognitivism. [Follows from P4 & M1.]
(M3) The application of (thick) moral concepts is not a case of genuine concept 

application according to non-cognitivism. [Follows from P2 & M2.] 
(C) Non-cognitivism is not an adequate metaethical view. [Follows from P1 & M3.]

Both the External Standpoint Experiment and the Rule-Following Considerations are 
intended to back up P6. In addition, McDowell uses the Rule-Following Considerations 
to justify a rejection of the non-cognitivist’s conception of a GFW (see P3). Thick 
concepts enter the argument in P4-P6. I have, however, put ‘thick’ in paranthesis because 
it is actually not entirely clear what role the idea of thick concepts plays in the argument 
(McDowell never use the terms ‘thin’ or ‘thick’). 

I think it is important to see McDowell’s objection in the form of P1-P6, M1-M3, and 
Metaethics (chap. 10) and singles out three ideas that McDowell ascribes to non-cognitivism. He labes 
these ideas GENUINE, SHAPEFULNESS, and DISENTANGLING. Roughly, GENUINE corresponds 
to P3 in my reconstruction, SHAPEFULNESS to P4, and DISENTANGLING to P5. Miller is highly 
critical of McDowell’s argument and primarily objects to McDowell’s formulations, and uses, of 
DISENTANGLING.

1 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 144.
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C. Some commentators seem to think that McDowell (and his followers) simply thinks 
that doubts about Teo’s ability to master the extension of a thick concept in itself is an 
objection to non-cognitivism.1 I think this is an uncharitable interpretation of McDowell, 
however. While doubts about Teo’s ability challenge a simple two-component analysis of 
thick concepts, it is far from obvious why non-cognitivists must embrace such an 
analysis. The sting in the argument is not the failure of a two-component analysis itself, 
but in the conclusion that non-cognitivist’s need the (inadequate) two-component analysis 
in order to construe moral discourse as rational. Note that the Consistency Argument is 
only directed against non-cognitivists who accept P1, that is, who accept that an adequate 
metaethical view must treat moralising as genuine concept-application. Some non-
cognitivists, Ayer for example, deny P1 and C with it. As McDowell himself concedes, 
such an unpretentious non-cognitivism is not affected by the argument.2 However, most 
non-cognitivists of today – Hare, Gibbard, and Blackburn for example – embrace P1.

Genuine features of the world
The non-cognitivist conception of a GFW clearly plays an important role in the 
Consistency Argument. Unfortunately, McDowell is not very specific in his 
characterisation of this conception. It is clear that a GFW, according to the conception, 
cannot have any instrinsic value or motivating force. McDowell uses John Mackie as an 
example of a philosopher who embraces the non-cognitivist conception. According to 
Mackie, moral realism is not a plausible view because it requires the existence of “queer” 
properities, that is, “intrinsically prescriptive entities”.3 A GFW also seems to be a feature 
that figures in some framework which can be used to explain the workings of our 
everyday world, including the make-up and behaviour of moral agents. As I have already 
pointed out, the non-cogntivism McDowell primarily considers starts from the idea “that 
the character of our value experience can be satisfyingly explained on the basis of the 
assumption that the world – that is, the world as it is anyway (independently of value 
experience, at any rate) – does not contain values.”4 A reasonable explication of the non-
cognitivist’s GFW-conception would be, I think, a feature that figures in a contemporary 
natural scientific view of the world, that is, the world as described by physics, chemistry, 
and biology (in Gibbard’s words, a world exhausted by “Galilean facts”). However, it is 
not clear exactly which types of features are allowed to be GFWs, according to this 
conception. The GFWs are not necessarily only characterisable by primary qualities for 
example. In a footnote, McDowell explicitly states that “[t]he non-cognitivist’s 
conception of the world is not exhausted by primary-quality characterizations.”5

1 For example, see Altham, “The Legacy of Emotivism”; and Burton, “Thick Concepts Revised”.
2 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 158, 162n28.
3 Mackie, John, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, Penguin Books, 1977, p. 40.
4 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 143. 
5 Ibid., p. 159n5. 
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Of particular interest is whether psychological features can qualify as GFWs according 
to the non-cognitivist conception. Are, say, attitudes, intentions, or character traits GFWs 
according to the non-cognitivist?1 If they are, then non-cognitivists can only agree with 
P3 if they either claim that psychological features can be reduced to Galilean features, or 
ban any reference to such features from the descriptive meaning of thick concepts. If 
psychological features are not GFWs (according to non-cognitivism), then it is unlikely 
that non-cognitivists will embrace P2, unless they, again, are willing to ban any reference 
to psychological features from the descriptive meaning of thick concepts. I do not think 
that those non-cognitivists, who think thick concepts have distinct descriptive meanings, 
would settle for an exclusion of reference to psychological features. Stevenson, for 
example, paraphrases “This is good” with “I approve of this; do so as well”, where the 
psychological claim ‘I approve of this’ is supposed to capture the descriptive meaning of 
‘good’.2 The approval that figures in the descriptive meaning is a psychological feature 
and there is no reason to think that similar descriptive meanings could not be part of 
analyses of thicker moral concepts. 

McDowell’s characterisation of the non-cognitivist conception of a GFW is, above all, 
not very precise. Whether it accurately captures a conception held by actual non-
cognitivists is difficult to determine.

3.3 The External Standpoint Experiment
The External Standpoint Experiment should be thought of as a thought experiment or an 
“intuition pump” rather than as an argument.3 There is no conclusion to be drawn from a 
set of premisses. The thought experiment is rather an imaginary scenario set up to raise 
doubts about the feasibility of “the disentangling manoeuvre”. Can the moral concept 
really be disentangled? Can Teo really master the extension of the concept in question? 
Unfortunately, McDowell does not give an example of a concept on which the 
disentangling manoeuvre is supposed to fail. Hilary Putnam however, says the following 
about ‘courage’ (just preceding a quote from McDowell on the disentangling manoeuvre, 
as it were):

The attempt of noncognitivists to split thick ethical concepts into a “descriptive meaning 
component” and a “prescriptive meaning component” founders on the impossibility of saying 
what the “descriptive meaning” of, say, “cruel” is without using the word “cruel” or a 
synonym. For example, it certainly is not the case that the extension of “cruel” (setting the 
evaluation aside, as it were) is simply “causing deep suffering,” nor, as Hare himself should 
have noticed, is “causes deep suffering” itself free of evaluative force. “Suffering” does not 

1 Thanks to my supervisor Bo Petersson for asking this question.
2 Stevenson, Ethics and Language, p. 21.
3 For an interesting discussion about arguments and intuition pumps, see Daniel C. Dennett, “Intuition 

Pumps”, pp. 181-197 in John Brockman (ed.), The Third Culture: Beyond The Scientific Revolution, 
Simon & Schuster, New York, NY, 1995.
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just mean “pain,” nor does “deep” just mean “a lot of.”1

Personally, I think Putnam’s criticism of Hare’s specification of the descriptive 
equivalent of ‘cruel’ is quite convincing. Note however, that the problem Putnam 
highlights is the problem (impossibility, in Putnam’s view) of saying what the descriptive 
meaning of ‘cruel’ is in such a way that what one says has the same extension as ‘cruel’. 
It is far from clear that one must be able to say what the descriptive meaning just because 
one is able to “master the extension” of ‘cruel’. Instead, what is supposed to be 
impossible for Teo, according to McDowell, is to “predict applications and withholdings 
of [the concept] in new cases”.2 

In any case, Putnam’s observation regarding ‘cruel’ indicates how difficult it may be to 
identify a separate “descriptive meaning” of a thick concept. Moreover, as a doubt-raising 
intuition pump, I think the External Standpoint Experiment is quite effective. Exactly 
how much doubt gets pumped up can vary though, and it is not entirely clear how the 
doubt should be articulated. Let us look at P6 again.
 
(P6) For some (thick) moral concepts, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo 

to master the extension of the concept.

Note that Teo is an external observer. In order to master the extension of a community’s 
concepts, he can only observe, in a detached way, the situations in which the members of 
the community apply or withhold their concepts. I put ‘not in principle’ and ‘thick’ in 
parantheses to indicate that there is some room for varying interpretations here. 

Let us consider Teo the anthropologist, observing a community that share a moral 
concept MC. Can Teo master its extension? (That is, can Teo learn to predict how MC is 
applied and withheld in the community?) All the following answers are possible.

(P6-1) For all MCs, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo to master the 
extension of MC.

(P6-2) For all MCs, it is not possible for Teo to master the extension of MC.
(P6-3) For some MCs, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo to master the 

extension of MC.
(P6-4) For some MCs, it is not possible for Teo to master the extension of MC.
(P6-5) For all thick MCs, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo to master the 

extension of MC.
(P6-6) For all thick MCs, it is not possible for Teo to master the extension of MC.
(P6-7) For some thick MCs, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo to master the 

1 Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays, p. 38. Putnam is commenting on 
Hare’s discussion of ‘cruel’ in Moral Thinking, pp. 73-74.

2 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 144.
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extension of MC.
(P6-8) For some thick MCs, it is not possible for Teo to master the extension of MC.

The External Standpoint Experiment is often referred to as making a point about thick 
concepts in particular, but it is not certain whether this is how to construe it.1 However, I 
personally think this interpretation is correct. McDowell asks us to consider “a specific 
conception of some moral virtue: the conception current in a reasonably cohesive moral 
community”, and this does not seem like a reference to a conception of ‘right’ or ‘good’.2 
Furthermore, McDowell acknowledges a distinction drawn by David Wiggins between 
“evaluations” and “directives or deliberative (or practical) judgements”.3 This distinction 
parallels Williams’ distinction between thick and thin concepts closely.4 Given this, the 
interpretations P6-5 – P6-8 are left. 

McDowell allows non-cognitivists to say that Teo may face practical difficulties (even 
insurmountable practical difficulties) in mastering the extension of MC. But he claims 
that they usually assume that the extension of MC can be specified, at least in principle, 
entirely in descriptive terms. They “tend to suppose that there must be such a thing, even 
if it cannot be easily pinned down in words.”5 This leaves P6-5 and P6-7:

(P6-5) For all thick MCs, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo to master the 
extension of MC.

(P6-7) For some thick MCs, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo to master the 
extension of MC.

I think P6-5 is too inclusive. We can easily imagine a community where thick moral 
concepts are used but where those concepts do have descriptive equivalents that can be 
aquired by Teo. For example, imagine a stable homogeneous racist community where 
black people are always referred to by the word ‘nigger’; always with disdain in the voice 
of the speaker. Now, admittedly, ‘nigger’ is not “a specific conception of some moral 
virtue” but is an example of a thick moral concept (or at least a thick evaluative concept).6 
As long as the imagined community is relatively stable, there is in principle no problem 
for Teo to master the extension of ‘nigger’. Wherever the descriptive meaning of ‘nigger’ 
occurs, evaluative meaning follows, so that the extension of the descriptive meaning of 
the concept is equivalent to the extension of the thick concept as a whole. This shows that 

1 Williams and Putnam interpret the thought experiment as making a point about thick concepts.
2 McDowell, p. 144.
3 McDowell, Mind, Value, and Reality, p. 131n4. See David Wiggins, “Truth, Invention, and the Meaning 

of Life”, pp. 87-137 in his Needs, Values, and Truth, Blackwell, New York, 1987, pp. 95-96. First 
published in Proceedings of the British Academy, LXII, 1976. 

4 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 126, 217n5, also alludes to Wiggins’ distinction.
5 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 145.
6 Hare discusses ‘nigger’ as a secondarily evaluative term in Freedom and Reason, pp. 190-193.
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P6-5 is not a reasonable interpretation of P6. We are left with P6-7 then. I now introduce 
the set S, which contains all the thick concepts that cannot be disentangled.

(P6-9) There is a non-empty set S of thick concepts whose extensions Teo cannot master 
(not even in principle).

Unfortunately, McDowell does not give any examples of concepts that resist 
disentangling. Thus, it is not clear which, or how many, members the set S is supposed to 
have. However, since McDowell asks us to consider “a specific conception of some 
moral virtue”, he at least believes that S contains some thick concepts that are associated 
with moral virtues (and vices). Perhaps he believes that all thick concepts associated with 
moral virtues and vices are members of S, or perhaps only concepts associated with 
certain central virtues and vices. But there is no need to claim that S contains nothing but 
thick concepts associated with moral virtues and vices.

If P6-9 is true, then non-cognitivists only have to regard a part (S) of evaluative 
language as “a kind of sounding off”. The non-cognitivist can still regard the part of 
evaluative language that can be disentangled as instances of genuine concept-application 
(that is, as picking out GFWs). Of course, the part that cannot be disentangled may 
include concepts of some moral virtues and vices (arguably important in moral 
discourse). 

With my specification of P6, some changes are needed in the reconstruction of the 
Consistency Argument. The interim conclusions M2 and M3 must be changed to:

(M2-9)Thick concepts that are members of S do not pick out GFWs as construed by non-
cognitivism. [Follows from P4 & M1.]

(M3-9)The application of thick concepts that are members of S is not a case of genuine 
concept application according to non-cognitivism. [Follows from P2 & M2-9.] 

Then, either the conclusion must be changed to something like

(C-9) Non-cognitivism is not an adequate metaethical view, at least when it comes to its 
treatment of the thick concepts that are members of S. [Follows from P1 & M3-
9.]

Or, alternatively, the first premiss must be made more precise in either of the following 
ways:

(P1-9-1) An adequate metaethical view must treat all moralising, that is, the 
application of all moral concepts, as genuine concept-application.
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(P1-9-2) An adequate metaethical view must treat the application every moral 
concept that is a member of the set T as genuine concept-application.

P1-9-2 is in need of a supporting premiss

(P7) Some thick concepts exist, which are members of both S and T.

C-9 is not, at least on its own, in line with McDowell’s intentions. He is not merely 
arguing that non-cognitivism must be supplemented with some different theory to account 
for the use of a subset of moral concepts. What about the two specifications of P1 then? I 
do not think P1-9-1 is reasonable. Sometimes at least, using (thick) moral terms are more 
like booing or horaying than what McDowell calls genuine concept-application. P1-9-2 in 
conjunction with P7 is not an unreasonable interpretation on the other hand, especially 
considering the fact that thickies usually take thick concepts as the most basic moral 
concepts, while they treat thin concepts (‘ought’ or ‘good’ for example) as dependent on a 
repertoire of thick concepts.1 In effect, they reverse Hare’s ordering, where ‘ought’ is 
taken to be the basic moral primitive in terms of which order moral concepts are 
explicated. So, some thick concepts would definitely be members of the set T according 
to thickies. While P6-9 might look like a weak interpretation of the implications of the 
External Standpoint Experiment, it still forms a challenge to non-cognitivism, given that 
P7 is true.

Supervenience and shapes of concepts
I have now specified McDowell’s point (P6-9) with the External Standpoint Experiment. 
Before moving on, I want to present another way in which McDowell formulates what he 
takes to be the implications of the External Standpoint Experiment. This formulation is 
presented as a response to a potential objection. The objection is based on what I will 
refer to as the Supervenience Requirement, the requirement that the evaluative supervenes 
on the non-evaluative (or descriptive).

The Supervenience Requirement: Two cases (situations, actions, characters) cannot 
differ evaluatively unless they also differ descriptively.

(Note that I have equated ‘the non-evaluative’ and ‘the descriptive’. I will continue doing 
so in the rest of the thesis. Keep in mind, however, that most thickies would not accept 

1 See, for instance, Sabina Lovibond, Realism and Imagination in Ethics, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, 1983, 
p. 14; Susan Hurley, “Objectivity and Disagreement”, pp. 54-97 in Ted Honderich (ed.), Morality and 
Objectivity: Essays in Honour of John Mackie, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1983; and Elizabeth 
Anderson, Value in Ethics and in Economics, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
1993, sect. 5.2.
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this equation, because they do not consider the descriptive to be orthogonally opposed to 
the evaluative. Since the presentation and discussion becomes easier to follow with a 
consistent terminology, I stick to the equation. As far as I can see, this terminological 
decision does not affect my conclusions concerning the Consistency Argument.)

The Supervenience Requirement is a requirement that McDowell underwrites, or at 
least finds “plausible”.1 It is also a requirement that virtually everyone in contemporary 
metaethical discussion is committed to. The potential objection McDowell considers is 
that P6-9, let alone P6-1 – P6-8, implies a violation of the Supervenience Requirement. 
Such an objection, if argued for convincingly, would constitute a very serious objection 
against the plausibility of McDowell’s claim about Teo. However, as McDowell points 
out: it does not follow from the Supervenience Requirement that there must be some 
lawful regularities between the supervenient (evaluative) level and the subjacent 
(descriptive) level. If such lawful regularities were logically implied, then possibility of 
disentangling would follow from the Supervenience Requirement, but this is not the case. 
McDowell writes:

however long a list we give of items to which a supervening term applies, described in terms 
of the [descriptive] level supervened upon, there may be no way, expressible at the level 
supervened upon, of grouping just such items together. Hence there need be no possibility of 
mastering, in a way that would enable one to go on to new cases, a term which is to function 
at the level supervened upon, but which is to group together exactly the items to which 
competent users would apply the supervening term.2

In other words, kinds recognisable at the evaluative level, need not constitute kinds 
recognisable at the descriptive level. Using terminology introduced by Blackburn we can 
say that evaluative concepts may have shapes at the evaluative level, but be shapeless at 
the descriptive level (in other words, they would be descriptively shapeless).3 The claim 
is sometimes also expressed by saying that there need not be any unifying feature at the 
descriptive level which an evaluative concept picks out.4 McDowell states that “actual 

1 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 144.
2 Ibid., p. 145. Note that McDowell in this passage seems to equate the problem of finding a descriptive 

term with the same extension as a thick concept, with the problem of mastering the extension of a thick 
concept from an external disengaged standpoint. Putnam does the same in the block quotation on page 
42.

3 Simon Blackburn, “Reply: Rule-Following and Moral Realism”, pp. 163-187 in S. Holtzman and C. 
Leich (eds.), Wittgenstein: To Follow a Rule, Routledge, London, 1981. The metaphorical talk about 
shapes alludes to the idea of different perspectives from which different things are discernible (or not). 
The idea is that the nonevalutive/descriptive “level” is something that is discernible from some kind of 
disengaged perspective (various terms are used to refer this perspective: “external”, “objective”, 
“sideways”, “scientific”, “God’s eye view”, etc), while the evaluative “level” is something that is 
descernible only from some engaged perspective (from within an “evaluative outlook”, from within 
some evaluative/moral practice). 

4 Ibid., p. 167.
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non-cognitivists typically assume that they must disallow [this] possibility”.1 What 
McDowell actually intends with P2 and P3, then, is this:

(P2-1) A genuine application of a concept picks out a genuine kind of the world [GKW]. 
(P3-1) According to non-cognitivism, a GKW is “a [kind] that is there anyway, 

independently of anyone’s value experience being as it is” (that is, it constitutes a 
kind at the descriptive level).

The following table lays out the claims of McDowell along with two types of non-
cognitivism (Non-cognitivism-1 and Non-cognitivism-2) with regard to shapefulness and 
shapelessness at the (evaluative) level of concepts and the (descriptive) level of GFWs. 
Non-cognitivism-1 is the non-cognitivism characterised by the premisses of the 
Consistency Argument. Non-cognitivism-2 is a position which non-cognitivists are forced 
into, according to McDowell, by the Consistency Argument (at least concerning the thick 
concepts that are members of S).

Level McDowell Non-cognitivsm-1 Non-cognitivsm-2

Thick concept Shape Shape No shape

GFW No shape Shape (GKW) No shape

Note that the claim that evaluative concepts can be shapeful but descriptively shapeless is 
merely a reformulation of McDowell’s skepticism about Teo’s prospects of mastering the 
extension of some thick concepts. It does not provide a reason for believing P6-9, it 
merely removes a reason one might entertain for believing ¬(P6-9), nor does McDowell 
claim otherwise. Despite this, I think that McDowell makes an important point: 
supervenience does not logically imply disentangling.2

3.4 Rule-Following Considerations
McDowell introduces his Wittgensteinian rule-following considerations with two aims in 
mind. First, the Rule-Following Considerations should be seen as making a point that 
supports P6 in the Consistency Argument.3 McDowell thinks that they undermine the idea 

1 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following, p. 145.
2 A good explanation of why the evaluative supervenes on the descriptive might require disentangling, but 

that is another matter.
3 This is, for example, how Alexander Miller interprets McDowell. See Miller, p. 245. Also see Williams, 

Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 217-218n7: “The idea that it might be impossible to pick up an 
evaluative concept unless one shared its evaluative interest is basically a Wittgensteinian idea.” 
McDowell, p. 145, asserts that “one strand in Wittgenstein’s thought about ‘following a rule’ is that the 
source of the temptation [to think that there ‘must’ be genuine feature of the world regulating our use of 
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that Teo can master the extension of all thick concepts from his external standpoint. 
Secondly, McDowell believes that the the Rule-Following Considerations provide the 
leverage he needs to escape that dilemma that faces the non-cognitivist: to either (1) insist 
that disentangling is always possible or (2), let go of a conception of moralising as an 
activity constrained by demands of consistency. The Rule-Following Considerations are 
supposed to help him formulate his substitution for P3:

(P3´) According to McDowell’s cognitivism, a GFW/GKW is X (where X should be 
replaced by McDowell’s own specification, which differs, in some important way, 
from the non-cognitivist’s “a feature that is there anyway, independently of 
anyone’s value experience being as it is”).

McDowell’s conception of a GFW/GKW (X) must allow him to escape the conclusion C´, 
that is, the conclusion that his cognitivism is not an adequate metaethical view. The 
conception must also, of course, be an otherwise plausible conception in light of other 
considerations. 

The two aims, critical and constructive, are interconnected. McDowell tries to 
undermine our non-cognitivistic intuitions by showing that they rest on a philsophically 
naive conception of GKWs. However, I will focus on the critical aim, since my purpose is 
not to assess McDowell’s metaethical position, but his argument against non-cognitivism. 
I will try to show how the Rule-Following Considerations are intended to assist our 
acceptance of the conclusion he draws from the External Standpoint Experiment. 
McDowell believes that upon reflection, Wittgenstein’s so called ‘rule-following 
considerations’ can make us comfortable with denying that disentangling is always 
possible because those considerations undermine the non-cognitivist’s conception of a 
GKW. This conception leads to the idea that an evaluation has to respond to GKW in 
order to qualify as an instance of concept-application (that is, in order to qualify as 
rational, as more than mere “sounding off”). The connection between concept-application 
and rule-following is this: In order for utterances of words to be applications of concepts, 
there must be some way in which the words can be applied to the same thing in different 
instances, that is, there must be some rule of application. To learn a concept is to learn a 
rule of application, it is to learn “a practice of going on doing the same thing”.1  When 
you have aquired a concept you apply it in different situations at different times. How can 
we portray this aquired capacity of going on doing the same thing? McDowell sketches 
two pictures of how such a capacity is possible. I will call the two pictues RULES AS 
RAILS and WHIRL OF ORGANISM. According to McDowell, non-cognitivists are in 
the grip of one of these pictures, namely RULES AS RAILS. It is this picture which 

a concept] is the desire for a security which is actually quite illusory.”
1 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 145.
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generates/motivates/requires the non-cognitivist’s conception of a GKW. Against this 
picture, McDowell places WHIRL OF ORGANISM, which does not require, nor 
motivate, this conception of GKWs. 

Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations undermines RULES AS RAILS and 
brings WHIRL OF ORGANISM into view, according to McDowell. He uses 
Wittgenstein’s example of understanding the rule ‘Add 2’ to illuminate the two pictures. 
Imagine someone who has mastered the ‘Add  2’ rule. She knows how to go on adding 2 
repeatedly to generate the correct series of numbers 2, 4, 6, 8, ... What is involved in this 
understanding and mastery? 

In the RULES AS RAILS picture, there is an objective standard, visible from outside 
the arithmetic practice, for the moves made within it. There are rules of practices which 
determine what counts as “going on doing the same thing”. These rules are objectively 
existing, not only in the perspective of  the participants of the practice but also from a 
point of view external to the practice. According to this conception, “[a]quiring mastery 
of the practice is pictured as something like engaging mental wheels with these 
objectively existing rails.”1 To understand the rule ‘Add 2’, one has to hit upon the 
correct interpretation of the rule (the rails). 

In the WHIRL OF ORGANISM picture, there are no objectively existing rails or 
interpretations. Instead, the correctness of a move is only visible from within the practice. 
To have a concept is to have an ability to participate, to know-how. The grounds for 
correctness in a practice are the sensibilities, attitudes, and habits of the practice’s 
competent participants (or their “the whirl of organism”, in Stanley Cavell’s evocative 
phrase2). I find it very difficult to get a grip on this picture except as a kind of negation of 
the RULES AS RAILS picture.

I have not yet explained why McDowell thinks that WHIRL OF ORGANISM is a 
better picture of concept-application than RULES AS RAILS. The point McDowell 
makes (which he believes is one of Wittgenstein’s own points) is that the confidence and 
foundation we believe RULES AS RAILS provides is illusory. This picture, according to 
McDowell, “has no real content”.3 In  RULES AS RAILS, there is a mental state or 
mechanism that constitutes an interpretation of the rule and this interpretation brings the 
correct behaviour about (casually). However, when trying to decide whether someone has 
understood the ‘Add 2’ rule correctly or not, the evidence at our disposal (the past 
applications) is limited while the future applications of the rule is limitless. It is possible 
then that someone who claims “Look, I’m adding 2 each time”, will after having added 
up to 1000, continue with 1004, 1008, ... (this is Wittgenstein’s example). Now, suppose 
the person insists that she is following the ‘Add 2’ rule consistently and that she have not 

1 Ibid., p. 146.
2 Stanley Cavell, Must We Mean What We Say?, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York, 1969, p. 52; quoted 

by McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 149.
3 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 150.
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made any mistake in continuing from 1000 to 1004, 1008, ... According to the RULES 
AS RAILS picture, such a mistake indicates that the mental state or mechanism that 
guided the application of the rule was not the correct one, since it simply was not a case 
of adding 2. The subject in the thought experiment was actually, say ‘qadding’ 2, that is, 
we can imagine, she was adding 2 as long as the last sum was less than 1000, then she 
started adding 4 instead. McDowell argues that the postulated mental state or mechanism 
does not explain or ground what is involved in understanding a rule, it is merely “an idle 
intervening step”.1 The postulated mental state or mechanism needs to be applied as well, 
and thus needs to be interpreted, in which case the same dilemma occurs again. 

The connection between these two pictures and the External Standpoint Experiment 
should be clear. The “objectively existing rails” correspond to the GKWs of non-
cognitivism. McDowell offers support for P6-9 by trying to dismantle what he takes to be 
a prejudice according to which there must be a GKW corresponding to an evaluative 
concept (that is, a prejudice that leads to ¬(P6-9)). The dismantling seems to consists in 
showing that concepts cannot in general be learned from the external standpoint by Teo, 
not even simple arithmetical concepts. There are according to McDowell never (rarely?) 
any noncognitivist GKWs, which our concepts may correspond to. The idea is to show 
that even a practice that we consider to be strictly objective is as dependent on the “whirl 
of organism” as the moral practice. McDowell’s conclusion is this:

So if dependence on the ‘whirl of organism’ induces vertigo, then we should feel vertigo 
about mathematical cases as much as any other. No security is gained by trying to assimilate 
other sorts of case to the sort of case in which a hard-edged proof of correctness is available.2

The conclusion can be interpreted in two ways: Either all our practices are non-cognitive 
– founded on nothing but mere “sounding off” – and we should rightly feel the vertigo 
both when doing mathematics and ethics, or we need to rethink what we mean by 
consistency (and other cognate notions), and accept that moral practice can be just as 
“cognitive” as any other kind of practice. There is no doubt that McDowell’s 
recommends the latter. The lesson from the Rule-Following Considerations is not that we 
– without our treasured rails to slide along – are constantly off-track when speaking and 
thinking. Instead, the aim is to gain confidence that we are not adrift, that we are indeed 
“going on doing the same thing”. We should familiarise ourselves with the idea that the 
whirls of our organisms make up the only ground for confidence there is. And that is 
quite enough according to McDowell, since concept-application is always dependent on 
human sensibilites and attitudes.

1 Ibid., p. 148.
2 Ibid., p. 151.
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3.5 Summary
I have now presented, with some interpretative effort, McDowell’s case against non-
cognitivism, often referred to as the origin of the idea that the existence of thick concepts 
constitutes a serious problem for non-cognitivism.1 With the overarching Consistency 
Argument, McDowell claims that the non-cognitivist must be wedded to disentangling in 
order to give room for consistency and rationality in moral discourse. With the External 
Standpoint Experiment, he tries to discredit the idea that disentangling is always possible 
and clinch the argument. The Rule-Following Considerations are also used to bring down 
this idea, and more radically, to show that disentangling is not only sometimes 
impossible, but actually does not make sense at all. 

There is a tension here between the idea that there is something special with thick 
concepts (in contrast with thin moral concepts on the one hand and purely descriptive 
concepts on the other) and the much more general idea that all concepts are on equal 
footing in the whirl of organism. The first idea turns on a quite broad and wooden 
distinction between different kinds of concepts, while the second idea seems to discredit 
precisely such distinctions. I listed nine different interpretations of what McDowell 
claims with the External Standpoint Experiment (P6-1 – P6-9) and argued that the 
weakest interpretation (P6-9) was the most charitable one. However, McDowell’s 
discussion about the Rule-Following Considerations rather supports a much more general 
and stronger claim, even stronger than P6-1:

(P6-0) For all Cs, it is not possible (not even in principle) for Teo to master the 
extension of C.

Where C is a concept, moral or non-moral. The reason why it is not possible for Teo to 
master the extension of C, is that there are no “rails” visible from outside the evaluative 
outlook of the community in which the applications of C are observed. In a sense, this is 
the strongest interpretation, since it does not make a point about a limited set of concepts, 
such as the set S  (which contains some concepts associated with moral virtues or vices), 
but makes a general point about all concepts. However, in another sense, the 
interpretation is the weakest, since there is clearly a danger that the claim is too general to 
say anything. 

1 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, pp. 217-218n7; Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value 
Dichotomy and Other Essays, pp. 38-39; Taylor, “Ethics and Ontology”; Altham, “The Legacy of 
Emotivism”, p. 278n6; Millgram, “Inhaltsreiche ethische Begriffe”, sect. 2.
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4. DISCUSSION
In this chapter I begin by presenting a refined reconstruction of the Consistency 
Argument. The reconstruction is based on the observations and interpretative work done 
in the previous chapter. I then try to chart the views of the non-cognitivists presented in 
chapter 2 onto the premisses of the refined reconstruction. I identify three (or four) 
different ways in which non-cognitivists can escape the conclusion of the argument. 
Finally, I discuss the role of the Rule-Following Considerations and argue that McDowell 
should dislodge them from the the Consistency Argument. 

4.1 The Consistency Argument – a refined reconstruction
With my interpretation of P6 in the previous chapter, and the changes it triggered, the 
Consistency Argument must be reformulated. P1 is now formulated as P1-9-2 (see page 
46), P2 as P2-1 (page 48), P3 as P3-1 (page 48), P6 as P6-9 (page 45), M2 as M2-9 (page 
45), M3 as M3-9 (page 45), and an additional premiss, P7 (page 46), has been introduced. 
I have replaced all references to GFWs with references to GKWs and removed all 
parantheses around “thick” since I now definitely treat the argument as one about thick 
concepts specifically, despite its tension with the Rule-Following Considerations that I 
highlighted at the end of the previous chapter. 

The refined reconstruction
(P1) An adequate metaethical view must treat the application every moral concept that 

is a member of the set T as genuine concept-application.
(P2) A genuine application of a concept picks out a genuine kind of the world (GKW). 
(P3) According to non-cognitivism, a GKW is “a [kind] that is there anyway, 

independently of anyone’s value experience being as it is” (that is, it constitutes a 
kind at the descriptive level).

(P4) For a thick concept to pick out a GKW (as construed by non-cognitivism), 
disentangling must be possible: It must be possible to isolate a descriptive 
meaning that singles out a GKW that the concept corresponds to. [Follows from 
P2 & P3 & some additional premisses about meaning.] 

(P5) If a thick moral concept of a community can be disentangled, then it is (in 
principle) possible for Teo to master the extension of the concept.

(P6) There is a non-empty set S of thick concepts whose extensions Teo cannot master 
(not even in principle).

(P7) Some thick concepts exist, which are members of both S and T.
(M1) Disentangling is not always possible. [Follows from P5 & P6 & P7]
(M2) Thick concepts that are members of S do not pick out GKWs as they are 
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construed by non-cognitivism. [Follows from P4 & M1.]
(M3) The application of thick concepts that are members of S is not a case of genuine 

concept application according to non-cognitivism. [Follows from P2 & M2.] 
(C) Non-cognitivism is not an adequate metaethical view. [Follows from P1 & P7 & 

M3.]

The Consistency Argument hinges on a certain picture of non-cognitivism captured by the 
premisses P1-P5. McDowell clearly thinks that P1-P5 is a specification of something that 
non-cognitivists are committed to. In “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, he is 
primarily trying to get his readers to accept P6, since he believes that this is the crucial 
and contentious premiss of the argument. However, it is quite clear that not all non-
cognitivists fit McDowell’s specification. I will now try to compare the set of premisses 
P1-P7 with the views of the non-cognitivists discussed in chapter 2. 

4.2 The Consistency Argument and its non-cognitivist targets
To avoid the conclusion of the Consistency Argument, a non-cognitivist must either deny 
P6 or P7, or resist the way McDowell specifies non-cognitivism (that is, reject at least 
one of the premisses P1-P5). In this section, I map P1-P7 onto the views of the non-
cognitivists presented in chapter 2 (Ayer, Stevenson, Hare, Gibbard, Burton, and 
Blackburn). Mapping P1-P7 onto their views is necessarily somewhat speculative, given 
that P1-P7 is couched in McDowell’s own somewhat idiosyncratic terminology.

Ayer
McDowell claims that according to non-cognitivists that do not accept P1, “uses of 
evaluative language seem appropriately assimilated to certain sorts of exclamation, rather 
than to the paradigm cases of concept-application.”1 He gives one example of such a non-
cognitivist, namely A. J. Ayer.2 If this characterisation of Ayer is correct, then Ayer is, in 
a sense, immune to McDowell’s argument. However, I think it is easy to misinterpret 
Ayer in a way that aligns him with Hare, right in the bull’s eye of the Consistency 
Argument: 

When someone disagrees with us about the moral value of a certain action or type of action, 
we do admittedly resort to argument in order to win him over to our way of thinking. But we 
do not attempt to show by our arguments that he has the ‘wrong’ ethical feeling towards a 
situation whose nature he has correctly apprehended. What we attempt to show is that he is 
mistaken about the facts of the case. [...] If our opponent concurs with us in expressing moral 
disapproval of all actions of a given type t, then we may get him to condemn a particular 
action A, by bringing forward arguments to show that A is of type t. For the question whether 
A does or does not belong to that type is a plain question of fact. Given that a man has certain 

1 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 158.
2 Ibid., p. 162n28.
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moral principles, we argue that he must, in order to be conistent, react morally to certain 
things in a certain way.1

One way to read the quote above is that Ayer thinks that rational arguments do get a 
foothold in moral debate, at least once ethical feelings have latched on to types of actions 
or situations. With such connections between ethical feelings and types of actions 
established, “normative ethical symbols” would correspond to descriptive kinds  On this 
reading, Ayer’s account of moral argumentation would look very much like Hare’s.2 
However, while Ayer refers to consistency in this account of moral argumentation, this 
should be understood in a purely instrumental way. Appeals to consistency are effective, 
because they “may get him [our opponent in a moral debate] to condemn a particular 
action”. Ayer’s account of moral discourse and practice is entirely laid out in causal  
terms, not in normative terms of what is consistent, coherent, or rational. 

Since Ayer does not accept P1, it does not matter much whether the other premisses 
could be ascribed to his position. In any case, Ayer’s quite radical phenomenalism would 
makes it artifical to attribute P2 and P3 to him. Ayer’s route to non-cognitivism starts 
from a logical empiricist theory of meaning, not from a conception of GKWs.

Stevenson
There is a discussion by Stevenson about different forms of disagreement and 
argumentation which naturally fits a view similar to Ayer’s.3 Stevenson distinguishes 
between different ways in which one can disagree over a moral issue. He takes the 
example of two men disagreeing over whether a certain law is just or not. The 
disagreement may consist of disagreement in belief, disagreement in interest, or both. 
While disagreements in belief can be resolved empirically, this is not always the case 
with disagreements in interest. Empirical questions can be answered by rational 
demonstration, but “deep” conflicts of interests – ones that are in place despite total 
agreement on what is empirically the case – can only be resolved by persuasion and non-
rational (but not irrational) methods. Stevenson’s view of rationality in moral debate is 
essentially the same as Ayer’s, although Stevenson’s discussion is a lot more 
sophisticated.4

As in the case of Ayer; Stevenson’s non-cognitivism does not seem to be motivated by 
a particular conception of GKWs, but by a social-psychological distinction between 
disagreements in belief and disagreements in attitude (however, it may be the case that 
this distinction hinges on some conception of GKWs).

1 Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, pp. 114-116.
2 This is how I myself interpreted Ayer at one point. Thanks to Bo Petersson for pointing out that this 

interpretation is incorrect.
3 Stevenson, “Persuasive Definitions”, pp. 344-350.
4 He seems recognise the need for a model similar to that of (wide) reflective equilibrium for describing 

moral views and arguments. Ibid., p. 348.
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Hare
Hare is the non-cognitivist who best fits McDowell’s specification. He is one of the main 
targets of McDowell, and the main target of Williams.1 I see no reason why Hare would 
not accept P1-P5 in the Consistency Argument, although it is not clear whether he would 
accept P3 (since McDowell does not elaborate much on the nature of non-cognitivist 
GKWs). Whether Hare accepts P1 depends on what one means with “genuine concept-
application”, but with some interpretative flexibility, it is reasonable to attribute P1 to 
Hare.2

Hare definitely rejects P6 however. In at least one passage, Hare seems to say this 
explicitly, and his wine-tasting thought experiment implies that he thinks P6 is false, at 
least for the majority of evaluative concepts. I think Hare intends to comment on the 
External Standpoint Experiment in the following passage:

It is often said that if we had just the descriptive meaning of ‘kind’ we might, indeed, be able 
to recognise examples of kind people in the existing descriptive sense of the word, but would 
be unable to extend or extrapolate its use to new and perhaps slightly different examples. This 
seems to me to be simply false. Suppose that I am a hard-bitten person [that “would not be 
able to use ‘kind’ as a term of commendation”] [...], and can recognize the qualities that 
people call kind and esteem, but do not myself esteem them. And suppose that some new 
example is produced of a person who does not have exactly those qualities, but has qualities 
very like them, so that people who do esteem them are likely to esteem that person too, and 
call him kind. I can see no difficulty in my predicting that this is what they will do. In order to 
make this prediction I do not myself have to esteem the qualities or the person; I only have to 
be confident that they will. I find it suprising that people should rely on this very weak 
argument.3

I do not know what, or who, Hare refers to by distinguishing between recognising 
examples of a concept “in the existing descriptive sense” or a word and extending or 
extrapolating “its use to new and perhaps slightly different examples”. After all, the 
External Standpoint Experiment is supposed to show that there is no existing descriptive 
sense of the word (corresponding to a thick concept) that can be aquired. Suppose, 
however, that I am right in interpreting Hare as responding to the likes of Williams and 
McDowell. Hare clearly relies on the idea that there is some unifying feature(s) at the 
descriptive level that could form a base from which we could extrapolate the use of a 
thick concept. This (set of) unifying feature(s) might be somewhat vague since the 
descriptive qualities do not have to be exactly the same in the extended use as in the old 
uses of the concept. Even if the unifying features are vague, I think Hare believes they 
always consitute a non-disjunctive set of necessary and sufficient criteria. They are not 
merely held together by chains of loose family resemblances (at the descriptive subjacent 

1 McDowell and Williams make it clear that their argument is directed at non-cognitivism in general 
however.

2 See the brief discussion on page 38.
3 Hare, Sorting Out Ethics, p. 61.
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level).
At any rate, Hare would definitely claim that it is in principle possible for an observer 

to learn the extension of all thick concepts from what McDowell calls the external 
standpoint. Consider Hare’s thought experiment, or intuition pump, about wine-tasting 
presented in chapter 2. The set-up parallels the External Standpoint Experiment 
remarkably well – an external observer that does not share a community’s evaluative 
practice is confronted with the task of learning to predict the use of an evaluative concept 
by aquiring a concept that is a descriptive equivalent of the evaluative one – but the 
lessons Hare and McDowell draw from their cerebral laboratories point in completely 
different directions. 

Hare would also dispute P7. While thick concepts are part of our everyday moral 
language, it is the thin concept of ‘ought’ that facilitates critical moral thinking. Actually, 
thick concepts are part of moral language because they embed a thin ‘ought’. If the set T 
contains any thick concepts, then it is their embedded ‘ought’, which have earned them 
the membership. According to Hare, thick concepts are strictly speaking redundant for 
moral thought, since we may choose not to use them, or only use them in purely 
descriptive ways.1 Hare would deny that P7 is true then, because he would deny that the 
set T contains any thick concepts.

Gibbard
Gibbard’s acceptance of P3 is crystal clear. He glosses his norm-expressivistic analysis of 
rationality and morality in the following way:

The goal was to understand ourselves fundamentally as part of nature, to include an account 
of ourselves in what we might call the Galilean core. The Galilean core is our story of nature; 
it is a rough story of how, ultimately, a wide range of things are matters of fundamental 
physics.2

As previously explained (see page 38), Gibbard also accepts P1 in a qualified sense. 
However, he rejects P2. According to Gibbard, a moral judgement does not need to pick 
out a GKW (a kind present in the Galilean core one could say), in order to be an instance 
of genuine concept-application (in the qualified sense).3 Since he rejects P2, he can safely 
be agnostic about  P4, P5, P6 and P7. He does seem to think that P6 is plausible though, 
but he does not think the premiss has the metaphysical implications that Williams and 

1 R. M. Hare, “Descriptivism”, pp. 55-75; R. M. Hare, Moral Thinking: Its Levels, Method, and Point, 
pp. 17-18, 73-74; Hare, Sorting Out Ethics, p. 21.

2 Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings, p. 123.
3 However, Gibbard thinks (at least in 1990) that it remains a possibility that a program of “normative 

realism” might be able to show that some natural facts may correspond to normative judgements (see 
Ibid., p. 116). He even seems to suggest that thick concepts are the most plausible candidates for such an 
realist analysis. Blackburn does not believe this is a real possibility, see Blackburn’s thoughts on 
“Cornell realism” in Ruling Passions, p. 121.
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McDowell associate with it. Gibbard seems to reject both P4 and P5, even though he does 
not need to reject them in order to avoid the conclusion of the Consistency Argument. 

What about P7? Nothing in Gibbard’s writings leads me to conclude that he would 
reject P7. Given the amount of attention Gibbard has given to thick concepts, he clearly 
think that they are important. While I admit that there is a lack of positive evidence for 
attibuting P7 to Gibbard, I think that he would accept the premiss.

Burton
It is difficult to compare Burton’s view to P1-P5, since he does not have an articulated 
metaethical theory. He merely presents a model for how a non-cognitivist could analyse 
thick concepts. It is not clear that his analysis could be used by someone that held on to 
P1, nor is it clear that Burton holds on to P1. It seems to me that Burton does not 
understand McDowell’s argument. Burton thinks that McDowell’s argument is directed 
against any kind of non-cognitivism, regardless of whether it is constrained by P1. But 
McDowell does not treat doubts about the possibility of descriptive equivalents to thick 
concepts in itself as an objection to non-cognitivism. The doubts form an objection to a 
certain non-cognitivist conception of consistency and rationality. On a quick reading, 
Burton seems to reject P2, P3 and P4, but in another sense, he actually accepts them. 
Burton rhetorically asks:

Why should the psychological states associated with approval, commendation, or 
endorsement be geared to properties neatly assessable in terms of the categories of physical 
science?1

While Burton denies that the expressive psychological states invoked by non-cognitivists 
are directed towards properties neatly assessable in terms of the categories of physical 
science, they are not, in Burton’s view, directed toward properties that are descriptively 
shapeless. According to Burton, we can form “corresponding non-evaluative concept[s]” 
from thick concepts. The descriptive “child concepts”, so to speak, are defined by the 
purely descriptive qualifications ‘X, Y, Z, etc.’. These concepts will not have exactly the 
same extension as their evaluative parent concepts, but the extension of the thick parent 
concepts will be entirely included in the extension of their descriptive child concepts. 
Burton believes it makes sense then to talk of, for example, ‘delicate’ in a purely 
descriptive sense. It would seem then, that Burton accepts P2, P3, and P4, with the 
qualification that an instance of a GKW picked out by a descriptive concept is not always 
included in the evaluative kind picked out by the corresponding thick concept. Burton 
clearly accepts P6 (he agrees with Williams’ and McDowell’s intuitions regarding the 
External Standpoint Experiment), but rejects P5, because he thinks he has found a version 
of disentangling which makes P5 false. 

1 Burton, “Thick Concepts Revised”, p. 31. 

58



While Burton agrees with P6, he either does not see why this should stop the non-
cognitivist to earn the right to talk about consistency or rationality, or he does not bother 
with consistency and rationality (that is, rejects P1). As I have already mentioned in 
chapter 2, this may be a result of the fact that Burton is primarily interested in thick 
aesthetic concepts, not moral ones.

What about P7? Burton says the following about which thick concepts are most likely 
members of S: 

[...] it is in precisely those cases where thick ethical concepts have a certain ‘aesthetic’ feel to 
them – where their application seems to be a matter of taste – that Williams’s [sic] and 
McDowell’s challenge seems most plausible.1

He then goes on to discuss thick aesthetic concepts, ‘delicate’ and ‘bland’ in particular. 
At one point, he says about ‘courageous’: “Perhaps a definitive descriptive reduction of 
‘courageous’ is available that always differentiates it from ‘foolhardy’ for example. I 
don’t know.”2 Burton here suggests that a standard two-component analysis may be 
successful for many thick concepts, especially those whose application does not seem to 
be a matter of taste (I take it that ‘courageous’ is one of those). The set T is supposed to 
collect all the moral concepts whose application must be construed as genuine by any 
adequate metaethical view. Concepts whose application seems to be matter of taste looks 
like the kind of concepts whose instances typically do not qualify as members of T. While 
Burton does not reject P7, he clearly does not embrace it either.

Blackburn
Like both Hare and Gibbard, Blackburn accepts P1, at least if the premiss is interpreted 
liberally.3 With regard to P2, P3, P4, and P5, Blackburn’s position is essentially the same 
as Gibbard’s. Blackburn’s stance, like Gibbard’s, in relation to P4 and P5 is not clear. 
However, since he rejects P2, he is not required to deny either P4 or P5. He explicitly 
accepts P6 in his response to McDowell from 1981, and claims, like Gibbard, that this 
acceptance is of no consequence for the viability of non-cognitivism.4 He does not merely 
accept that there is a practical problem of seeing or grasping a unifying feature present at 
the descriptive subjacent level, he also claims that “there is no a priori reason to expect 
there to be a unifying feature”:

Let us suppose for a moment that some group of human beings does share a genuine tendency 
to some reaction in the face of some perceived properties or kinds of thing. Surely it need not 
surprise us at all that they should know of no description of what unifies the class of objects 
eliciting the reaction, except of course the fact that it does so. [...] To take a plausible 

1 Ibid., p. 29.
2 Ibid., p. 31.
3 See the brief discussion on page 38.
4 Blackburn, “Reply”.
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candidate, it is notoriously difficult or impossible to circumscribe exactly all those things 
which a member of our culture finds comic. Any description is likel to have a partial and 
disjunctive air which would make it a poor guide to someone who does not share our  sense 
of humour, if he is trying to predict those things which we will and will not find funny. This 
may not be a merely practical matter: there is no a priori reason to expect there to be a 
unifying feature. Let us describe this by saying that the grouping of things which is made by 
projecting our reactive tendency onto the world is shapeless with respect to other features. 
The puzzle then is why McDowell sees shapelessness as a problem for a projective theory.1

We know why McDowell thinks shapelessness is a problem for non-cognitivism: 
McDowell thinks it is incompatible with the only non-cognitivist conception of 
rationality that he takes into consideration. However, Blackburn does not embrace this 
conception of rationality. He claims that there is a perfectly adequate alternative 
conception available. I will discuss this alternative conception later in this chapter (see 
page 64).

While Blackburn clearly thinks that some concepts, or rather terms, are descriptively 
shapelessness, it is less clear how widespread he thinks descriptive shapelessness is in the 
thick moral vocabulary.2 The only concepts that he explicitly claims to be descriptively 
shapeless are ‘funny’, ‘divine’, and ‘gross’.3 When it comes to ‘fat↓’ (‘fat’ delivered in “a 
characteristic sneering tone of voice”), “pejorative racial slurs”, ‘cruel’, and ‘courageous’ 
on the other hand, Blackburn seems to argue that they have descriptive shape.4 In the 
following passage, Blackburn seems to say that most thick concepts have descriptive 
shape:

Whenever there is a ‘thick’ term it is easy to see both its general descriptive orientation, and 
its general practical or attitude-giving one. [...] We know that someone described as 
courageous is usually approved of for overcoming difficulties and dangers that would daunt 
others, that someone described as niggardly is attracting obloquy for being too careful with 
his money, and so on. There is a circumscribed range of inputs and outputs. And this is how it 

1 Ibid., p. 167. With “projective theory”, Blackburn simply means his own brand of non-cognitivism.
2 Alice Crary, in “Why Can’t Moral Thought Be Everything It Seems?”, Philosophical Forum, 33(4):373-

391, 2002, p. 390n38, claims that Blackburn’s view of thick concepts has changed between his “Reply” 
from 1981 and his later “Through Thick and Thin” from 1992. According to Crary, Blackburn-1981 
would embrace P6, but Blackburn-1992 would reject P6. I am positive that Blackburn’s view has 
essentially remained the same, however. In Ruling Passions (p. 98) at least, Blackburn clearly embraces 
P6 (again?).

3 Blackburn, Ruling Passions, pp. 96-98.
4 Ibid., p. 96: “In the case of ‘fat↓’, and similarly, surely, in the case of pejorative racial slurs, we know 

what the response is, and what are the features that prompt it.” On pp. 99-100 he writes about David 
Wiggins’ analysis of ‘cruel’ that “[...] although [...] Wiggins, like McDowell, makes much of the 
mysterious sui generis response of those who sensitively use the term [...], he then goes on quite 
cheerfully to describe just what the right responses to cruelty are [...]. There is no hint of a special 
reaction, finding something cruellish, perhaps, on the lines of finding it amusing [...]. And this, of 
course, is only common sense, for there is no special reaction, distinct from horror, detestation, and 
abhorrence.” Wiggins’ analyses ‘cruel’ in “Toward a Sensible Subjectivism”, pp. 227-244 in Stephen 
Darwall, Allan Gibbard and Peter Railton (eds.), Moral Discourse and Practice, Oxford University 
Press, New York, 1997, p. 240.
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has to be, for we have to know the kind of thing, at the ‘subjacent’ level, to retail in order to 
engage someone’s will when we are prescribing courses of action.1

Moreover, the concepts that Blackburn claims are descriptively shapeless (‘funny’, 
‘gross’, ‘devine’) are not concepts that obviously qualify as members of the set of 
important moral concepts T. While it is not clear whether Blackburn would embrace or 
reject P7, my guess is that he would reject it.

Summary
The following table summarises how Ayer, Stevenson, Hare, Gibbard, Burton, and 
Blackburn fit the target of McDowell’s Consistency Argument. A ‘T’ indicates that the 
non-cognitivist clearly thinks that the premiss in question is true, a ‘t’ indicates that he 
probably thinks that the premiss in question is true, or he thinks it is true on some 
interpretations.  An ‘F’ indicates that he clearly thinks that the premiss is false, and an ‘f’ 
indicates that he probably thinks that the premiss is false, or he thinks it is false on at least 
some interpretations. A ‘?’ indicates that that he is explicitly agnostic about whether the 
premiss is true or not. An empty cell indicates that the his belief or disbelief in the 
premiss is unknown to me.

Non-cognitivist P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7

Ayer F

Stevenson F

Hare T T T T T F F

Gibbard T F T f f ? t

Burton f t t t f T

Blackburn T F T f f T f
Non-cognitivisms charted onto the refined reconstruction of the Consistency Argument.

4.3 Evasive manouevres for non-cognitivists
My survey of various non-cognitivists above shows that there are three main counter-
strategies open to a non-cognitivist. A non-cognitivist may insist, like Hare, that thick 
concepts have descriptive shapes (that is, deny P6). Alternatively, he may accept that 
some thick concepts are descriptively shapeless but argue that all the important thick 
concepts (the members of T) have shapes at the descriptive level. In other words, he may 

1 Blackburn, Ruling Passions, pp. 102-103. Also, see Blackburn, “Reply”, p. 180, on cost-benefits of 
teaching and learning concepts that are shapeful.
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accept P6 but deny P7. Finally, he may, like Blackburn and Gibbard, claim that the 
descriptive shapelessness of thick concepts is irrelevant for whether non-cognitivism is 
plausible or not (by denying P2).

One way of escaping the conclusion (C) of the Consistency Argument that has already 
surfaced is to deny P1. With Ayer and Stevenson, a non-cognitivist may deny that there 
are any moral concepts whose application must be treated as genuine concept-application. 
However, McDowell himself concedes this possibility. The Consistency Argument is 
directed against non-cognitivists that accept P1 (where T is a non-empty set).1 I will 
therefore not discuss this response to the Consistency Argument further.

Insisting on the descriptive shapefulness of thick concepts
What reasons are there in favour of denying P6? What reasons are there for claiming that 
all thick concepts have shapes at the descriptive level? There seem to be two reasons; one 
has to do with the make-up of actual moral agents, and another has to do with the make-
up of more ideal moral agents.2

To explain the moral evaluations and deliberations of natural organisms (ourselves) 
embedded in an environment entirely made up of physical objects and processes, it seems 
we must assume that different responses and reactions are triggered by different natural 
features in the environment. That thick concepts have descriptive shapes seems to be a 
precondition for a successful explanation of how moral agents work. Without such 
shapes, there does not seem to be any way in which natural organisms can learn thick 
concepts. However, this intuition might very well not be correct. There are at least models 
which show that it is possible that organisms can learn descriptively shapeless concepts.3 
It is beyond the scope of this thesis to settle whether it is possible for organisms to learn 
shapeless concepts and whether they in fact do. All the same, there is a less controversial 
consideration that speaks in favour of insisting that thick moral concepts have descriptive 
shape. Teaching and learning a concept that is shapeful ought to be less costly than 
teaching one that is shapeless.4 If this is the case, then we should expect concepts, 
including moral ones, to have shapes at the descriptive level. (Why at the descriptive 
level? Because we are still considering the project of explaining the conduct of natural 
organisms embedded in an environment entirely made up of physical objects and 
processes. In such an explanation, there is no room for evaluative shapes or properties.)

1 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 158, 162n28.
2 Blackburn, “Reply”, pp. 168-169. 
3 Jonathan Dancy, “Can A Particularist Learn The Difference Between Right and Wrong”, pp. 59-72 in 

Klaus Brinkmann (ed.), Proceedings of the 20th World Congress of Philosophy, Volume 1: Ethics, 
1998, pp. 65-71. Dancy argues that ideas from artifical intelligence (artificial neural networks) and 
cognitive psychology (prototype effects) shows that it is possible to be a naturalist particularist. Dancy 
himself, however, is a non-naturalist particularist. If Dancy is right about this, then there is no need to 
posit a unifying evaluative property in order to explain how we aquire descriptively shapeless thick 
concepts.

4 Blackburn, “Reply”, p. 180.
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The other consideration that makes descriptive shapefulness of thick moral concepts 
attractive is the one that McDowell attributes to the non-cognitivist. This is, the thought 
that descriptive shapefulness is a precondition for a non-cognitivist conception of 
consistency in moral practice.

The non-cognitivist may also, like the thickie, draw support from intuitions about the 
outcome of the External Standpoint Experiment in order to defend the view that thick 
concepts have descriptive shape. This is what Hare does in the passage that I quote on 
page 56. Hare’s intuition about the outcome of the External Standpoint Experiment (and 
similar thought experiments like his own wine tasting experiment) is that it is (in 
principle) possible for Teo to master the extension of all thick concepts and it is always 
(in principle) possible to disentangle the descriptive and the evaluative meaning of any 
thick concept. The support this intuition gives to the claim ¬P6 is weak, but not weaker 
than the support that the thickie’s contrary intuition provides for P6.

Insisting on the descriptive shapefulness of all important thick concepts
An alternative manouevre open to the non-cognitivist is to argue that while some thick 
concepts indeed are descriptively shapeless, all the important thick concepts (the 
members of T) have shapes at the descriptive level. In other words, the non-cognitivist 
may accept P6, but reject P7. Such a manouevre can be glimpsed in the writings 
Blackburn’s writings.1 The rejection of P7 allows a non-cognitivist to accept P1-P6 while 
still avoiding C. In other words, if P7 is rejected, then Hare’s GKW-driven conception of 
consistency can be kept, even if one shares McDowell’s and Williams’ intuition about the 
outcome of External Standpoint Experiment (at least when it comes to a subset of all 
thick concepts). According to this position, there is one set of concepts, which includes 
all the thick concepts whose extensions Teo can master, and another set of concepts, 
which includes all the thick concepts whose extensions he cannot master. The set T must 
be a subset of the former set. The thick concepts of the latter set are, according to this 
view, mere tools for “sounding off” rather than “genuine concepts”. This view is not 
Blackburn’s, however. He thinks, with Gibbard, that there is an alternative conception of 
consistency, which allows him to reject P2, and thus lets him accept both P6 and P7 
(however, as I have pointed out, it is not clear whether he accepts P7 or not). 

Embracing the shapelessness of thick concepts
Perhaps some important thick concepts are without shapes at the descriptive level. 
Blackburn’s and Gibbard’s strategy is to concede this but claim that it is of no 
consequence to non-cognitivism. 

Remember that both Gibbard and Blackburn see their metaethical projects primarily as 
naturalistic explanatory projects. I think they embrace P1 less wholeheartedly than Hare. 

1 Especially in Ruling Passions.
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If moral judgements do not look quite as robust as some instance of genuine concept-
application (in mathematics or physics say) when viewed from a naturalistic Galilean 
perspective, then so much the worse for moral judgements. Despite this, both Gibbard 
and Blackburn argue that moral judgements emerge unscathed and remain robust after the 
inspection. Perhaps not quite as robust as Hare hopes, however.

What alternative conception of consistency and rationality is available to Blackburn 
and Gibbard? I agree with McDowell that if they accept P6, then – for some concepts at 
least – they cannot piggyback consistency on top of GKWs in the way Hare does. 
Blackburn briefly describes an alternative conception in the following way:

I believe that we do require a conception of ‘going on in the same way’ in ethics, not in the 
sense that we demand that all the things to which we have a given attitude form one kind, but 
in the sense that it worries us if we cannot draw distinctions when we react differently.1

There are two differences between the conception McDowell assumes that the non-
cognitivist must embrace and the conception that Blackburn alludes to here. First, there is 
a shift from a “demand” to a “worry”, and secondly, there is a shift from a focus on 
correspondences between attitudes and GKWs, to a focus on the idea that cases 
(situations, actions, characters) which differ evaluatively must also differ descriptively. 
The first shift, one in attitude, is, I believe, a moral shift. The second shift is a shift 
toward a “thin” conception of consistency which follows from the Supervenience 
Requirement. Taken together, both shifts result in a conception of  “going on in the same 
way” that is a lot less strict than Hare’s “GKW-driven” conception.

Both Blackburn and Gibbard think that an evolutionary and developmental story of the 
origin our moral capacities can explain why some degree of consistency is important. I 
will not recount Blackburn’s or Gibbard’s drafts of such stories. I have already gestured at 
the relevance of ideas about learning and teaching costs (this would be part of the 
developmental story); another important idea is the gains in biological fitness brought 
about by efficient social coordination, conflict resolution and consensus formation (this 
would be part of the evolutionary story). Some (quite considerable) degree of consistency 
can also be justified by appeal to considerations of justice and impartiality.2 Note that this 
places the issue in the sphere of moral deliberation, not merely within the sphere of 
theoretical reason. Consistency is an important (but not always overriding) value that 
most of us share. How we homo sapiens came to see this value as important can be 
explained naturalistically (the deliberative and the explanatory projects are separate of 
course, but they are both part of moral philosophy).

Why cannot non-cognitivists embrace the idea that thick concepts are descriptively 

1 Blackburn, “Reply”, p. 170.
2 For thoughts about both the explanatory background and the normative justificatory considerations, see 

Ibid., p. 180; and Gibbard, Wise Choices, Apt Feelings,  pp. 284-291.
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shapeless? There are two arguments that are intended to show that non-cognitivism is 
incompatible with the idea of descriptively shapeless thick concepts. First, following 
Williams, one could argue that according to a non-cognitivist, a thick concept is “guided 
round the world by its descriptive content” and the evaluative component only plays a 
role in determining the output, that is the evaluation.1 If there is no GKW for a thick 
concept to correspond to, then how are we to pick out the concept from the web of causal 
connections making up a human organism and its environment. We could perhaps pick 
out the utterance of a specific word, say ‘courage’, but unless we could tie these 
utterances to something common to all utterance contexts, we would have to interpret 
them as mere “sounding off”. However, this argument is only effective against non-
cognitivists that hold on to a particularly rigid version of the two-component view of 
thick concepts. On what I have called the qualified evaluation view or on the evaluative 
load view, the world-guided and the action-guiding side of a thick concept do not have to 
map neatly onto separate components of meaning. Secondly, there is the conclusion 
drawn by McDowell from the Consistency Argument: Descriptively shapeless thick 
concepts are incompatible with a non-cognitivist account of moral rationality.

A discussion about how the non-cognitivist can construe a dependence relation 
between world-guidedness and action-guidingness is in place here. McDowell claims that 
Teo cannot master the extension without understanding the evaluative perspective from 
which the concept is employed. Williams also seems to claim that Teo cannot get the 
extension right – he cannot “come to understand and anticipate the use of the concept” – 
without sharing (at least imaginatively) the evaluative perspective. Other commentators 
have expressed the difficulty with disentangling in similar terms. Charles Taylor, in a 
piece discussing the thick concept debate, writes that “[w]ith terms like ‘courageous’, 
‘generous’, and the like, the concept has the extension it has in part in virtue of its 
evaluative force.”2 Blackburn also assumes that this is the issue being debated.3 The 
supposition seems to be that non-cognitivists wants to, or have to, deny this. Putnam also 
seems to assume that this is what is at issue in a passage quoted earlier: 

The attempt of noncognitivists to split thick ethical concepts into a “descriptive meaning 
component” and a “prescriptive meaning component” founders on the impossibility of saying 
what the “descriptive meaning” of, say, “cruel” is without using the word “cruel” or a 
synonym. For example, it certainly is not the case that the extension of “cruel” (setting the 
evaluation aside, as it were) is simply “causing deep suffering,” [...]4

Here a familiar thought recurs: The trouble for the (two-component) non-cognitivist 

1 Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, p. 141.
2 Taylor, “Ethics and Ontology”, p. 306; See also Lovibond, Realism and Imagination in Ethics, pp. 19-

20.
3 Blackburn, Ruling Passions, p. 96.
4 Putnam, The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays, p. 38.
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analysis is that the extension of a thick concept is not merely determined by its 
descriptive component. As I have already pointed out (see page 42), Putnam backs this up 
by reference to “the impossibility of saying what the ‘descriptive meaning’ of, say, ‘cruel’ 
is” without using an evaluative vocabulary. Perhaps Putnam means that the impossibility 
of saying this is an additional problem for the non-cognitivist (I am not sure).

Jonathan Dancy however, when commenting on the debate, thinks that the controversy 
has not been about whether the descriptive equivalents of some thick concepts can have 
the same extension as the thick concepts themselves. He writes:

There is nobody in this debate who ever denied that the extension of a thick term, considered 
as a whole, is determined partly by the evaluative side. ... The crucial question was to be ... 
whether non-cognitivists must think of the extension of the descriptive side as unaffectable by 
what happens on the evaluative side.1

As a historical claim about “this debate”, I am sure Dancy is wrong. However, perhaps 
Dancy is commenting on what he thinks the debate should have been about. But it is far 
from clear what Dancy recommends. What is the extension of a thick concept, if not the 
extension of the concept considered as a whole? To talk about “the extension of the 
descriptive side” seems to assume a simple two-component analysis according to which 
the input from the world determines the extension, while the evaluative side is “turned 
on” when the input is evaluated in a certain way; that is, when it happens to trigger a 
certain output. I simply do not understand Dancy here, and I do not understand why non-
cognitivists have been associated with the idea that the evaluative element of a thick 
concept cannot take part in the determination of the concept’s extension. There is simply 
no reason to think that this is not possible.

A hybrid position
Admitting that there are descriptively shapeless thick concepts, but insisting that no 
important thick concept is descriptively shapeless is a position that can be characterised 
as a kind of hybrid position. It is a hybrid position because it requires a disjunctive 
analysis of thick concepts. If a thick concept has a descriptive shape, then it is analysed in 
one way, and if it does not, then it is analysed in another way. Either part of the 
disjunctive analysis is non-cognitivist, so the position does not depart from a non-
cognitivism about moral language in general. However, another hybrid positions may be 
possible, which depart from a “global” moral non-cognitivism. 

One could accept the Consistency Argument, but still hold that a non-cognitivist view 
is the best alternative when it comes to analysing thin moral concepts and those thick 
concepts that have descriptive shape (in other words, those that correspond to GKWs). 
According to P6, there is one set of concepts whose extensions Teo can master, and 

1 Dancy, “In Defence of Thick Concepts”, p. 271.
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another set (S) of concepts whose extensions he cannot master. 

(P6) There is a non-empty set S of thick concepts whose extensions Teo cannot master 
(not even in principle).

Now, a two-component analysis can be applied to the thick concepts that Teo can master 
the extension of. Thick concepts that are members of T, and whose extensions Teo cannot 
master, is instead given a cognitivist treatment. This position avoids the Consisteny 
Argument by not being thoroughly non-cognitivist, but it incorporates a non-cognitivist 
two-component analysis as a component. However, this is an unappealing position. Once 
a cognitivist treatment of some thick concepts has been taken onboard, then one of the 
major motivations for a non-cognitivist treatment of other concepts has been removed (to 
avoid ‘queer’ properties). It would then be natural to extend the cognitivist treatment to 
cover all moral concepts, regardless of whether they are members of T or not.

4.4 Rule-Following Considerations – reconsidering their relevance
I have already noted that McDowell’s considerations about rule-following are not 
explicitly pressing home a point about thick concepts in particular. On the contrary; the 
point McDowell makes is entirely general, it concerns all concepts. When McDowell 
asks his readers to consider “a specific conception of some moral virtue: the conception 
current in a reasonably cohesive moral community”, this is in the context of the External 
Standpoint Experiment.1 While it is right to think of the Rule-Following Considerations 
as supporting P6, the Rule-Following Considerations are clearly intended to do something 
more as well. I think that McDowell intends the the Rule-Following Considerations to 
show that disentangling is not only sometimes impossible, but actually does not make 
sense at all. McDowell thinks the Rule-Following Considerations show that the non-
cognitivist’s conception of GKWs is philosophically naive. Without this conception, 
McDowell believes the disentangling manoeuvre is doomed from the start.

As Blackburn has noted, there is a disanalogy between mathematical concepts and 
moral concepts that may be important.2 While there is near total agreement concerning 
the application of mathematical concepts, this is far from true in the case of moral 
concepts. If it is the near-total agreement (or the habits and sensibilities that creates the 
agreement) that is supposed to make us comfortable with mathematical cognitivism, then 
it is difficult to see how the Rule-Following Considerations are supposed to deliver moral 
cognitivism.3 Of course, in the case of  “a specific conception of some moral virtue: the 

1 McDowell, “Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 144.
2 Blackburn, “Reply”, p. 144; Blackburn, Ruling Passions, pp. 93-94.
3 McDowell states, in a footnote addressing Blackburn’s objection, that “[w]hat matters is, for instance, 

agreement about what counts as a reasonable argument; consider how lawyers recognize competence in 
their fellows, in spite of disagreement over hard cases.” (“Non-Cognitivism and Rule-Following”, p. 
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conception current in a reasonably cohesive moral community”, the degree of agreement 
may be significant (this is one connection between the Rule Following Considerations 
and thick concepts). 

I think the Rule-Following Considerations can be used against a very crude argument 
for non-cognitivism that follows this line: The application of moral concepts depends on 
human sensibilities and responses while the application of mathematical and empirical 
concepts depends on genuine kinds of the world. Therefore, moral statements are non-
cognitive, while mathematical and empirical statements are cognitive.1 The Rule-
Following Considerations show that this kind of “argument” is defective: Understanding 
and mastering any concept, whether moral, mathematical, or empirical, is inextricably 
dependent on human sensibilities, responses, and – if you will – the whirls of organisms. 
However, this does not show that all kinds of statements are as objective or truth-apt as 
any other kind. Nor does it show that it is not useful to distinguish between expressive 
and assertive functions of statements. Nor does it invalidate an explanatory project of 
trying to understand morality in purely naturalistic terms. Perhaps the Wittgensteinian 
thickies already know this however. Sabina Lovibond, whose metaethical position is 
close to McDowell’s, seems to be aware of it:

[...] our version of moral realism is realistic in a purel metaphysical sense. It is a conception 
[...] defined by its opposition to the empiricist [= non-cognitivist] conception, whose own 
defining characteristic [...] was a metaphysical distinction between ‘fact’ and ‘value’. Our 
moral realism merely denies that distinction at the level at which the non-cognitive theorist of 
ethics asserts it. This does not involve any commitment to denying that there are 
phenomenological distinctions between different language-games [...]. It does not prevent us 
from recognizing that different departments of our thinking exhibit varying degrees of 
objectivity.2

Once we recognise the differences between the various “departments of our thinking”, 
why should we decline from asking for an explanation of these differences? Maybe the 
search for an explanation leads us to embrace a non-cognitivist view of moral discourse. 
Maybe not. The point is that there is nothing in the Rule-Following Considerations 
themselves, which lead us to think that one or the other answer is more plausible than the 
other. The Rule-Following Considerations merely show that we should not expect 
everyday moral discourse to be transparently non-cognitive. Then again, few non-
cognitivists have claimed such a thing.3 

Gerald Lang has articulated an interesting argument against McDowell according to 
which the Rule-Following Considerations in fact undermines what I have called the 

160n14)
1 Obviously, additional premisses are needed to scaffold the this crude argument. I only intend to gesture 

at a general line of thought.
2 Lovibond, Realism and Imagination in Ethics, p. 68.
3 Ayer is perhaps an exception.
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Consistency Argument.1 McDowell argues that the disentangling manoeuvre is not 
always possible since Teo cannot master the extension of some thick concepts. The 
argument rests on the assumption that if the disentangling manoeuvre was always 
successful, then Teo could master the extension of all thick concepts. Lang points out that 
this assumption is false, and that it is precisely the Rule-Following Considerations that 
show it to be false:

Imagine that the outsider could perform the disentanling manoeuvre. That is, imagine that, if 
certain instantiations of an alien moral concept were pointed out to him, the outsider could 
disentangle these instantiations into their affective and natural components. Does this 
guarantee that the outsider would be able to predict the applicability of the concept to future 
cases? No, since the rule-following considerations show us that there is nothing about a 
sequence of applications, considered in itself, that determines how the rule or concept should 
be applied in future cases. Having a body of data about the naturalistic underpinnings of a 
moral concept does not instruct the outsider how to go on successfully applying the concept 
thereafter.2

Thus, the External Standpoint Experiment and the Rule-Following Considerations are 
mutually incompatible. Each argument requires that the other fails. There is nothing 
wrong with putting forth incompatible arguments of course. It is an effective strategy: 
Non-cognitivism is shown to be mistaken both from this set of premisses and from that 
set of premisses. However, McDowell shows no awareness of this incompatibility. I have 
already pointed out that the Rule-Following Considerations do not make a point about 
thick concepts in particular and I think McDowell would do best to dislodge the Rule-
Following Considerations from the Consistency Argument. This, however, leaves the 
intuitions brought out (or not) by the External Standpoint Experiment as the sole 
underpinning of P6.

1 See Lang, “The Rule-Following Considerations and Metaethics”.
2 Ibid., p. 203.
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5. CONCLUSIONS
The focus of this thesis has been a challenge to non-cognitivist views of moral language – 
the challenge from thick moral concepts. More precisely, my aims have been threefold: (i) 
to present different models for analysing thick concepts that has been proposed by non-
cognitivists, (ii) to explicate the argument against non-cognitivism based on thick 
concepts (as it has been formulated by McDowell), and (iii) to show how non-cognitivists 
have responded to, or could respond to, the argument based on thick concepts.

In this final chapter, I briefly summarise my findings and conclusions.

5.1 Non-cognitivist analyses
In chapter 2, my overview of non-cognitivist treatments of thick concepts showed that 
non-cognitivists are not limited to a simple two-component analysis of thick concepts. I 
have distinguished between several non-cognitivist views of thick concepts.

➢ The blind view: Concepts that are purported to be thick by others – ‘cruel’, ‘kind’ 
etc – are really either thin moral concepts or purely descriptive concepts. This 
view is implicitly held by Ayer.

➢ The two-component view: The meaning of thick concepts can be disentangled into 
two components, a descriptive (or conceptual) meaning component and an 
evaluative (or emotive) meaning component. Thick concepts have a greater share 
of descriptive meaning than thin concepts, but, unlike purely descriptive concepts, 
they have an evaluative meaning component as well. This view is held by 
Stevenson and Hare.

➢ The qualified evaluation view: Thick concepts are primarily evaluative, they do 
not have distinct descriptive meaning components, but their application is 
constrained by descriptive qualifications. This view is held by Gibbard and 
Burton.

➢ The evaluative load view: Thick concepts are merely examples of a more general 
phenomenon of description-evaluation entanglement in language. Terms can carry 
an evaluative load, but so can tunes and gestures. There is nothing special with 
terms in this respect, they are simply one type of communicative means among 
others. This view is held by Blackburn

All the non-cognitivists I have presented distinguish between description and evaluation 
at some level of analysis, but the distinction is not always drawn in terms of cleanly 
separable components of meaning. Description and evaluation can be disentangled, but 
not necessarily from the perspective of the speaker or the lexicographer. Perhaps certain 
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thick concepts can only be disentangled by a cultural outsider, or by a reflective 
philosopher, who imaginatively looks at the world from a Galilean perspective.

5.2 The argument from thick concepts
My reconstruction of the “thick concept argument” as it appears in McDowell’s “Non-
cognitivism and rule-following” consists of an overarching Consistency Argument with 
two auxiliary components: the External Standpoint Experiment and the Rule-Following 
Considerations. The Consistency Argument is intended to force the noncognitivist into a 
dilemma. According to the argument, a non-cognitivist must, about a particular thick 
concept, either claim that (a) it is possible to disentangle the concept (which implies that 
there is a GKW corresponding to the concept), or that (b) applications of the concept are 
not instances of genuine concept-application (because the non-cognitivist’s conception of 
consistency, of applying the same concept, requires that it is possible to disentangle the 
concept). Now, McDowell claims that there are some thick concepts, which cannot be 
disentangled, whose application any adequate metaethical theory must construe as an 
instance of genuine concept-application. 

It is clear that McDowell assumes that the non-cognitivist he is arguing against 
embraces a two-component view of thick concepts. This has been recognised by other 
commentators, but it is important to realise that the Consistency Argument is not only 
intended to establish that a two-component view is untenable on its own; it is also 
intended to establish that the non-cognitivist needs the two-component view in order to 
account for moral rationality. This aspect of the argument has not, I believe, been 
generally recognised. My reconstruction of the argument makes this aspect clear, 
however.

The External Standpoint Experiment and the Rule-Following Considerations are 
intended to establish P6, that is, that there are some thick concepts whose extensions the 
external observer (in the External Standpoint Experiment) cannot master (even in 
principle). I have argued that there is a tension between the Consistency Argument, which 
turns on properties of specific (thick) concepts, and the Rule-Following Considerations, 
which make a much more general point about meaning. The Consistency Argument rests 
on a broad and wooden distinction between thin and thick concepts, while the Rule-
Following Considerations seem to discredit precisely such distinctions. I have also 
endorsed Gerald Lang’s claim that the Rule-Following Considerations in fact undermines 
McDowell’s use of the External Standpoint Experiment. Thus, thickies should not use the 
Rule-Following Considerations in order to back of P6.

The External Standpoint Experiment is used by McDowell (and Williams) to bring out 
an intution that support the claim that some thick concepts are descriptively shapeless, 
that is, that they do not correspond to GKWs. However, I believe that the epistemic status 
of this intuition is low, and so the “support” that it gives to McDowell’s and Williams’ 
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claim is weak. I share their intuition about the thought experiment, but others do not. The 
Rule-Following Considerations may help to undermine the contrary intuition, that thick 
concepts have descriptive shapes, but they are, as I have pointed out, in tension with the 
Consistency Argument.

5.3 Non-cognitivist responses
Based on the non-cognitivist analyses presented chapter 2, I have found that non-
cognitivists can avoid the conclusion of the Consistency Argument in four ways:

(1) The non-cognitivist may deny that it is a desideratum of a metaethical theory that 
moral discourse is construed as constrained by consistency. (Reject P1.)

(2) The non-cognitivist may hold on to Hare’s “GKW-driven” conception of 
rationality and try to argue that there are no descriptively shapeless thick concepts. 
(Deny P6.)

(3) The non-cognitivist may argue that while there may be thick concepts without 
shapes at the descriptive level (such as, perhaps, ‘funny’, ‘gross’, etc), all the 
important thick concepts (such as, perhaps, ‘courageous’, ‘cruel’, etc) have 
descriptive shapes. (Deny P7.)

(4) The non-cognitivist may accept that there are (important) descriptively shapeless 
thick concepts and articulate a conception of consistency that is not incompatible 
with this fact. (Deny P2.)

McDowell himself agrees that the non-cognitivist may “successfully” avoid his argument 
by way of (1). Rejecting the desideratum of consistency is not a very appealing option 
however. Of course, moral discourse sometimes exhibits a lack of consistency and 
rationality, but then there are either good reasons why it should exhibit this “deficiency”, 
or it can be considered faulty on account of it. Ayer and Stevenson are trying to articulate 
purely causal theories of moral discourse however, and from such a starting point, (1) 
seems to be an available option.

What about (2)? Its success turns on whether there are descriptively shapeless thick 
concepts or not. Here there are conflicting intuitions: Hare clearly believes that all thick 
concepts have descriptive shapes, while McDowell, Williams and Putnam (among others) 
clearly believe that some thick concepts are descriptively shapeless. I do not know 
whether there are descriptively shapeless thick concepts or not, but my intuition is that 
there are such concepts. That people must fully enter into evaluative practices in order to 
see the relevant family resemblances between different groupings of purely descriptive 
features seems right. However, I am aware that other people have a different intuition, 
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namely that disentangling is always (in principle at least) possible.1

With (3), non-cognitivists are not required to make the strong claim that there are no 
descriptively shapeless thick concepts, but only need to claim that there are no important 
thick concepts (whose application must be construed as genuine concept-application). 
This way out of the dilemma posed by the Consistency Argument can be glimpsed in 
Blackburn’s writings, although ultimately, he seems to settle for the route provided by 
(4).

What about (4) then? This is the route taken by both Gibbard and Blackburn, and the 
one I personally find most interesting. The move places, I believe, the issue of 
consistency and rationality in its proper place, namely in the sphere of moral deliberation 
(partly – there is also the evolutionary-developmental story of the emergence of our 
existing norms of consistency and rationality). Whether, and how, we should be ‘going on 
doing the same thing’ should not be specified by some grid of descriptive kinds imposed 
from the world, it should be specified by hard, deep, and imaginative moral deliberation. 
In this sense, the shape of morality is only discernible from within a moral outlook, like 
McDowell himself has emphasised. 

1 This was, for example, the intuition of my opponent Martin Andersson. It is also Hare’s intuition (see 
the quotation on page 56).
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