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1. Title of the project
“They are racists, but they are not bad.”
How loaded language combines evaluation and description

2. Coordinators
Dr. Giovanni Cassani, CSAI
Dr. Matteo Colombo, DFI

3. Project summary
If I call you a racist, I mean to describe one of your traits and also evaluate it as negative. Terms
like racist (but also poor, rude, courageous, gullible, …) express what philosophers call thick
concepts1, which somehow combine evaluation and non-evaluative description and stand in
contrast to purely evaluative terms like good or bad, and non-evaluative descriptive terms, like
Italian or spherical.
When explaining how thick concepts work, philosophers typically rely on their own intuitions,
taken to be linguistic data representative of how ordinary language works. Yet, reliance on
personal linguistic intuition has contributed to foster disagreement about whether thick terms
convey an evaluation as a matter of semantics -- i.e. as a matter of the conditions that must hold
for utterances involving thick terms to express true propositions -- or whether they do so
through pragmatic mechanisms, such as linguistic conventions, conversational norms or
contextual implicatures2. Here, we aim to clarify this disagreement by combining ideas and
methods from philosophy, experimental pragmatics and computational linguistics.
Specifically, during online experiments, native English participants will be presented with
sentences such as
John is racist, and he is a good man (1)
where a thick term (racist) is combined with an evaluative or descriptive adjective (e.g., good,
Dutch) by either a coordinating (and) or an adversative conjunction (but). We will manipulate
the polarity of the thick term and the evaluative adjective, and test their effect on how
acceptable participants find these sentences3. We will collect an implicit measure of
acceptability through self-paced reading4 (unacceptable combinations slow readers down) and
explicit acceptability measurements by asking participants the extent to which the sentence
sounds contradictory3. If (1) is rated as very unacceptable, that would be evidence for a
semantic approach to thick terms.

Moreover, we will rely on state-of-the-art language models trained on large corpora5,6,7,8,9 to
(i) derive measures of how predictable the second adjective is and assess whether they predict
acceptability ratings; and (ii) extrapolate the predictability of adjectives with opposite polarity
to check whether the first thick term in combination with the conjunction triggers coherent
semantic expectations for positive or negative terms10.
In conclusion, our project helps advance current understanding of how thick concepts combine
evaluation and description, probes possible biases present in widely used language
models11,12,13, and demonstrates how methods from different fields can fruitfully be integrated
to pursue research at the intersection of philosophy, psycholinguistics and the digital
humanities.
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4. Project timeline
Brief work plan including timeline.
During the summer 2021, the two coordinators will start to define experimental design and
analysis protocol for the envisaged studies. We shall distribute an open call for trainees in our
project in late August 2021. With the trainee, we shall settle on a final design and analysis plan
in the first few weeks of the traineeship in September. In October, with the approval of the
Ethics board at TSHD, we shall collect behavioural data in an online survey. Between
November and December, we shall focus on the analysis of behavioral data using statistical
techniques (including, but not limited to, mixed effect models), on the extraction of
computationally-derived measures of word predictability, using state-of-the-art language
models from Natural Language Processing, and on the writing of a research article, where we
report our findings in the context of the existing literatures on thick concepts in philosophy and
linguistics.
5. Research trainee profile
Trainees should ideally be enrolled in one of the following programs:
● Master in Data Science and Society
● Research Master in Linguistics and Communication
● Bachelor in Cognitive Science and Artificial Intelligence (the student passed the
Computational Linguistics course)
Trainees should have:
●
●
●
●
●
●

knowledge of experimental designs
a foundational knowledge of statistical methods (regression, ANOVA),
some knowledge of computational linguistics/NLP
basic knowledge of machine learning
have some experience coding in Python or R
good writing, communication and analytical skills

Knowledge of Philosophy of Language or Meta-ethics are a plus.
If you match most but not all of these requirements, please do submit your candidacy
nonetheless! Willingness to learn can outweigh almost any lack of technical skills.

All in all, this project will help a trainee to acquire work experience in an interdisciplinary
academic setting, to develop analytical and quantitative skills, to gain new knowledge and
understanding of the philosophical literature on thick concepts and suitable methods to advance
this literature. The trainee will gain further academic skills in giving presentations and
preparing a paper for publication, as we plan to present our findings at relevant research
conferences/symposia and to submit them as a research article.

