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In this paper, I argue that facts about the history or genealogy of concepts (facts 
about what I call “conceptual history”) can matter for normative inquiry. I argue 
that normative and evaluative issues about concepts (such as issues about which 
concepts an agent should use, in a given context) matter for all forms of inquiry 
(including normative inquiry) and that conceptual history can help us when we en-
gage in thinking about these normative and evaluative issues (which I call issues 
in “conceptual ethics”). My aim in making this argument is to develop a schematic 
framework for thinking about the relationship between conceptual history and nor-
mative inquiry. The framework puts pressure on those who, often unreflectively or 
implicitly, dismiss the potential relevance of conceptual history to normative inqui-
ry. At the same time, the framework can be seen as presenting a challenge to those 
drawn to more radical views about the relationship between conceptual history and 
normative inquiry. The challenge is this: if one wants a more ambitious model of 
the relevance of conceptual history to normative inquiry than what I provide in this 
paper, one needs to explain what justifies such a model.

In On the Genealogy of Morality, Friedrich nietzsche launches what is perhaps  
 the most well- known attack on morality in modern philosophy.1 Famously, in 

making his attack, nietzsche draws heavily on a historical account of how and 
why morality emerged, and what impact it has had on our lives since its emer-
gence. One profitable way of reading this historical account— a way that will 
set the stage for my topic in this paper— is to understand some of nietzsche’s 
main historical claims as claims about concepts. Framed in this way, a core part 

1. nietzsche (1887/1994).
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of The Genealogy can be read as follows: in a context in which people use certain 
specifically moral concepts to make action- guiding normative claims, nietzsche 
does not respond to these claims by also employing those moral concepts in 
question. rather, he offers a historical account of why we started using these 
concepts, and of the consequences that have resulted from their use. In broad 
terms, nietzsche argues that certain moral concepts (roughly, the ones that have 
been dominant in the modern era) emerged as part of an attempt by some people 
to seek vengeance on others. In turn, nietzsche claims that the use of those con-
cepts has supported an order that stifles human flourishing, and, in particular, 
the flourishing of a certain type of person for whom he has particular concern. 
For nietzsche, these are not simply interesting historical observations about how 
some of our concepts first emerged and how they have been put to use. rather, 
for him, they are observations that are meant to have normative bite. In short, 
they are meant to be an important part of nietzsche’s attack on the form of mo-
rality that was dominant in his era, and, in a connected vein, on the practices and 
assumptions of modern moral philosophy.2

 nietzsche’s argument in The Genealogy (read in the way that I have out-
lined above) exemplifies an argumentative move that occurs throughout work in 
ethics and political philosophy. In basic terms, the argumentative move is this: in 
order to support a normative or evaluative position about the present (or future), 
one appeals to historical facts about the emergence or past use of concepts. This 
kind of argumentative move shows up in a range of important philosophical 
work, including, for example, in work by G.W.F. Hegel, Bernard Williams, Alas-
dair MacIntyre, elizabeth Anscombe, nicholas Wolterstorff, raymond Geuss, 
Quentin Skinner, Martin Heidegger, and Michel Foucault.3

One of the striking things about the basic argumentative move that I have 
sketched above is this: some philosophers (e.g., nietzsche and Geuss) make 
use of this move a lot. Other philosophers (e.g., robert nozick and Derek 
Parfit) hardly ever do.4 This difference might stem just from differences in their 
basic philosophical temperaments, or in their philosophical interests. But, at 
least prima facie, there is also reason to think that philosophers working on 
normative and evaluative issues have a range of attitudes not just toward the 
particular instances of this argumentative move (such as nietzsche’s use of it 
in The Genealogy) but toward the merits of the argumentative move in general. 
Arguments that rely on this move, after all, might easily fall prey to different 

2. For helpful further discussion of nietzsche’s Genealogy that resonates with my basic way 
of discussing it above (though not as squarely focused on issues about concepts in particular), see 
Leiter (2002).

3. See Hegel (1807/1977), Williams (1985), MacIntyre (1984), Anscombe (1958), Wolterstorff 
(2008), Geuss (2001a), Skinner (2002), Heidegger (1954/1993), and Foucault (1984c).

4. See nozick (1974) and Parfit (1984).
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versions of the genetic fallacy, or simply involve changing the topic of discus-
sion from a normative to a descriptive one. It is thus not hard to see why many 
would start with a skeptical attitude toward this argumentative move. This, 
then, suggests that it is worth thinking about the following general question: 
what should we make of this kind of argumentative move that I have sketched 
above? What (if anything) is there to it, and what does it take for it to be suc-
cessful? Putting things in slightly more general terms, the core issue here is 
this: do facts about the emergence and past use of our concepts (henceforth, 
facts of conceptual history) matter for normative and evaluative inquiry? And, if 
so, how, when, and why?5

In introducing this issue, I did so initially by reference to ethics and political 
philosophy. But these are not the only subareas of philosophy where we engage in 
normative and evaluative argument. We make normative claims (that is, claims 
involving should or ought, such as claims about what we should do, think, or feel) 
or evaluative claims (that is, claims involving value, such as claims about what 
is good or bad, better or worse) throughout philosophy. For example, we make 
claims in epistemology about which belief- forming methods are better or worse, 
or, relatedly, more or less justified, and claims in aesthetics about the relative 
merit of different works of art. The question that I have put forward is therefore 
one that matters for many more parts of philosophy than just ethics and political 
philosophy. Indeed, it is one that matters for any area of inquiry that concerns 
normative or evaluative issues (inquiry that I will henceforth call “normative or 
evaluative inquiry”, or just “normative inquiry” for short).

Many philosophers who are prominent proponents of conceptual history— 
for example, nietzsche, Heidegger, and Geuss— put forward their views about 
conceptual history in the context of advocating for a host of controversial posi-
tions about a range of topics in philosophy. These philosophers tend to present 
their use of conceptual history, in one way or another, as a part of an approach 
to philosophy that stands in direct opposition to the main currents of the field. 
This can lead to the impression that, in order to think that conceptual history 
is, or even might be, relevant to normative inquiry, one also needs to take on a 
host of controversial positions on other topics in philosophy. I think this view, 
however, is seriously mistaken. The main reasons why conceptual history can be 
relevant to normative inquiry, including in potentially significant ways, can be 
articulated and defended within a framework that doesn’t rely on a controver-
sial stand on topics in other parts of philosophy, and which will be congenial to 

5. Inquiry into the sorts of historical facts that I am interested in here is sometimes referred 
to as a form of “genealogical” inquiry (especially if it is done in a broadly nietzsche- inspired or 
Foucault- inspired way). If one adopted this way of talking, then one might think of the facts about 
conceptual history as essentially facts about conceptual genealogy. However, given my aims in this 
paper, I avoid this way of talking. I explain why in Section 5.
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a wide range of philosophers working within the main currents of contemporary 
philosophy. My goal in this paper is to make this case.

My argument in this paper is based on five basic claims. The first claim is that, 
for any given genuine instance of inquiry, there are internal success- conditions 
for that inquiry, such that the inquiry can go better or worse relative to those 
success- conditions. I take this to just be built into (or perhaps follow from) what 
it is to be an instance of inquiry, in one good stipulative sense of “inquiry”.6 
The second claim is that a given inquiry can go better or worse depending on 
which concepts one uses in that inquiry. The third claim is that which concepts 
we should use in a given inquiry is (at least in part) determined by which con-
cepts will help make that inquiry go best. The fourth claim is that there is such 
a thing as normative inquiry, or, put another way, that normative inquiry is a 
genuine form of inquiry, in the relevant, broad sense of “inquiry” that I intro-
duced above. Finally, the fifth claim is this: the descriptive information that we 
get from doing conceptual history can help us make progress in figuring out 
which concepts will help make a given instance of inquiry go best. Put together, 
these claims form an argument for the potential relevance of conceptual history 
to normative inquiry. My argument for the potential relevance of conceptual 
history to normative inquiry is really thus just a special case of an argument for 
the potential relevance of conceptual history to inquiry more generally. What 
matters is just that normative inquiry is a form of inquiry.

Crucially, the conclusion of this argument is not that conceptual history in 
fact matters for normative inquiry, let alone that it does so in significant ways. 
rather, my aim is to present a schematic framework for helping us better think 
about the relationship between conceptual history and normative inquiry. In as-
sessing the degree of importance of conceptual history for normative inquiry in 
general, or in assessing its impact on normative inquiry into a specific norma-
tive or evaluative issue, many philosophers don’t have a very clear conception 
of what kind of evidence would help establish things one way or another, and, 
thus, what it is they should be looking for in the first place, if they were to look at 
all. My argument in this paper— by presenting a framework for thinking about 
one of the core ways that conceptual history can matter for normative inquiry, 
including in potentially significant ways— helps provide some basic orientation 
in what to look for on these fronts.

6. It should be noted that if you don’t like this stipulative way of talking about “inquiry”, this 
will not matter for my core argument. Suppose one preferred a broader sense of “inquiry” such 
that some forms of inquiry lack the feature that I am talking about here: namely, that there are 
internal success- conditions for the inquiry, such that the inquiry can go better or worse relative 
to those success- conditions. In such a case, what I am talking about here could just be seen as one 
important kind of inquiry, such that many instances of inquiry have this feature but not all of them 
do. The rest of my argument could then be paraphrased accordingly, without loss of philosophical 
content.
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1. Situating My Argument and Its Aims

Two of the most important features of my argument are, first, its ecumenical 
nature and, second, its comparatively modest ambitions. In evaluating my argu-
ment, it will be crucial not only to understand that these are important features of 
my argument, but also to appreciate some of the reasons why they are important.

My argument is ecumenical in the following respect: it does not rest on the 
kinds of controversial or unorthodox philosophical theses that frequently show 
up in arguments that philosophers make for the relevance of conceptual history 
to normative inquiry. For instance, my argument doesn’t take on any radical 
claims about the metaphysics of normativity (e.g., that some form of anti- realism 
or framework relativism is true about normative facts, properties, etc.),7 the 
metaphysics of concepts (e.g., that concepts themselves are fundamentally social 
or historical entities),8 the nature of linguistic or mental content (e.g., that some 
strong form of externalism is true),9 or the nature of philosophy as such (e.g., 
that many philosophical problems can be undone by a mixture of Wittgenstei-
nian therapeutic practice and Foucaultian genealogy).10 Some of these further 
theses might of course be true, and, moreover, it might of course be that the truth 
of some of these theses does matter for how to assess the relevance of conceptual 
history to normative inquiry.11 However, I take it as a distinct philosophical ad-
vantage of my argument that it rests on none of these above theses. This is for 
two main reasons. First, by avoiding use of these further theses, my argument 
takes on fewer controversial premises, thus making the argument less vulner-
able to attack. Second, by proceeding in this way, we end up with a clearer and 
more distilled understanding of some of the main reasons why conceptual his-
tory can be relevant to normative inquiry. This distilled understanding, I claim, 
is one that philosophers from a range of different theoretical perspectives can 
grasp, and then draw on or expand on in their work in different ways, depend-
ing on their further philosophical commitments and interests.

A second important feature of my argument is that the ambitions of the ar-

7. See Geuss (2001a), Geuss (2008), Hacking (2002), and Davidson (2001).
8. Versions of this thesis show up in Geuss (2001a), Hacking (2002), Brandom (1994), Daston 

and Galison (2007), and Davidson (2001).
9. Semantic externalism is a major component of Sally Haslanger’s work on the import of 

genealogy for inquiry. A central component of genealogy, as Haslanger understands it, is what I 
am here calling “conceptual history”. See Haslanger (2005) and Haslanger (2000). See also epstein 
(2010). Some form of semantic externalism is also arguably a central component of Heidegger 
(1927/1962) and Davidson (2001). For two of the classic statements of the broad type of externalism 
I have in mind here, see Burge (1979) and Putnam (1975). For helpful more contemporary discus-
sion, see Schroeter (2008).

10. See Davidson (2001) and Hacking (2002).
11. This is something that I will return to later in this paper, when I briefly discuss (in Section 

6) how certain forms of content externalism could matter here, if true.
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gument are fairly modest, at least when compared to what many are after when 
they make a case for the relevance of conceptual history to normative inquiry. 
For instance, my goal is not to overturn standard methodological assumptions 
in normative inquiry, nor is it to make the claim that facts about conceptual 
history are always an extremely important source of evidence in normative in-
quiry. rather, it is a point about the possibility of conceptual history mattering 
to normative inquiry. This might seem that it is very easy to establish— so easy, 
perhaps, as to be irrelevant to the actual practice of normative inquiry. After all, 
isn’t it possible that descriptive information about how internal combustion en-
gines work in cars might be helpful to making progress on a wide range of issues 
in normative inquiry? For example, isn’t it possible that such information about 
combustion engines could help us make progress on normative issues in eth-
ics that prima facie have nothing directly to do with cars? One might therefore 
wonder if my argument is really contributing anything at all. It is. If successful, 
my argument in what follows does do something more than just establish that 
information about conceptual history is on a par with information about com-
bustion engines (in terms of the relevance of such information to a wide range of 
issues in normative inquiry). In particular, my argument shows how conceptual 
history provides the kind of information that, given the nature of inquiry and the 
role of concepts within it, is the kind of information that we have good reason 
to suspect might matter in a range of instances of normative inquiry. How many 
instances of it will be relevant, and to how much of normative inquiry, isn’t 
something that we can settle in advance. It will depend, among other things, 
on what the right theory of concepts is, and what conceptual history actually 
shows. engaging with such issues is the task of further work. nothing in my 
ecumenical framework settles how it should go.

But one might still be worried about how much my argument here really 
matters, given how modest my conclusions are. After all, how many philoso-
phers explicitly deny the relevance of conceptual history to normative inquiry, 
let alone the potential relevance of it? Isn’t all the action therefore simply fig-
uring out exactly how much it matters, or figuring out in what specific places it 
does matter, or figuring out how much of our limited cognitive resources phi-
losophers should spend studying conceptual history, as opposed to doing any 
number of other things? I agree that much of where the philosophical action is 
involves engaging with these more specific questions. But it is a mistake to think 
that it is where all of the important philosophical action is. To see why that is so, 
first consider that it is standard practice in large parts of contemporary norma-
tive inquiry (at least such inquiry that happens in the broadly Anglo- American 
context) to simply ignore or not worry about conceptual history, often without 
argument for why one is proceeding in this way. My argument gives us reason 
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to think that this might very well be a mistake, and, moreover, gives us a highly 
ecumenical framework to help orient us in thinking about whether it actually is 
or is not. Against the backdrop of current practices in normative and evaluative 
theorizing, that by itself is an important methodological intervention to make.

Second, consider that many philosophers— especially those working within 
certain strands of broadly “continental” philosophy, including those drawing on 
work from Heidegger, Hegel, nietzsche, and Foucault— often take it for granted 
that conceptual history matters for normative inquiry, and that it does so in radi-
cal or dramatic ways. My framework here can be read as a challenge of sorts to 
those drawn to such more radical views. The challenge is this: if one wants a 
more ambitious model of the relevance of conceptual history to normative in-
quiry than what I provide in this paper, one needs to explain what justifies such 
a model. One way to do that would be to reject my framework and replace it 
with something else— which, given how ecumenical my framework is, is going 
to be hard to do. Another way would be to identify what specific further premises 
one needs to add to my argument in order to deliver the more dramatic conclu-
sions, and then to defend those premises. (For example, are those premises ones 
simply about what the actual historical facts about our concepts turn out to be? 
Or are they ones about the grounds of epistemic justification? Or ones about 
the nature of concepts?) The framework I put forward helps bring out how and 
why views on certain philosophical topics (e.g., the nature of concepts, or the 
grounds of epistemic justification), as well as the actual historical facts about 
our concepts, might be used to generate a more radical view than I put forward 
in this paper. Thus, by using my ecumenical framework as a starting point, one 
can begin to more clearly understand the shape of the challenges involved in 
defending a more radical view about the relevance of conceptual history to nor-
mative inquiry.

2. Concepts and the Aims of Inquiry

The first main claim of my argument is this: all forms of inquiry have internal 
success- conditions, such that the inquiry can go better or worse relative to those 
success- conditions. There are many different kinds of success- conditions that 
one might think are built into a given kind of inquiry (or a given token instance 
of that kind). In short, what those success- conditions are will depend on what 
the constitutive aims of that inquiry are. For my purposes in this paper, we can 
think of constitutive aims as follows: aims that are internal to the inquiry, in the 
sense that they are aims that are set by features of the inquiry qua inquiry (of 
the kind that it is), and not by external standards, such as what we hope to ac-
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complish with the results of an inquiry, or norms that determine whether that 
inquiry is one worth spending our time pursuing, all- things- considered.12

Once one grants that there are internal success- conditions for an inquiry— 
ones that explain what it would be for that inquiry to be successful on its own 
terms— it is difficult to resist the following thesis: which concepts one uses in a 
given inquiry help determine how successful or not a given inquiry is qua in-
stance of that kind of inquiry. This brings me to the second main claim of my 
argument: a given instance of inquiry can go better or worse (on its own terms) 
depending on which concepts one uses in that inquiry.

 Why think that which concepts we use matters for how well a given in-
stance of inquiry goes? To motivate this thought, let’s start with the question of 
what concepts are. For my purposes in this paper, we can here paint in fairly 
broad brushstrokes. In basic terms, I take concepts to be constituent components 
or ingredients of thoughts, components that help us represent the world in a 
certain way, or connect up thoughts in a certain way. Based on this, we can then 
make a distinction between an individual possessing (or having) a concept ver-
sus an individual using that concept. We can draw that distinction as follows: a) 
an agent has a concept when she is capable of thinking thoughts involving that 
concept, and b) she uses that concept when she actually thinks such thoughts. For 
example, an agent has the concept dog when she is capable of thinking thoughts 
that represent something in the world as a dog as such (and not just, for example, 
as a four- legged animal of some kind).13 And she uses that concept dog when she ac-
tually thinks thoughts using that representational capacity, such as, for example, 
when she thinks the thought this animal in front of me is a dog.14

 With this basic understanding of concepts in hand, it is fairly straightfor-
ward to see that an instance of inquiry can go better or worse based on which 
concepts one uses in that inquiry. Concepts structure our thoughts and make 
certain thoughts possible as opposed to others. And which concepts we end up 
using affects which thoughts we in fact have. Since the success of inquiry de-
pends in part on which thoughts we have, which concepts we use is part of what 

12. What I have said so far helps explain what is involved in this first main claim of my argu-
ment. But it is not an argument on behalf of it. However, for my purposes here, I am just going to 
take this first main claim of my argument as given. This is because, as I stated in in the introduc-
tion, I take the claim here to just be built into (or perhaps to follow from) what it is to be an instance 
of inquiry, in one good stipulative sense of “inquiry”. To give up on that idea, I think, is in effect to 
change the topic of conversation from the kind of activity that I am interested in here in this paper 
(one that I am calling “inquiry”).

13. In this paper, I follow one standard convention in the literature on concepts and use 
smallcaps to represent concepts. On this convention, see Margolis and Laurence (1999).

14. This is, obviously, a schematic understanding of what concepts are. Different theorists 
will have different ways of fleshing out this schematic understanding. For my purposes here, the 
schematic understanding will be enough.



 Conceptual History, Conceptual Ethics, and the Aims of Inquiry • 35

Ergo • vol. 3, no. 2 • 2016

helps determine how successful an instance of inquiry is. Moreover, the thoughts 
we have affect a whole host of other things beyond our thoughts that also mat-
ter for the success of inquiry, including, crucially, the actions we take based on 
our thoughts. Given these roles that concepts play in structuring our thought 
and action, it is hard to deny that some concepts are better than others for the 
purposes of a given inquiry. Importantly, this basic conclusion doesn’t depend 
on something unique about inquiry per se. In fact, there is a more general point to 
be made here: for basically any project that has internal success- conditions, and 
which involves thought involving concepts, some concepts will be better to use 
than others for helping that project go well.

Some specific examples might be helpful to illustrate this claim, as well as to 
offer additional motivation for it. First, consider an example involving inquiry: 
for many parts of mathematical inquiry, it is good for an agent to have (and use) 
the concepts set and number. In contrast, a gerrymandered concept that picked 
out all numbers, giraffes, and stoves is less good for the purposes of mathemati-
cal inquiry. Or consider an example involving a project other than inquiry: for 
the purposes of cooking food, it will often be helpful to have (and use) the con-
cepts bake and simmer. In short, for many projects involving cooking, the project 
will generally go better if you have and use those concepts than if you do not.

 One question is whether the following claim is correct: inquiry can go 
better or worse depending on which concepts one uses in that inquiry. Anoth-
er question is what explains why exactly this claim is true. How one explains 
why this claim is true will depend in part on how one thinks about the success- 
conditions of inquiry. All that I need for building my main argument is the claim 
itself, rather than any explanation of it. However, I want to make a brief aside 
here in order to discuss some different explanations of this claim that one might 
give, based on different models of inquiry. I do this for three main reasons. First, 
it helps to underscore just how ecumenical the argument thus far is. Second, it 
helps explain how different meta- philosophical views slot into the framework 
I am developing. Third, these views will also be helpful references moving for-
ward, once I turn explicitly to discussion of conceptual history.

One straightforward model of a given instance of inquiry (which we might 
label as a broadly “realist” one) is to think that the inquiry aims at learning about 
some subset of reality, where that involves attempting to discover (and correctly 
represent) some part of reality that obtains independently of our inquiry into it. 
For our purposes here, we might also gloss this as follows: the inquiry aims at 
correct representation of some domain of facts. Based on this, one might then be 
drawn to the following view: concepts are tools that help us better learn about a 
part of reality and provide a true representation of it, and some tools are better 
to use for this purpose than others.

One could also have a more ambitious realist model, on which truth is only 



36 • David Plunkett

Ergo • vol. 3, no. 2 • 2016

part of the goal of inquiry, and the other part involves using the concepts that 
match up with the objective structure of reality. Theodore Sider articulates a ver-
sion of this view in Writing the Book of the World. As he puts it: “For a representa-
tion to be fully successful, truth is not enough; the representation must also use 
the right concepts, so that its conceptual structure matches reality’s structure. 
There is an objectively correct way to ‘write the book of the world’” (Sider 2012: 
vii). On Sider’s theory, the role of concepts here is not that they are to be assessed 
in an instrumental way, in terms of helping facilitate the goal of forming true 
beliefs, or any other goal. On Sider’s view, fit between the objective structure of 
reality and the concepts one uses in one’s theory matters independently of what-
ever other instrumental benefits one might get along the way by using certain 
concepts.

Another kind of view of inquiry one might hold ties its success to the pursuit 
of certain practical aims. There are different ways of fleshing out what this idea 
might amount to. For example, consider Bas van Fraassen’s view in the philoso-
phy of science that he calls constructive empiricism. In broad terms, according to 
van Fraassen, the success- conditions of scientific theories don’t primarily have 
to do with truth. rather, they have to do with empirical adequacy relative to our 
practical purposes.15 So, generalizing from this, we might say that one model for 
the success- conditions of an inquiry is this: they have to do with producing em-
pirically adequate theories, relative to our practical purposes. Or consider here 
one important way of thinking about inquiry that runs from Karl Marx through 
the Frankfurt School (and which helps shape one way of thinking about what 
critical theory is, of the sort envisioned by Frankfurt School theorists such as Max 
Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Jürgen Habermas).16 The 
idea is this: inquiry aims at helping us better understand those parts of reality 
that are important to understand for the purposes of the production of a better 
society (e.g., one that is more rational, more free, or more just). This might have 
to do with, for example, helping agents better understand aspects of social prac-
tices in such a way that they are better able to understand their true interests and 
then, in turn, actually produce social structures that promote them, or, in a relat-
ed vein, emancipate themselves from certain forms of coercion or domination.17

15. As he puts it: “Science aims to give us theories which are empirically adequate; and ac-
ceptance of a theory involves as belief only that it is empirically adequate” (van Fraassen 1980: 12).

16. For a helpful collection of some of the key papers of Frankfurt School theorists, see Arato 
and Gephardt (1982). For a helpful collection of some of Marx’s main writings, see Marx and en-
gels (1978).

17. For a good discussion of this way of thinking about the nature and ambitions of critical 
theory, especially as it is developed by Habermas, see Geuss (1981). See also Habermas (1984). For 
a connected way of thinking about the practical aspirations of a kind of critical social theory, see 
Haslanger (2012), and for one of the classic original statements of what critical theory is and aims 
to accomplish, see Horkheimer (1937/1975).
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The crucial point about both the van Fraassen- inspired and Frankfurt School- 
inspired ways of thinking about inquiry is this: on these models, rather than 
seeing certain practical upshots of our theorizing as external aims we apply to 
an inquiry, one can think of such aims as internal ones that are built into the 
constitutive aims of that inquiry itself. For theories such as these that build in 
more practically oriented success- conditions for inquiry, we can think of con-
cepts as helping to contribute to (or hinder) our pursuit of certain practical ends. 
For example, some concepts might help us better understand the ways in which 
domination and oppression actually operate in our society, and thereby help us 
in our pursuit of a more just social order (or one that is more rational, free, etc.).18

 As I said earlier, in order to develop the main line of argument here, we 
don’t need to settle between these rival explanations of why it is that inquiry (as-
suming it has success- conditions of some kind) can go better or worse depend-
ing on which concepts one uses in that inquiry. Indeed, for my purposes here, 
we don’t need to settle on any sort of explanation of that claim at all. All we need 
is to accept the claim.

3. Which Concepts We Should Use in Inquiry

The main claim of the last section was not itself a claim about what concepts we 
should use in inquiry. rather, it was a claim involving an assessment of how well 
or poorly an inquiry can go, based on which concepts one uses in that inquiry. 
(It was thus not a normative claim in the narrow sense of “normative”, but rather 
an evaluative one.) However, it is natural to think that, if true, the evaluative 
claim will bear on the normative question of which concepts we should use. 
And, indeed, in this section, I will argue that is entirely correct. More specifi-
cally, I will argue for the following claim: which concepts we should use in a 
given instance of inquiry is (at least in part) determined by which concepts will 
help make that inquiry go best.

My argument for this claim is straightforward. Suppose we have good back-
ground normative reasons for engaging in a given instance of inquiry, and, 
moreover, good normative reasons for trying to make inquiry successful on its 
own terms.19 These assumptions are ones we frequently make when engaged in 
inquiry, ranging from biological inquiry to normative inquiry. If we have such 
reasons, we thereby have normative reason to do those things that will help 

18. This idea plays a central role in much of Sally Haslanger’s work. See Haslanger (2012).
19. It should be noted that I will return to these kinds of assumptions in Section 7. It should 

also be noted that by “good normative reasons” here I mean roughly the following: sufficiently 
weighty normative reasons, ones that would actually make it the case that we should be engaged 
in a given instance of inquiry.
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make that inquiry successful, including, crucially, using those concepts that help 
make it successful. So, if that is right, then we should conclude as follows: which 
concepts we should use in a given instance of inquiry is (at least in part) deter-
mined by which concepts will help make that inquiry go best.

It should be emphasized that this is not intended as a complete account 
of what determines what concepts one should use in a given inquiry. Perhaps 
certain external norms, values, or goods should also impact what concepts one 
should use in a given instance of inquiry, ones that don’t derive their relevance 
from the internal success- conditions of the inquiry. For example, suppose that 
we make the empirical discovery that when one uses a given concept abc in 
pursuing biological inquiry, this reliably contributes to the suffering of millions 
of people. In such a case, perhaps this would lead to the following all- things- 
considered normative judgment: one shouldn’t use this concept abc because of 
the empirical facts about suffering, even if using that concept nonetheless helps 
contribute to successful biological inquiry qua biological inquiry, given the in-
ternal norms of that inquiry.20 nothing in my above claim about what concepts 
we should use in inquiry is meant to rule out that kind of all- things- considered 
judgment. This is why my claim is one about what (at least partially) determines 
what concepts we should use in inquiry, rather than one about what fully deter-
mines what concepts we should use. For the purposes of my main argument, 
that is all that I need.

Before moving on, I want to briefly introduce a bit of terminology to help 
keep track of things moving forward. In a pair of recent co- authored papers, 
Alexis Burgess and I have introduced the term conceptual ethics to refer to the 
following: normative and evaluative issues about thought and talk (Burgess 
& Plunkett 2013a; 2013b). The central issues we focus on are evaluative issues 
about which concepts are better or worse (for use by a given agent, in a given 
context), and normative issues about which concepts an agent should use (in a 
given context). These are exactly the kinds of issues that I am discussing here. I 
will therefore adopt this terminology of “conceptual ethics” in what follows. It is 
important to stress that, in the phrase “conceptual ethics”, “ethics” is meant in a 
very wide sense of the term. As such, Burgess and I are not taking it as given that 
certain kinds of values or norms (e.g., the kind that are standardly invoked in 
moral and political philosophy) settle the normative issues on the table. rather, 
it very well might be that other kinds of norms are much more important— such 
as ones, for example, about conforming to the objective joints in reality (as on 
Sider’s views on conceptual ethics in metaphysics that I sketched earlier) or the 
kinds that are the center of debates in normative epistemology. nothing in the 

20. For discussion of this sort of issue, see Burgess and Plunkett (2013a) and Burgess and 
Plunkett (2013b). I will return to this kind of issue in Section 7 of this paper.
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terminology of “conceptual ethics” is meant to privilege a position on this issue 
of what kinds of norms or values are relevant, or which ones are explanatorily 
more basic than others.

4. Normative Inquiry Is a Kind of Inquiry

Let’s take stock of where we are. In the last section, I argued that which concepts 
we should use in a given instance of inquiry is (at least in part) determined by 
which concepts will help make that inquiry go best. This normative claim— a 
claim in what I am calling “conceptual ethics”— is one that applies to all kinds of 
inquiry. In this section, I argue that normative inquiry is a kind of inquiry, in the 
relevant, broad sense of “inquiry” that I have been working with in this paper. If 
that is right, then we can conclude the following: which concepts we should use 
in normative inquiry is (at least in part) determined by which concepts will help 
make that inquiry go best.21

As I am using the term here, “normative inquiry” refers to inquiry into norma-
tive and evaluative matters— inquiry, in short, in which we try to better under-
stand normative issues (such as what one should do, think, or feel) or evaluative 
ones (such as what is better or worse). To think that normative inquiry is a form 
of genuine inquiry, in the relevant sense of “inquiry” that I am using in this pa-
per, is just to think that this activity of trying to better understand normative and 
evaluative issues has a constitutive aim and, hence, internal success- conditions. 
Why accept this? Here is a basic argument in favor of doing so. Some normative 
judgments seem better than others qua normative judgments— perhaps because 
some are true whereas others are false, or because some are correct whereas others 
are incorrect. If you think this is correct, it supports the following claim: thinking 
about normative matters— which involves trying to figure out which normative 
judgments to make— involves internal success- conditions. Based on this, we have 
strong prima facie reason to think that there is such a thing as normative inquiry.

21. A note about my terminology of “kinds” of inquiry here, in talking about normative in-
quiry as a “kind” of inquiry. There are different levels of abstraction at which we can think of a kind 
of inquiry. Sometimes, when we speak of something such as “biological inquiry”, “mathematical 
inquiry”, or “normative inquiry”, we speak in broad terms such that one form (or sub- kind) of 
normative inquiry has one constitutive aim (e.g., the aim of correctly representing the normative 
facts), whereas another form (or sub- kind) of it has a different constitutive aim (e.g., promoting 
social justice). On this way of speaking, these different forms of normative inquiry are related at 
some high level of abstraction— such that, crucially, we can speak meaningfully of both of them as 
inquiry into normative and evaluative matters— even though they differ in terms of their internal 
success- conditions. The view in this paper about what inquiry is, and how the constitutive aims 
of a given instance of inquiry are determined, is thus compatible with the idea that a broad kind of 
inquiry (e.g., biological inquiry, normative inquiry) is one that has sub- kinds with different kinds 
of internal success- conditions.
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If one wants to reject that claim, one is going to need a compelling argument 
to do so. One potential option here would be to appeal to a metanormative view 
that yields this result. But, absent significant further argument, we should resist 
taking such a view as a starting point. Indeed, most of the major metanormative 
views that are live options in contemporary philosophy, including leading ver-
sions of non- naturalistic realism, fictionalism, reductive naturalism, and quasi- 
realist expressivism, directly support the claim I am putting forward here. More-
over, even those metanormative views that do not directly support the claim still 
provide us with the resources to endorse it as a further commitment. Consider 
the following: even if this claim is not itself entailed by a given version of meta-
normative expressivism as such, an expressivist could (and, I think, should) still 
then go on to endorse the claim (which, according to her metanormative view, 
might be a substantive normative claim) that some normative judgments are bet-
ter than others qua normative judgments. (This would be akin to a metaethical 
expressivist endorsing a substantive ethical position, e.g., utilitarianism, that is 
not entailed by her metaethical expressivism.) Given all of this, we thus lack 
good reason for assuming such a skeptical view of normative inquiry by default, 
at least absent significant further argument.

Consider also the aims of this paper. One goal of the paper is to show phi-
losophers already engaged in normative inquiry that they have good reason to 
think that conceptual history can matter for what they do. Philosophers already 
actively engaged in normative inquiry are ones who should be ready to grant 
that normative inquiry is something that can go better or worse, relative to the 
internal success- conditions of that inquiry.

Suppose, then, that I am right that there is such a thing as normative inquiry, 
such that this inquiry has internal success- conditions. When coupled with my 
claims from the previous sections, this yields the following result: which con-
cepts we should use in normative inquiry is (at least in part) determined by 
which concepts will help make that inquiry go best. As with any other kind of 
inquiry (e.g., inquiry into mathematics or economics) there are different ways 
that this schematic thought can get implemented. It will depend on what your 
background views are about the aims of normative inquiry, something which 
is itself closely tied to your broader metanormative views (e.g., certain forms of 
naturalistic realism essentially spell out what those aims are, in a way that is dif-
ferent from expressivist views). And it will also depend on what you think con-
cepts are, as well as your views on the foundations of conceptual ethics. But this 
is a big tent here. A range of philosophers, with a range of commitments about 
metanormative theory, the nature of concepts, and the foundations of concep-
tual ethics, can (and I think should) all accept the following basic claim: which 
concepts we should use in normative inquiry is (at least in part) determined by 
which concepts will help make that inquiry go best.
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5. On the Relevance of Conceptual History to Conceptual Ethics

We are now in a position to turn to the fifth main claim of my argument. The 
claim is this: the descriptive information that we get from doing conceptual his-
tory can help us make progress in figuring out which concepts will help make a 
given instance of inquiry go best. Since which concepts we should use in norma-
tive inquiry is (at least in part) determined by what will make that inquiry go 
best, this means that conceptual history matters for normative inquiry.

In order to appreciate the ways in which conceptual history can help us make 
progress in figuring out which concepts will help make an inquiry go best, it will 
be helpful to first say a bit more about what exactly conceptual history is. As I 
suggested in the introduction, I take facts of conceptual history to be historical 
facts of the following kind: a) descriptive facts about how, when, or why a given 
concept (or a set of concepts) first emerged in use, and b) descriptive facts about 
what people have done with a given concept or set of concepts after this emer-
gence. I will call the first set of facts ones about the emergence of a given concept 
(or set of concepts) and the second set of facts ones about the past use of a given 
concept (or set of concepts).22

I now want to emphasize two important points about conceptual history as 
I understand it. The first point is this: just as there are different ways of doing 
history, and different kinds of historical explanations (e.g., evolutionary vs. teleo-
logical), there are different ways of doing conceptual history and different kinds 
of explanations about our use of concepts. My claims below will be general ones, 
and can apply to a range of forms of history and to a range of kinds of historical 
explanation.23

This point is tied to an important terminological choice that I am making 
in this paper, and which is worth flagging explicitly. Inquiry into the sorts of 
historical facts that I am interested in here is sometimes referred to as a form of 

22. The way that one describes facts of conceptual history will interact with one’s views about 
the metaphysics of concepts. For example, with facts about the emergence of concepts, one might 
describe the formation of certain concepts in history, or of new concepts coming into existence. Both 
Davidson (2001) and Hacking (2002) put things this way. Such language might be taken literally 
(which would fit with a certain view of the metaphysics of concepts on which they themselves are 
objects with histories). Or it might be taken more metaphorically— for example, if one thought 
that all concepts were abstract objects that exist independently of human activity. In such a case, 
facts about the emergence of concepts might then best be thought of as the emergence of the use of 
certain concepts by human beings, rather than new concepts themselves emerging into existence. 
For my purposes here, it doesn’t matter which kind of view one takes about the metaphysics of 
concepts. Again, as with the argument throughout the paper, the point is to be ecumenical.

23. Thus, my use of the term “conceptual history” covers a wide range of work, including, for 
example, important components of the historical work in Skinner (2002), Tuck (1993), Koselleck 
(2002), Davidson (2001), Joyce (2001), Daston and Galison (2007), Moyn (2012), Geuss (2001b), 
Hacking (2002), and Adams (2016).
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“genealogical” inquiry. If one adopted this way of talking, then one might think 
of the facts of conceptual history as essentially facts about conceptual genealogy. 
However, for the purposes of this paper, I avoid this way of talking. This is be-
cause certain philosophers (e.g., Foucault) want to associate “genealogy” with a 
particular (nietzsche- inspired) method of doing historical work, or, on a related 
note, with historical work done in a way that is tied to the aim of making a prac-
tical difference of a certain sort.24 I want a way to target historical facts about the 
emergence and past use of concepts in a way that is neutral on such issues— i.e., 
that allows us to talk about these historical facts regardless of how they are stud-
ied, and regardless of any practical aim one has in studying them. Therefore, for 
the purposes of this paper, I will stick with talking of “conceptual history” rather 
than “conceptual genealogy”.25

The second point that I want to emphasize about conceptual history is that 
a crucial aspect of conceptual history is that it is history about the concepts we 
employ. This can be contrasted with other kinds of history about our thoughts. 
For example, perhaps most importantly, consider historical facts about the con-
tent of our beliefs. Such facts are, in the first instance, ones about what we believe 
(e.g., that the earth is round), rather than about the concepts we employ in those 
beliefs (e.g., the concepts round and earth). As with facts of conceptual history, 
historical facts about content are also ones that many philosophers have taken 
to be relevant to normative inquiry. For example, much of nietzsche’s historical 
work is not just about the concepts we employ but also the content of our beliefs. 
Or, to take a more contemporary example, consider Sharon Street’s (2006) recent 
work on the normative significance of the history (and especially evolutionary 
history) of our moral beliefs (or, more generally, our normative beliefs). Street 
focuses on issues about content, rather than on issues about concepts. Where 
exactly the line is drawn between a) facts about conceptual history and b) facts 
about the history of the content of our beliefs is a difficult question, and one that 
interacts in a fairly direct way with one’s theory of the nature of concepts. In 
what follows, I am not going to take a stand on where exactly that line is drawn 
or on exactly how to draw it. rather, I am just going to assume that it can be 

24. See, for instance, Foucault (1984a). For helpful critical discussion of Foucault’s use of the 
term “genealogy” (and a discussion of nietzsche’s own use of the term), see Leiter (2002: Ch. 9). 
See also Geuss (1999) and nehamas (1985).

25. It should also be noted that some philosophers and historians use the term “conceptual 
history” in a way that builds in important methodological and philosophical assumptions about 
how the history of concepts should be approached. See, for example, Koselleck (2002). This differs 
from my own use of the term. As I use the term “conceptual history”, facts of conceptual history 
refer to descriptive facts about the history of our use of concepts. As I emphasized above, I remain 
highly ecumenical on the methodology of the study of such facts, and, thus, in no way intend my 
use of the term to indicate allegiance to Koselleck’s approach or that of any other thinker.
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drawn in some way, and that the distinction between these two different kinds 
of historical facts is a meaningful one.26

In what follows, I talk in highly abstract terms and use toy examples of con-
ceptual history, rather than discussing the details of actual examples of con-
ceptual history. Some readers will no doubt be frustrated by this. Such readers 
might very well want to see concrete examples of conceptual history drawn from 
the existing literature in conceptual history, and then want me to explain what 
exactly their normative significance is. But my goal in this paper is not to do 
such work. rather, my aims here are schematic. In short, I want to explain one 
possible way in which conceptual history can matter for normative inquiry— 
namely, a way that involves its connections to conceptual ethics. If my argu-
ment is successful, it can be seen as an invitation for those engaged in normative 
inquiry to study actual instances of conceptual history to figure out how much 
it actually does matter. Detailed philosophical discussion of actual examples of 
conceptual history requires taking stands on a host of philosophical issues that I 
am aiming to be neutral on for the purposes of this paper (e.g., how to individu-
ate token concepts and how to distinguish concepts from other types of things), 
not to mention wading into complicated historical debates. I thus stick with a 
high level of abstraction in what follows, and avoid actual detailed case studies.

5.1. Facts about the Emergence of Concepts and Conceptual Ethics

Consider the following toy example. Suppose Jennifer is using the concept pri-
vacy as part of normative inquiry in political philosophy. She uses this concept 
a lot, but, up until now, hasn’t thought much about its history. After discussion 
with historians, and then further studying the actual history here herself, she 
discovers the following facts about the emergence of her concept privacy. Her 
concept was first brought into use by grafting together previous, somewhat dis-
parate concepts in a hodge- podge sort of way given contingent historical pres-
sures that are now mostly forgotten (and which Jennifer was herself unaware 
of until now). The explanation of why this concept came into use was not that 
privacy was somehow responsive to some actual (normative or descriptive) 
division in the world (such that this concept was better than previous ones at 
“carving reality at its joints”). rather, it was because of things that had nothing 
to do with better tracking the normative facts, or any normatively relevant part 

26. That being said, even if it the distinction is a meaningful one, there is no doubt that there 
is a close connection between a) issues about the epistemic relevance of historical facts about the 
content of our beliefs and b) issues about the epistemic relevance of historical facts about concepts. 
I return to this point at the end of this section.
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of non- normative reality.27 We can suppose, for example, that it came into use 
solely because of non- rational (or perhaps irrational) aspects of contingent social 
practices of the time.

Discovering such historical facts would not by itself show that the concept 
privacy is a bad one to use to accomplish the aims of normative inquiry. To 
show that, one needs an argument that involves premises about what the aims 
of normative inquiry are, and what makes a concept better or worse to use for 
accomplishing those aims, that go beyond the descriptive premises supplied by 
the history itself. Moreover, even when we supply plausible versions of those 
further premises, it is not obvious what the upshot of the history will be.

For the sake of concreteness, suppose we take the aims of normative inquiry 
to be to correctly represent the normative facts. (This is in line with the first sort 
of broadly “realist” model of the aims of inquiry that I introduced earlier in the 
paper.) It could be that even though a concept was initially brought into use for 
causal- explanatory reasons that had little or even nothing to do with correctly 
representing the normative facts, it might still be helpful for doing so. In short, 
a concept could have come into use for any number of reasons but still be good 
at playing the functional role of helping us represent the normative facts in the 
social/political domain. To think that this is not a possibility is to confuse histori-
cal facts about why a concept first emerged in practice with facts about what role 
a concept currently plays. In short, it is akin to thinking that because a chocolate 
cake was baked with the intention of killing someone with a chocolate allergy 
then that is how that cake must now be used in practice.

There is no doubt that, if one is not careful, appeals to facts about the emer-
gence of concepts can fall prey to a version of this kind of fallacy. (The same ap-
plies to appeals to facts about the past use of concepts.) However, this does not 
have to be the case. For even if the facts about the emergence of a given concept 
cannot by themselves establish the concept’s current functional role, they can at 
least be a helpful (albeit defeasible) indicator about this role. Moreover, our (pur-
ported) justification for using certain concepts in the present might have much to 
do with the (purported) history of how or why we acquired those concepts— just 
as our justification for holding certain beliefs might have much to do with the 
(purported) history of how we came to acquire those beliefs. Learning facts about 
conceptual history might thus undercut or defeat that justification. (Whether it 
does will, of course, depend not only on the details of the history but also on is-
sues in normative epistemology.)

return to our toy example of Jennifer and the concept privacy. According 

27. For an argument that many crucial concepts that we use in contemporary social/political 
thought have this kind of history, see Geuss (2001a). In Geuss (2001b), Geuss argues that this is 
true of the conceptual distinction between public and private. My use of privacy in my toy ex-
ample above thus connects directly to Geuss’s detailed historical discussion.
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to our toy example, this concept was not initially acquired because it helped 
better capture the relevant subject matter at hand (roughly, the subject matter 
of normative social or political philosophy). If that is right, then this could serve 
to undercut or defeat our justification for using that concept, if we were relying 
on a different historical account (one according to which they were acquired for 
those reasons) to give us justification. More modestly, learning about the history 
might lead us to question whether or not the concept privacy really is the best 
one to use to learn about and understand the normative facts in the social or 
political domain. In fact, learning about the history might lead us to suspect that 
there are very likely better ones to use, perhaps ones that are based on reforms 
of the existing concept, or ones that are more radical replacements of it. If all of 
this is on the right track, then what it shows is this: discovering facts about the 
emergence of concepts can matter for normative inquiry.

In sketching the case for the relevance of emergence facts to normative in-
quiry, I glossed things in terms of the first kind of broadly “realist” model for 
inquiry that I sketched in Section 2. However, my main line of argument above 
naturally extends to the other models I introduced there as well. Suppose the 
basic history of the concept privacy that I have sketched is true. In addition to 
making us worried about whether or not we have true theories of social or politi-
cal reality, this should make us worried about other things too. For example, the 
history should make us worried about the extent to which the concept privacy is 
a joint- carving one that picks out important properties in the objective structure 
of reality (either normative reality or social reality). It should also make us wor-
ried about whether that concept picks out a property that is particularly impor-
tant to keep track of, given our relevant practical aims (e.g., the achievement of a 
more just social order). Indeed, given the actual explanation of why the concept 
did emerge in use we have prima facie reason to think that the concept isn’t par-
ticularly good relative to the sorts of standards we are here considering. Again, 
this point doesn’t depend on taking a stand on exactly what those standards are. 
For a wide range of standards that philosophers might appeal to— connected to 
a wide range of views about the constitutive aims of inquiry (including those 
views sketched in Section 2)— the kind of history I have sketched for the concept 
of privacy gives us prima facie reason to think that the concept isn’t a particu-
larly good one. In turn, once we have come to this conclusion, this might lead 
us to reform or replace the concept privacy in different ways, and, perhaps, in a 
connected vein, give facts about what falls under our current concept less weight 
in our ethical and political thinking. (What we should do in more precise terms 
will depend on further auxiliary issues in epistemology and ethics, issues that 
are beyond the scope of this paper.)

note that the mechanisms involved here are not ones in which conceptual 
history settles any of our normative or evaluative questions for us. rather, the 
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conceptual history in the privacy case helps provide information that can be 
relevant to us within normative and evaluative thought. For further illustration 
of the basic structure here, consider again nietzsche’s work in On the Genealogy 
of Morality. If nietzsche is correct, then the reason why people first started using 
certain moral concepts was that one group of people wanted to seek vengeance 
on another group, and not that they were correctly responding to anything like 
an objective joint in either normative or social reality. nietzsche’s story makes 
vivid certain possibilities that we might otherwise not appreciate. In particu-
lar, it raises questions about whether or not the concepts we use in the present 
play a similar role, despite initial appearances otherwise. We might wonder, for 
example, whether those moral concepts are still tied up with a certain kind of 
vengeful thinking, and wonder whether the use of these concepts is tied to what 
are (purportedly) bad effects on human life, while also not helping us track any 
important joints in reality. If that is in fact what is going on with these concepts 
in the present, then given a range of plausible standards for which concepts we 
should be using in inquiry, this gives us reason to worry about the continued use 
of these moral concepts in the present, especially given the import we often give 
them in our deliberations about what to do and how to live.28

 Other things besides conceptual history might matter in a similar way. 
To see this, consider that nietzsche’s work might raise the kind of worries that I 
just sketched even if it is not historically accurate. This is because, in some cases, 
it might not even matter whether the story we are told about the emergence of 
our concepts is in fact true. Suppose we read nietzsche’s basic story from The 
Genealogy (sketched in broad brushstrokes in the way that I have in this paper) 
as a fable as opposed to an actual historical account.29 Would we still find ni-
etzsche’s story unsettling even if we knew that the history is wrong and that 
the story is actually a fable? Perhaps so. In such a case, one might think of what 
is going on as a sort of thought experiment about the following question: if an 
agent were trying to accomplish bad aim X, how would she design a concept to 
help accomplish that aim? If one can tell a convincing story that the concept one 
might design in such a case is the same as, or even closely related to, a current 
concept that we employ, then this coincidence might still legitimately shake our 
confidence in using that concept.30

28. For extended discussion of these kinds of ideas about our specifically moral concepts, see 
Williams (1985).

29. It should be underscored that I am not here claiming that this would be a good exegetical 
account of what nietzsche was doing. For a good overview of the interpretative problems with 
reading nietzsche’s work in The Genealogy as a fable rather than actual history, see Leiter (2002: 
esp. Ch. 9).

30. For discussion of further (purported) ways that fables about the emergence of a concept 
(rather than actual history) might be relevant to those using that concept in inquiry, see Williams 
(2002).
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5.2. Facts about the Past Use of Concepts and Conceptual Ethics

Let’s now turn to facts about the past use of concepts, that is, descriptive facts 
about what people have done with a given concept or set of concepts after the 
emergence of that concept (or set of concepts). How might learning about such 
facts matter for normative inquiry?

Here, I think the case is even more straightforward than with facts about 
the emergence of concepts. For the sake of concreteness, let’s again work with a 
kind of straightforward realist model of the aims of normative inquiry, wherein 
the aim of that inquiry is to correctly represent the normative facts. On this sort 
of model, concepts can be thought of in instrumentalist terms as tools that help 
us accomplish this aim. now consider the following: in general, in assessing 
whether a tool is a good one for a specific task at hand, or whether it is deficient 
in some way, one of the main things we have to go on is how that tool has per-
formed in the past. If we think of concepts as tools for helping us think and learn 
about a certain subject matter, then this sort of thought should apply to concepts 
just as much as to any other kind of tool. Insofar as we are reflective about which 
concepts we are using, and we then think we are justified in using such- and- such 
specific concepts in our thinking, one reason we will often want to give is that 
we think that our concepts (or closely related ones) have in fact helped us learn 
about and correctly represent the relevant facts in the past. Looking at conceptu-
al history about the past use of concepts can help us uncover whether or not such 
beliefs are in fact justified or true. In short, we might discover that the concepts 
we are employing have been epistemically fruitful in the past (or not fruitful in 
the past). And this should bear on our assessment of how fruitful they are likely 
to be now, or in the future.31

I have put this point in terms of a relatively straightforward realist model of 
the aims of normative inquiry. But we can run a similar line of reasoning appeal-
ing to a range of other views about the aims of normative inquiry instead. Just as 
we can look to facts about the past use of concepts and ask “were such concepts 
epistemically fruitful ones?”, we can also ask “did these concepts carve at the 
joints in the past?” or “did using these concepts help promote social justice?”. 
Just as before, an answer to these questions should affect our assessment of 
whether or not these concepts are likely to do these things now, or in the future.

Of course, it might be just as hard to answer these evaluative questions about 
the merits of concepts in the past as it is to answer ones about the merits of our 
concepts in the present. If so, then looking at the conceptual history might not 
be a particularly important epistemic aid. But there might be any number of 

31. It is worth underscoring that conceptual history can help us in this way only against some 
background set of normative assumptions. This sort of assessment of evidence is as dependent on 
background normative views as any other such assessment.
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reasons why seeing things in historical context might give us a kind of epistemic 
leverage that a non- historical perspective cannot. For example, think here of the 
kinds of practical aims that someone drawn to a form of critical theory might ap-
peal to as part of the internal aims of inquiry, e.g., promoting a more free, just, or 
rational social order. If such a view of the constitutive aims of a given inquiry is 
right, then one way to measure the success of that inquiry is to measure whether 
it has in fact helped foster a more free, just, or rational society. If that is right, 
then a historical assessment of the practical impact of that inquiry is going to be 
crucial for evaluating its success, qua the kind of inquiry that it is.

Let’s take stock of where we are. In this section thus far, I have argued that 
conceptual history can matter for helping us answer normative questions about 
what concepts we should use in a given instance of inquiry. Put another way, 
I have argued that conceptual history can be relevant to questions of conceptual 
ethics that matter for engaging in inquiry. In short, I have argued that both facts 
about the emergence of certain concepts in use as well as facts about the past use of 
those concepts can matter for our assessment of which concepts we should use 
in inquiry. The argument that I have given is a general one, and it applies to all 
forms of inquiry (which, I am assuming, based on my earlier argument in Section 
4, includes normative inquiry). It is general in another crucial sense as well. My 
argument applies to both descriptive concepts and normative concepts (how-
ever that distinction between the two is drawn). Both descriptive concepts and 
normative concepts are ones we use in normative inquiry, and we can thus ask 
questions in conceptual ethics about which of both kinds of concepts we should 
be using in normative inquiry. The account I have given shows how conceptual 
history can be relevant to our normative assessment of any given concept that 
we use in substantive inquiry, regardless of the specific kind of concept it is.32

As I have emphasized throughout, the argument I am giving in this paper is 

32. It should be noted that this point is entirely consistent with the claim that conceptual his-
tory is especially relevant to our normative assessment of certain kinds of concepts. For example, 
take the concepts that are expressed by so- called thick terms such as “courageous” or “jerk”. In 
rough terms, such concepts are tied to a mix of descriptive and normative application- conditions 
(perhaps, though, not because of the content of those concepts themselves, but rather because of 
pragmatic features of their use— see, for example, Väyrynen 2013). A number of philosophers 
interested in the relevance of conceptual history have been particularly (even if not exclusively) in-
terested in the history of concepts expressed by thick terms. (See, for example, Williams 1985, and 
Davidson 2001). There are different reasons to motivate this focus. One kind of reason is purely 
instrumental— conceptual history might be a particularly helpful way to get critical distance from 
ethically or politically objectionable thick terms, perhaps by exposing the ideological reasons why 
certain descriptive and normative application- conditions have become entwined. This might lead 
one to the following claim: conceptual history of the concepts expressed by thick terms is more im-
portant than conceptual history of other kinds of concepts, even though (as I have argued) the same 
basic reason why conceptual history is relevant to our normative assessment of such concepts is 
one that also applies to other kinds of concepts as well.
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a schematic one. My goal is to explain one core way in which conceptual history 
can matter for normative inquiry, and, in so doing, develop a basic framework 
for helping us better think about the relationship between conceptual history 
and normative inquiry. This framework is painted in broad brushstrokes, and 
it will need to be filled in in various ways to do serious philosophical work. In 
closing this section, I want to highlight one of the ways in which it will need to 
be filled in.

Issues about the epistemological relevance of historical facts about the con-
tent of our beliefs has received much more explicit philosophical discussion in 
recent years than parallel issues about conceptual history.33 readers familiar with 
some of that recent literature will no doubt have noticed that my discussion here 
has not engaged with the nuances of views in that literature. Some readers might 
be frustrated by this. However, I take this to be a feature, rather than a bug, of 
my discussion. The framework that I have presented is a framework that can 
be filled in in different ways by people with different commitments in norma-
tive epistemology— commitments, for example, about the nature of justification, 
evidence, and knowledge. In moving forward with thinking about the relevance 
of conceptual history to normative inquiry (or inquiry of any sort), one thing 
one will inevitably need to do is to take on board more specific commitments 
about such epistemological issues than I have done here. In thinking about what 
those commitments should be, there are a number of relevant topics in the recent 
philosophical literature that are promising ones to engage with, given the close 
connections between the topics under discussion there and what I am talking 
about in this paper. One place is the growing literature on the epistemologi-
cal relevance of historical facts about the content of our beliefs. Another is the 
burgeoning literature on the epistemic significance of disagreement, and peer 
disagreement in particular.34 Given my schematic goals in this paper, I do not 
delve into the more detailed epistemological issues that are the focus of such re-
cent literature— issues that, of course, would be highly relevant to further, more 
detailed work on the relevance of conceptual history. My hope is that this paper 
can help provide the foundation for such further detailed work.

6. Conceptual History, Conceptual Analysis, and  
Conceptual Ethics

The argument that I have given thus far relies on the following connections: 
conceptual history can matter for conceptual ethics, and conceptual ethics mat-

33. For example, see Street (2006), enoch (2011), Setiya (2012), Clarke- Doane (2012), Vavova 
(2014), Locke (2014), Dworkin (2011), and Schafer (2010).

34. For a helpful introduction to that topic, see Christensen and Lackey (2013).
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ters for inquiry. In this section, I want to briefly note a particular way in which 
conceptual history can matter for conceptual ethics, namely, via its relevance to 
our descriptive understanding of concepts, including the ones that we currently 
use as well as those that we have used in the past. In what follows, I will use the 
term conceptual analysis to refer to inquiry that aims to help us better understand 
the content of given concepts. (I use “conceptual analysis” here in a broad sense, 
such that, for example, it doesn’t rest on a particular view of what that kind of 
inquiry involves or precisely what kind of understanding it yields.)35 With that 
terminology in hand, we can thus gloss the main point I here want to argue for as 
follows: conceptual history can matter for conceptual analysis, and conceptual 
analysis can matter for conceptual ethics.

There are two main connections here. One is a connection between concep-
tual history and conceptual analysis, and the other is a connection between con-
ceptual analysis and conceptual ethics. Let’s take each connection in turn, start-
ing with the latter one.

Conceptual analysis, as I am understanding it, is distinguished from concep-
tual ethics in the following basic way: the former is about a descriptive issue (e.g., 
what is the content of the concept objectivity?) and the latter is about a norma-
tive issue (e.g., should I be using the concept objectivity for doing work in the 
natural sciences?). Conceptual analysis alone therefore cannot answer our ques-
tions in conceptual ethics. More generally, it can’t by itself answer our normative 
questions for us.

However, in helping us get clear about the content of concepts, conceptual 
analysis can help us in conceptual ethics. To appreciate why this is so, first con-
sider an analogy. Suppose I am interested in normative questions about how 
I should fix a bicycle. It is hard to see how I should go about fixing the bicycle 
without having descriptive information about the thing that I am fixing. In par-
ticular, in order to fix it, it would be helpful for me to have an understanding of 
what it is about the bicycle that is broken. For example: Is one of the pedals miss-
ing? Or is the chain broken? Or is there a flat tire? At the same time, it would also 
be helpful to have an understanding of the things I am going to use to replace 
the broken parts. For example: If a hole in the tire is the problem that I need to 
fix, does the tire that I am replacing it with also have a hole in it, or is the replace-
ment tire perhaps problematic in some other way, perhaps by being the wrong 

35. The term “conceptual analysis” is sometimes used in a narrow sense to refer to a part of a 
specific given philosophical program— say, for instance, as a component of early- to- mid- twentieth- 
century British philosophy. I do not intend to use the term that way. As I will understand the term 
in this paper, “conceptual analysis” refers to the project of trying to better understand the content 
of concepts, however the methodology and metaphysics for this is understood. My broad use of the 
term “conceptual analysis” here draws on Frank Jackson’s basic use of the term in Jackson (1998), 
though it is not tied to his particular methodological views about how conceptual analysis is best 
approached or what import it has for philosophy.
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size for the bike? Answering these questions involves normative and evaluative 
thinking: it involves thinking about how the bike should be, as well as thinking 
about what it would be for a bike to work well. But it also involves descriptive is-
sues about the actual bike and its potential replacement parts— e.g., issues about 
what the tire of the current bike is actually like, and what a potential replace-
ment tire is actually like.

now consider concepts. One kind of important argument in conceptual eth-
ics revolves around the following idea: a given concept is deficient or problematic 
in some respect and it should therefore be revised (or replaced).36 When assess-
ing such arguments, we should ask both a) what exactly it is about the current 
concept that is deficient and b) whether the revised concept (or, similarly, the 
replacement one) is deficient in the same way, or in some other way. Concep-
tual analysis alone can’t answer these questions for us. But it can give us a bet-
ter understanding of what certain concepts are and also what is involved in the 
proposed revised versions of it, or, similarly, of proposed replacement concepts. 
Such descriptive information can be helpful here, for exactly the same kind of 
reason that descriptive information about bicycle parts is relevant when fixing 
bicycles (or, similarly, in engineering new ones). Thus, there is a straightforward 
case for the relevance of conceptual analysis to conceptual ethics.

In turn, because conceptual ethics matters for inquiry (for the reasons I ar-
gued for earlier in this paper), this shows that conceptual analysis can also be 
helpful to inquiry. Furthermore, there are other more direct ways in which con-
ceptual analysis might be relevant to inquiry as well. For example, here is one of 
them. Suppose we have background reasons for thinking that some given set of 
our current concepts are good ones, such that we have normative reason to con-
tinue to use them (or some revised version of them). If this is so, then engaging 
in conceptual analysis of those concepts might (at least in some cases) put us in 
a better position to actually employ them in practice. In short, we might come to 
better understand what it would take to fall under a given concept, and thus be 
in a better position to skillfully employ the concept moving forward.

Let’s now turn to the second connection that I introduced earlier, the con-
nection between conceptual history and conceptual analysis. The basic connec-
tion that I want to suggest here is this: looking at facts of conceptual history can 
sometimes be helpful for doing work in conceptual analysis. There are a number 
of different ways in which this is so. Two of the most important ones are as fol-
lows.

First, consider that one helpful way to better understand the content of given 
concept is to understand how that concept differs from nearby or related con-

36. For examples of this kind of argument, see Haslanger (2000) and Scharp (2013). For discus-
sion of this kind of argument, see Burgess and Plunkett (2013a) and Burgess and Plunkett (2013b).
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cepts. For instance, one way to better understand the concept knowledge is to 
appreciate how it is different than the concept justified true belief. To put it 
one way— a way that resonates with the basic way Frank Jackson puts it in From 
Metaphysics to Ethics (1998)— what matters here is how representing things one 
way (the way that one does when one uses the concept knowledge) is different 
from another (the way that one does when one uses the concept justified true 
belief).

Philosophers can often identify important concepts to consider as contrasts 
to a target concept, and do so from the armchair without much historical per-
spective. Indeed, some philosophers are very good at doing this, at least for cer-
tain kinds of concepts. However, looking at conceptual history might nonethe-
less be of assistance here, even to such philosophers. If we situate a concept’s 
use in historical perspective, this might help bring out which other concepts this 
particular concept can be usefully contrasted with for the purposes of analysis. 
In turn, by actually looking at those other concepts as well, this can help bring 
out the particular features of our target concept, for much the same reason that 
contrasting knowledge with justified true belief can help.37

The second way in which conceptual history can help in conceptual analy-
sis stems from the fact that, in many cases, the causal- explanatory reasons why 
agents started using a concept in the first place have to do with historically spe-
cific issues that we have now forgotten. By understanding the historical pres-
sures that acted on the concept’s initial emergence and use, we might come to 
appreciate parts of a concept’s content that we might not be able to readily see 
otherwise. This is a point emphasized by, among others, Ian Hacking (2002) and 
Arnold Davidson (2001). The basic thought here can be put be as follows. From 
our current position, we might very well be able to tell that a given concept is 
opaque and murky in certain ways. By looking at the emergence facts about this 
concept, we can come to better appreciate what forces made it such that we start-
ed to use this specific concept. Understanding these forces can help illuminate 
why the concept has certain strange features to its content that might not make 
much sense to us now— features which, once we understand how and why this 
concept started to be used for historically specific reasons, no longer seem as 
unexpected. In short, the basic idea is this: awareness of such historical facts can 
help one be attuned to aspects of a concept’s content that one might otherwise 
overlook or fail to adequately appreciate.

It is important to be clear here about what role I have claimed conceptual 

37. This idea is at the core of the strategy pursued by Daston and Galison (2007). In short, 
Daston and Galison argue that the concept objectivity that is operative in the modern natural 
sciences is importantly different from other concepts that have also served to play a central regu-
latory role scientific practice, and that thinking about those differences can help us better under-
stand objectivity itself.
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history can play in conceptual analysis. A strong thesis that one might have is 
that the only way to successfully accomplish conceptual analysis, in all cases, for 
all concepts, involves looking at certain facts of conceptual history. I have made 
no such claim. Instead, all that I have claimed is that doing conceptual history 
can sometimes help in the project of conceptual analysis. I have not claimed that 
it always can. And I have certainly not claimed that it is something necessary 
to do in order to successfully carry out a conceptual analysis of any given con-
cept. There might be certain concepts— or certain epistemic situations we find 
ourselves in— that make conceptual history particularly relevant to conceptual 
analysis. But that is a topic for another discussion.

In this section, I have argued that conceptual history can matter for concep-
tual ethics in part because conceptual history can matter for conceptual analysis. 
Given my earlier arguments for why conceptual ethics matters for inquiry (in-
cluding normative inquiry), this then spells out a particular way that conceptual 
history can matter for those engaged in normative inquiry.

Before moving on, I want to pause here to note a possible further connec-
tion between conceptual history and conceptual analysis. Many contemporary 
philosophers (owing largely to the tremendous impact of work done by Hilary 
Putnam, Tyler Burge, and Saul Kripke) are drawn to some sort of externalism 
about mental or linguistic content, such that facts about the basic content of our 
thoughts (or our linguistic statements) depend on the external world in a direct 
way, regardless of the individual intentions of a speaker or other facts about 
her “internal” mental states.38 There are different ways of fleshing out what this 
basic thesis might amount to. For my purposes here, I don’t need to take a stand 
on how to best understand content externalism, or even whether some form of it 
is true. rather, we can simply note the following. One way to develop a form of 
content externalism about concepts would be to hold that facts about the history 
of a concept’s use are partly determinative of the current content of a concept. If 
such a view turned out to be correct, it would provide another, more direct way 
in which conceptual history would be relevant to conceptual analysis.39

6.1. Thinking Otherwise

With these connections between conceptual history, conceptual analysis, and 
conceptual ethics in mind, I now want to briefly turn to another way in which 
conceptual history can be relevant to conceptual ethics.

Consider again conceptual analysis. When we analyze a concept, this con-
cept need not be one that we currently use. Instead, for example, it might be one 

38. See Putnam (1975), Burge (1979), and Kripke (1980).
39. For further discussion of the links between content externalism and conceptual history, 

see Haslanger (2005), Haslanger (2000), and epstein (2010).
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that people (perhaps we ourselves) have used in the past. As I discussed above, 
better understanding such concepts can help us better understand the concepts 
we in fact use in the present. But that understanding can matter in a more direct 
way as well: looking at these concepts from the past might help us recognize that 
a concept other than our current one could potentially play the same (or a simi-
lar) functional role in our practices that ours does. Showing the use of such other 
concepts in history should itself be thought of as one of the key contributions 
that conceptual history can make to conceptual ethics. In showing how others 
in history used certain concepts to play a functional role now played for us by a 
different concept, conceptual history can show that our use of a given concept to 
play a given functional role is something that could be otherwise. In other words, 
looking at conceptual history can de- naturalize our use of a concept that we (per-
haps unconsciously) take to be the only one that we could possibly be using to 
play a given functional role in our thought or practice.40

That being said, I think it is important to proceed here with caution. One 
might tell an advanced physicist that a lot of people in the world have views on 
physics much different from her own. Yet this sheer diversity of views should 
not give her much pause— nor should the fact that most people remain stuck 
using folk concepts of physics rather than those provided by the best current 
work in physics. After all, a lot of people have mistaken views in physics and, 
moreover, fail to use the best concepts for doing physics. This is especially true 
when one thinks about views in physics that people have had throughout history. 
Thus, showing someone that there are a diversity of concepts that one might use 
for the same role (e.g., such- and- such role in regulating our sexual practices) is, 
in principle, not necessarily any more normatively relevant than showing the 
physicist the data about the diversity of views that people have in physics.

If this is so, then, when addressing the normative question of which concept 
we should use for a certain functional role in our current practices, we should 
not be primarily concerned with which concept has always played the role (if 
any has), or relatedly, with how long a concept has played that role for. rather, 
we should primarily be concerned with which concept we have most normative 
reason to employ. In many cases, it might well be that we have good normative 
reason to employ a concept that has only recently started to play a given func-
tional role in our practices.

Thus, looking at the conceptual history should only put pressure on us to 

40. This broad theme is an important component of much of the work of Michel Foucault, in-
cluding in work such as Foucault (1978), Foucault (1966/2002), and Foucault (1984c). For connected 
discussion, see Davidson (2001) and Hacking (2002). In a different theoretical vein, this theme is 
also an important part of work done by such historians of political thought as Quentin Skinner and 
richard Tuck. See Skinner (1978), and Tuck (1993).
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actually consider thinking otherwise not just when it shows the possibility of think-
ing otherwise, but when it casts relief on our current views about what concepts 
we have most reason to employ. In other words, what is going to be important 
here for conceptual ethics is not just that we discover that there is a choice about 
what concepts to use that we perhaps did not previously see. rather, what is 
going to be important is that we discover that this choice exists and that it is a 
choice that is worth deliberating about seriously. This can happen, for instance, 
when our looking at conceptual history furnishes us with a range of alterna-
tive concepts that we weren’t paying attention to beforehand but that we have 
normative reason to take seriously as alternatives. We might begin to appreciate 
that we have such reason once we are presented with these concepts, the history 
of why others have used these concepts before us, and the history of why these 
concepts fell out of use in the present.41

It should here be noted that other kinds of non- historical inquiry might be 
used to put pressure on us to consider thinking otherwise in a similar way— -
e.g., anthropological or sociological work on which concepts others in the present 
are using. How much putting things in explicitly historical perspective matters 
will depend on a host of further issues. These further issues include how his-
torically conditioned our current concepts actually are, whether certain kinds 
of externalism about conceptual content turns out to be true (e.g., ones accord-
ing to which historical facts about the past use of concepts play a major role 
in determining that content), and the degree to which (purported) facts about 
history play a role in the justifications we have for why we currently use certain 
concepts rather than others. My framework leaves open the possibility that all of 
the roles that historical facts about concepts can play in normative inquiry could 
also be played (at least in principle) by non- historical facts about concepts as 
well, and perhaps could often be better played by non- historical facts. Connected 
to this, my framework leaves open questions about which tools will be most use-
ful when; for example, perhaps doing work on conceptual history will be more 
fruitful in certain social or historical contexts than others. Or perhaps historical 
inquiry will be more fruitful for creatures like us, given contingent features of 
our psychologies, when certain kinds of issues are at play. Some views about 

41. In thinking about whether or not we have normative reason to take seriously alternative 
concepts, a further issue will be questions about how available those past concepts are for us in the 
present. For example, it might be good if we could use a given concept, but this option might be 
effectively closed to us at this point in history— perhaps because of the way this concept is situated 
within a more general conceptual scheme that is radically different from our own. In short, some 
concepts might simply be ones that are not historically possible options for us, in some relevant 
sense of “historically possible” (a sense that we would want to specify further if this idea is to do 
serious normative work). On this sort of issue, see Davidson (2001), Hacking (2002), and Foucault 
(1984c).
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the above auxiliary topics I just mentioned might support taking a stronger line 
on the particular import of conceptual history, but I am not committed to any of 
them here.42

7. Reasons to Engage (or Disengage) in an  
Instance (or Kind) of Inquiry

 As I emphasized in Section 3, my core argument for the relevance of con-
ceptual history to a given instance (or, similarly, kind) of inquiry rests on the 
idea that we have good normative reason to be engaged in that inquiry. If we 
did not, then we would lack good normative reasons to accomplish the constitu-
tive aims of that inquiry, and, hence, its internal success- conditions wouldn’t be 
ones that we should be much invested in. The questions of when and why one 
should engage in a given instance of inquiry (or, similarly, kind of inquiry) are 
complex normative questions— questions that are well beyond the scope of this 
paper. However, even without engaging with those questions, we can nonethe-
less identify things that plausibly would, other things being equal, give us im-
portant normative reasons to engage in that inquiry. At the same time, we can 
identify some things that, in one way or another, count significantly against our 
engaging in an inquiry: for example, by attenuating, undermining, or defeating 
our reasons for being engaged in it. In this section, I put forward a few broad 
proposals for what kinds of reasons support engaging in an inquiry, as well as 
what kinds of reasons count against doing so. I then explain how looking at con-
ceptual history can help us realize we have such reasons. I thereby show how 
looking at conceptual history might not only contribute to helping us better meet 
the internal success- conditions of an inquiry, but also help us assess whether or 
not we should be engaged in that inquiry at all.

 Here is a broad proposal for one important kind of reason that supports 
engaging in a given instance (or kind) of inquiry: engaging in it would help pro-
mote something that is ethically (or, relatedly, morally) valuable, e.g., happiness, 
well- being, or justice. And here is a connected proposal for one reason that sup-
ports not engaging in a given instance (or kind) of inquiry: it promotes things 
that are ethically bad (e.g., suffering or injustice), or, relatedly, hinders our abil-
ity to promote things that are valuable. Suppose these proposals are on the right 
track. One thing we might discover from conceptual history is that our use of 
certain concepts helps contribute to the promotion of certain things with ethi-
cal value (or, relatedly, of things with ethical disvalue). For example, we might 

42. For an argument that the study of conceptual history can play certain important roles in 
conceptual ethics that cannot be played by inquiry into non- historical facts about concepts, see 
epstein (2010).
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learn that the use of certain concepts has helped foster a more just social order. 
Such information will be helpful to have when considering what consequences 
our present (or future) use of these (or related) concepts is likely to have. The 
consequences of the use of concepts (in a given context) might not be at all obvi-
ous, and might be tied in subtle ways to ideology and the legitimation of unjust 
existing social structures.43

This point is tied to an idea that runs through much of the work of nietzsche, 
Max Weber, the Frankfurt School, and also Foucault. All of them argue, in one 
way or another, for a version of the following claim: the deployment of certain 
concepts (e.g., ones involving rationality, reason, the self, democracy, or liberty) 
that we might think of as relatively innocent, or even tied to a project of eman-
cipation and the promotion of a better social order, might in practice actually 
be tied to maintaining forms of domination, subordination, or oppression.44 
Whether that is true or not for a given concept (or set of concepts) is, of course, 
a matter of actual conceptual history. And what to do about it, if true for a given 
concept (or set of concepts), will then raise complicated questions in conceptual 
ethics. For example, we can ask whether we should reform or replace the con-
cepts, or whether we should instead continue to use the concepts but in ways 
that emphasize how their deployment until now has fallen short of the norma-
tive ideals that they themselves contain, or which they implicate in some basic 
way.45 But these are all downstream issues. For my purposes here, the key point 
is just this: conceptual history, by giving us information about the actual practi-
cal effects of the deployment of certain concepts, can be relevant to helping us 
figure out what reasons we have for engaging in a given instance (or kind) of 
inquiry, or for abandoning it.46

43. For more on this broad theme, see Haslanger (2005). Haslanger pursues this kind of proj-
ect with respect to race and gender concepts, and concepts about social identity and social kinds 
more generally. Haslanger explicitly bases her approach in a kind of content externalism. As my 
way of putting things above is meant to underscore, one need not endorse any kind of externalism 
in order to pursue the basic kind of investigation I have in mind here, namely, one of studying 
the actual social effects of concept use (including, crucially, in the pursuit of a kind of ideology 
critique). Whether or not one endorses a form of externalism will, as Haslanger argues, have an 
effect on how this kind of study will proceed. But, crucially, endorsing a form of externalism is not 
a prerequisite for the broad kind of study I am glossing here.

44. See nietzsche (1887/1994), Weber (1958) , Habermas (1975), Horkheimer and Adorno 
(1947/2002), Marcuse (1964/1991), Foucault (1975/1995), and Foucault (1984b).

45. For discussion of versions of this last option, see both Foucault (1984b) and Habermas 
(1984).

46. As I explained earlier in this paper, the promotion of such ethical values might be tied to 
the internal success- conditions of a given kind of inquiry. (For example, this is so on certain ways 
of understanding the nature and aims of critical theory.) It should be emphasized that the above 
point is a different one. It is that information about the promotion of things that are ethically valu-
able can be relevant to all- things- considered questions about whether to engage in a given kind 
of inquiry, regardless of what the internal success- conditions of that inquiry are. (The same goes 
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Here is another way in which conceptual history can help on this front. In 
some cases, the normative reasons we have for engaging in a given instance (or 
kind) of inquiry rest on certain key presuppositions. For example, suppose the 
internal success- conditions of a given kind of inquiry involve achieving a correct 
representation of the X facts. Our normative reasons for engaging in that kind of 
inquiry might thus depend heavily on the presupposition that there are X facts. 
But perhaps there are no such X facts. In such a case, some of our core norma-
tive reasons for engaging in that inquiry might be undercut. Conceptual history 
has the potential to help defeat such presuppositions, and thus to undercut our 
normative reasons for engaging in a given instance (or kind) of inquiry.

To illustrate how this might go, suppose we take it that the internal success- 
conditions of normative inquiry involve learning about the normative facts. Sup-
pose we then discover that a group of concepts emerged for reasons that had 
nothing at all to do with tracking the normative facts, or that our subsequent use 
of those concepts has not helped us better learn about normative facts. nietzsche 
is plausibly read as holding that one or both of these claims are true of the specifi-
cally moral concepts (or at least a set of moral concepts that was prevalent during 
his time). As I glossed at the start of this paper, on one way of reading nietzsche, 
the specifically moral concepts emerged as part of an attempt by some people 
to seek vengeance on others, rather than because people were tracking the nor-
mative facts. Since then, he claims, our use of those concepts has not helped us 
better grasp any important facts. rather, he claims, the primary upshot of their 
use has been to stifle human flourishing (or, more precisely, the flourishing of a 
particular kind of person for whom nietzsche has particular concern). If such a 
story is right, it might give us reason to doubt that there is an actual set of facts— 
or, put another way, a subject matter— that those moral concepts are helping us 
understand. Indeed, if such a story is right, it might lead us to suspect that the 
concepts in question (namely, the moral concepts) aren’t really helpful tools for 
understanding a subject matter at all, but rather essentially ideological tools of 
legitimation. We might then conclude, to put it in nietzsche’s own terms (from 
Twilight of The Idols), that we have become “stuck in a cage, imprisoned among 
all sorts of terrible concepts” (1889/1954: 502). If that radical conclusion is right, 
this might well give us reason to stop using those concepts and seek other ones 
to use instead when engaged in normative inquiry.

The broadly nietzschean- style story here, of course, becomes more radical 
the more normative concepts it is used to cover. On the most radical end of the 
spectrum, one might seek to push it to cover all normative concepts— including 
those we use in epistemology, the parts of ethics outside of morality (parts that 

for information about the promotion of things that are ethically bad, or that hinder our ability to 
promote things that are good.)
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nietzsche himself seems to be relying on when he advocates views of human 
flourishing), or the philosophy of science. If so, this could lead us to be skeptical 
that there is a subject matter for any normative inquiry to be about in the first 
place. What should we make of such forms of radical skepticism? If my above 
line of argument is correct, what we should say depends in part on what the facts 
of conceptual history here actually are. (It depends, of course, on other things 
too, including, crucially, what the constitutive aims of normative inquiry are in 
the first place, and, in a connected vein, what presuppositions are built into our 
reasons for engaging in that inquiry.)

8. Conclusion

In this paper, I have sought to establish the following basic idea: conceptual his-
tory can matter for normative inquiry. I have argued for this claim in a way that 
aims to be highly ecumenical, and congenial to a wide range of philosophers 
working within the main currents of contemporary Anglo- American philoso-
phy. I made this case in the following basic way: I argued that conceptual ethics 
matters for all forms of inquiry and that conceptual history can help us when 
we engage in conceptual ethics. I then argued that normative inquiry is a kind 
of inquiry, and, thus, that conceptual history can matter for normative inquiry.

Most philosophers working on normative issues don’t have explicit devel-
oped views on the relevance or irrelevance of conceptual history to their work. 
rather, mostly what happens is that philosophers simply hold unarticulated 
views on this topic and then use them in practice. If my arguments in this paper 
are on the right track, then philosophers engaged in normative inquiry shouldn’t 
dismiss facts about the emergence of and past use of concepts as epistemically 
irrelevant in virtue of their being historical facts of this sort. Such facts can matter 
for normative inquiry. If this is right, it will require many of those engaged in 
normative inquiry to change their implicit working attitudes toward conceptual 
history. In short, it means having a more open mind than many currently do 
about the possibility of conceptual history mattering to what they are doing.

But what about someone engaged in addressing a specific normative ques-
tion? How much does conceptual history matter then? My paper does not settle 
such questions. rather, it gives us a schematic framework that helps us think 
about the kinds of conditions under which one kind of information (descriptive 
information about the emergence and past use of concepts) can be relevant to 
those engaged in normative inquiry. How much facts of conceptual history ulti-
mately matter for normative inquiry, relative to other kinds of facts, is not some-
thing that my argument aims to settle. nor does it aim to settle how conceptual 
history bears on particular normative questions. And how could it, given the 
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kind of abstract issue that my argument is about? nonetheless, my framework 
does help us get a better sense of what kinds of questions we should ask in as-
sessing the relevance of conceptual history to particular normative issues. We 
should ask, among other things, what the constitutive aims of the relevant kind 
of inquiry actually are, what facts are relevant to settling the issues of conceptual 
ethics on the table, and also what the facts of conceptual history actually are. In 
other words, my argument not only gives us a better understanding of how and 
why conceptual history can bear on normative inquiry, but also helps provide 
the foundation for further investigation into how much it in fact matters for par-
ticular normative issues.

One upshot of my framework is that such investigation into the actual im-
pact of conceptual history on particular normative issues, or on normative inqui-
ry in general, is not going to be easy or straightforward. Figuring out the actual 
conceptual history of different concepts requires hard work. So too is hard work 
required to make progress on the sorts of foundational philosophical issues that 
I have argued matter for thinking about the relevance of conceptual history to 
normative inquiry, but which I have only briefly touched on here. These include 
issues about the aims of inquiry, issues about the foundations and nature of 
conceptual ethics, and the cluster of epistemological issues at the center of de-
bates about peer disagreement and evolutionary debunking arguments. This, 
however, seems to me to be exactly the right result. Given our current epistemic 
situation, philosophers engaged in normative inquiry would do well to have an 
open mind about the potential relevance of conceptual history to their work— or 
at least a more open mind than many practitioners of normative inquiry current-
ly do. But we should also not expect easy answers to what exactly the relevance 
of conceptual history to normative inquiry will amount to. To have that sort of 
expectation, in the context of our current epistemic situation, would involve a 
failure to appreciate the complexity and richness of the subject matter at hand.
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