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ABSTRACT
This paper addresses an important but relatively unexplored question about the
relationship between conceptual ethics and other philosophical inquiry: how
does the epistemology of conceptual ethics relate to the epistemology of
other, more “traditional” forms of philosophical inquiry? This paper takes as
its foil the optimistic thought that the epistemology of conceptual ethics will
be easier and less mysterious than relevant “traditional” philosophical inquiry.
We argue against this foil by focusing on the fact that that conceptual ethics
is a form of normative inquiry. Because of the epistemic difficulties that face
normative inquiry, we should not expect conceptual ethics to constitute an
epistemic panacea. Instead, although the epistemological upshots can vary
from case to case, there are systematic reasons why this shift may
exacerbate, rather than mitigate, the epistemic difficulties we face in
pursuing philosophical inquiry.
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Introduction

In recent years, there has been increasing explicit interest amongst philoso-
phers in the projects of “conceptual ethics” and “conceptual engineering”.1

Put roughly, conceptual ethics concerns certain normative and evaluative
questions about thought and talk, such as questions about which concepts
we should use, and why, and what we should mean by our words, and why.
In turn, conceptual engineering (again, put roughly) incorporates such
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normative and evaluative inquiry into projects that also involve introducing
or reforming concepts (or other representational or inferential devices) and
trying to implement the use of those new or revised concepts.2

A central cluster of questions about conceptual ethics and conceptual
engineering concerns how these projects relate to other forms of philoso-
phical inquiry. For example:

. How much of existing philosophical inquiry already involves concep-
tual ethics and conceptual engineering (perhaps implicitly)?

. Can explicit engagement in conceptual ethics and conceptual engineer-
ing help make progress in philosophical inquiry? (And if so, how much?)

This paper addresses an important but relatively unexplored question
about the relationship between conceptual ethics and other philosophi-
cal inquiry: how does the epistemology of conceptual ethics relate to
the epistemology of other, more “traditional” forms of philosophical
inquiry? (For our purposes here, we will understand “traditional” philoso-
phical inquiry as inquiry that doesn’t centrally involve conceptual ethics.)3

One way to see the significance of this question is to note that some
answers to it could serve to motivate engaging in conceptual ethics.
For example, suppose one thinks that the basic idea of conceptual
ethics makes sense, and links up in relevant ways to key aspects of “tra-
ditional” philosophical inquiry. Now suppose that inquiry into issues in
conceptual ethics is easier to carry out successfully and less epistemolo-
gically mysterious than “traditional” philosophical inquiry. Put briefly,
this epistemological hypothesis could motivate conceptual ethics
inquiry insofar as we have more reason to engage in philosophical pro-
jects that are more apt for intelligible success than those that are not.

This epistemological hypothesis might also seem quite plausible. Con-
sider, for example, philosophical inquiry concerning free will. The
difficulty of such inquiry is suggested by the endemic and seemingly

2These glosses are from McPherson and Plunkett (McPherson and Plunkett 2021d), which in turn draws
on (Burgess and Plunkett 2013a), (Burgess and Plunkett 2013b), (Burgess and Plunkett 2020), and (Cap-
pelen and Plunkett 2020).

3We make this assumption solely for the purposes of expository simplicity. In fact, we are sympathetic to
the idea that much philosophical inquiry involves work in conceptual ethics, either explicitly or
implicitly. For an overview of some of the many places it shows up explicitly, see (Burgess and Plunkett
2013a), (Cappelen and Plunkett 2020), and (Cappelen 2018). For discussion of the idea that significant
parts of philosophy might well involve implicit arguments in conceptual ethics, see (Plunkett 2015) and
(Thomasson 2016). Once we relax the assumption that “traditional” philosophy inquiry doesn’t cen-
trally involve work in conceptual ethics, we can better formulate our central question in terms of
the epistemological relationship between the conceptual ethics and non-conceptual ethics elements
of philosophical inquiries. We will return to this issue in the conclusion of the paper.
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intractable philosophical disagreements about free will. And the epistemo-
logical mystery of inquiry about this topic is suggested by the fact that it is
not at all clear how we could settle these debates using empirical investi-
gation, and nor is it clear what the alternative epistemology for addressing
these debates is supposed to be. It might seem that the project of identify-
ing a good FREE WILL-ish concept to use for central purposes in our lives is,
comparatively, more epistemically tractable and less mysterious.4 This com-
parative hypothesis will serve as our foil in this paper.

As we explain in the next section, there are good reasons to take this
foil seriously. However, against this foil, we argue that shifting to engage
in conceptual ethics projects does not generally lighten our epistemic
burdens. Rather, although the epistemological upshots can vary from
case to case, there are systematic reasons why this shift may instead
exacerbate the epistemic difficulties we face in pursuing philosophical
inquiry. This is true, we argue, both in terms of the question of whether
conceptual ethics is “easier” than “traditional” philosophical inquiry and
the question of whether it is “less mysterious”.

We proceed as follows. We begin by introducing our question in more
detail and motivating our foil (§1). We then set out the core of our argu-
ment. This argument begins from the observation that conceptual ethics
is a kind of normative and evaluative inquiry. Because of this, we should
expect the epistemology of conceptual ethics to inherit the difficulties
of the epistemology of the normative and evaluative more generally
(§2). We then consider certain substantive assumptions that would
greatly mitigate the epistemological challenges that we press (§3). We
argue that, in at least some cases, these same assumptions will entail
that “traditional” philosophical inquiry is also more epistemically tractable
than it might initially seem. We conclude by drawing some broader
lessons for our understanding of the project of conceptual ethics.

1. Preliminaries: the projects and our foil

In this section, we begin by more carefully introducing the projects of
conceptual ethics and conceptual engineering. We then offer a more
detailed motive for our foil. Finally, we distinguish our strategy in this
paper from alternative ways of casting doubt on the epistemic tractability
of conceptual ethics.

4In this paper, we use single quotation marks (e.g. ‘bicycle’) to mention linguistic items. We use double
quotation marks (e.g. “bicycle”) for a variety of tasks including quoting others’ words, scare quotes, and
mixes of use and mention. We use small caps (e.g. BICYCLE) to pick out concepts.
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The schematic characterization of conceptual ethics and conceptual
engineering that we work with in this paper draws on our previous
work.5 No characterization of these projects is uncontroversial.6 In
putting forward an account of what these projects are, we are taking a
stand on some of these controversies – e.g. how conceptual ethics
relates to conceptual engineering. However, our aim here is not to
settle significant controversies on how the projects we discuss should
best be carried out. Rather, we seek to provide a framework that is
useful for talking about a range of connected issues that philosophers
are interested in, across a wide range of different subareas of philosophy,
and with a wide range of different philosophical commitments.

Start with “conceptual ethics”.7 We take conceptual ethics to be a
branch of normative and evaluative inquiry, focused on certain kinds of
issues about thought and talk. For example, if Mirabai wonders whether
it is ethical to routinely classify persons using the concept WOMAN, they
are engaged in conceptual ethics. This example involves a question
about a concept: namely, the concept WOMAN. But we understand concep-
tual ethics broadly, to include questions about words, conceptions, or
other things that theorists hold play connected inferential and represen-
tational roles in our thought and talk. Those involved in conceptual ethics
might see those things (concepts, words, conceptions, etc.) in a range of
different ways (including accepting or denying the analytic/synthetic dis-
tinction, the idea that the conceptual is sharply distinguished from the
non-conceptual, or the idea that words and concepts should be under-
stood mostly in terms of a “representational” role). Indeed, one could
engage in conceptual ethics even if one is suspicious of the theoretical
utility of concepts.8

Just as the term ‘conceptual’ in ‘conceptual ethics’ can be misleading
(in implying a narrower focus than we intend) so too is this true of the
term ‘ethics’ as used in ‘conceptual ethics’. We aim to use ‘ethics’ in ‘con-
ceptual ethics’ as a useful shorthand to pick out a range of possible types
of normative and evaluative inquiry, including, but not limited to, the nar-
rowly “ethical”. For example, some theorists think that moral and political

5See especially (McPherson and Plunkett 2021d), (McPherson and Plunkett 2021c), (McPherson and Plun-
kett 2021b), and (McPherson and Plunkett 2021a), which in turn draws on (Burgess and Plunkett
2013a), (Burgess and Plunkett 2013b), (Burgess and Plunkett 2020), and (Cappelen and Plunkett 2020).

6For a range of different approaches, see the essays collected in (Burgess, Cappelen, and Plunkett 2020).
7Our gloss on conceptual ethics below draws mostly from (Burgess and Plunkett 2013a) and (Burgess
and Plunkett 2013b).

8For example, Herman Cappelen focuses solely on the meanings of lexical items in his discussion of “con-
ceptual engineering” (which we take to involve “conceptual ethics”). See (Cappelen 2018).
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norms and values are central to conceptual ethics (at least when done
properly, at least for certain parts of conceptual ethics), while others
place more emphasis on broadly “epistemological” ones (such as facilitat-
ing fruitful inquiry) or broadly “metaphysical” ones (such as “carving
nature at its joints”).9 Nothing in our use of ‘ethics’ in ‘conceptual
ethics’ is meant to take a stand on such issues.

Now turn to “conceptual engineering”.10 We take paradigmatic con-
ceptual engineering projects to involve three different activities. The
first is conceptual ethics, understood along the lines sketched above.
The second is “conceptual innovation”, which involves introducing new
or modified concepts (or other representational devices, such as
words).11 The third is “conceptual implementation”, which involves
efforts to actually have some relevant group of people employ the linguis-
tic or conceptual changes proposed as conceptual innovations.

Notice that, because paradigmatic instances of conceptual engineering
also involve conceptual innovation and conceptual implementation, con-
ceptual engineering projects paradigmatically extend beyond work in
conceptual ethics. To illustrate: it is no part of a conceptual ethics
inquiry per se – even when that inquiry concludes with endorsing
certain conceptual reforms or replacements – to attempt to actually
bring about those changes. Consider, by analogy, the contrast between
an ethical theory project that aims to better understand or know about
some ethical topic, and the practical project of seeking to make the
world better in some relevant respect.

This paper aims to evaluate an epistemological hypothesis that could
serve as a motive for engaging in conceptual ethics (whether as part of
a conceptual engineering project or not). This hypothesis is that, in a
central range of cases, conceptual ethics projects are both easier and
less epistemically mysterious than “traditional” (non-conceptual ethics)
projects in philosophy. The qualification “in a central range of cases” is
essential, because we simply want to grant that some questions that phi-
losophers are interested in can be easily answered in unmysterious ways.

9For an example of work in (what we take to be) “conceptual ethics” that gives a central role to broadly
“moral” and “political” considerations, see (Haslanger 2000). For work that gives a central role to
broadly “epistemological” ones, see (Pérez Carballo 2020). And for work that gives a central role to
broadly “metaphysical” ones, see (Sider 2011).

10Our gloss on “conceptual engineering” draws from (Burgess and Plunkett 2020) and (Cappelen and
Plunkett 2020). We are skating over some of the relatively subtle differences between those two
accounts, which don’t matter to our discussion here.

11The question of what distinguishes “reforming” from “replacing” a concept (or a word, etc.) is an inter-
esting one for work in conceptual ethics and conceptual engineering. But it is not one that matters for
our core line of argument in what follows. So we leave it to the side in our discussion here.
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We propose to grant to our foil, however, that in a wide range of
central cases, the epistemology of philosophy is very challenging, and in
a way that goes beyond the paradigmatic kinds of challenges that arise
in inquiry in the natural and social sciences. Consider some examples of
this sentiment, from the very local to the very general. Karen Bennett
argues that metaphysical debates about material constitution and the
special composition question cannot be settled by “local” philosophical
argument; that if there are reasons to favor one side or the other, they
reside in a controversial collection of “broader theoretical and methodo-
logical” considerations.12 In discussing the epistemology of ethics, one of
us (McPherson) suggests that there is a lot to be said for the view that
“adequately justified ethical belief is possible, but we are in general
poorly equipped to get it”.13 And more generally still, Kit Fine suggests
epistemological modesty about philosophy in claiming that “in this age
of post-Moorean modesty, many of us are inclined to doubt that philos-
ophy is in possession of arguments that might genuinely serve to under-
mine what we ordinarily believe”.14

Consider two related ways in which this modesty can be motivated.
The first is broadly inductive: time and again, we find that careful, chari-
table, and fair-minded philosophers develop theories that turn out, on
further reflection, to fail. The second concerns the broad scope and
seeming intractability of many philosophical disagreements. This might
seem to suggest that it is at least very challenging to correctly answer phi-
losophical questions, given that many (most?) well-trained, committed,
and thoughtful inquirers appear to be getting it wrong on central
questions.

A related issue is that much philosophical inquiry can seem deeply
mysterious. The mystery might be understood in different ways. For
example, it might be based in the idea that much philosophy is, in
Ted Sider’s Ayer-esque terminology, “epistemically metaphysical”: that
is, amenable neither to empirical investigation nor to conceptual analy-
sis.15 Or it might be based in Richard Rorty’s “pragmatist” diagnosis:
that much philosophy involves the “attempt to step outside of our
own skin – the traditions, linguistic and other, within which we do
our thinking and self-criticism – and compare ourselves with something
absolute”.16

12(Bennett 2009, 72–74).
13(McPherson 2020, 29). For a more nuanced version of the claim, see (McPherson 2018b).
14(Fine 2001, 2).
15(Sider 2011, 187).
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In what follows, we will simply grant that (much, central) “traditional”
philosophical inquiry is very challenging. We will not, however, grant that
it is impossible.17 For if it were, this could make the comparative epistemic
challenge for conceptual ethics projects rather trivial to meet.

Next, consider why it might seem that a conceptual ethics project is
likely to be in better epistemic shape than a traditional, non-conceptual
ethics project addressing the same topic. Just for concreteness, we will
return to our example of the concept of FREE WILL, mentioned in the intro-
duction. Consider a conceptual ethics argument in favor of a new “engin-
eered” version of our concept FREE WILL, which we then would express
with the same term ‘free will’.18 Why might the inquiry supporting this
argument seem to be in better epistemic shape than traditional philoso-
phical inquiry into free will?

First, on a natural picture, traditional philosophical inquiry is about part
of extra-conceptual, extra-social-practical reality rather than about our
language or practices. By contrast, an attempt to engineer a better
version of FREE WILL is focused on our thought and talk. One might think
that it will in general be easier to investigate conceptual and linguistic
entities than it will be to investigate properties like free will.

It might be noted, in rebuttal, that the track record of philosophers’
attempts to produce adequate conceptual analyses casts doubt on this
alleged asymmetry.19 However, here again the conceptual engineer
might seem to have the easier task. For she doesn’t need to develop a
fully adequate descriptive theory of the existing concept FREE WILL.
Rather, she can simply know enough about it to support the idea that it
could be improved along certain salient dimensions. Indeed, she is
even free to simply stipulate the concept that she would like to engineer.
Here it is relevant that even W.V.O. Quine, the most famous critic of “ana-
lyticity” (and forms of standard “conceptual analysis” tied to that idea),
seemingly grants that this kind of stipulative activity can be clear and
straightforward.20

16(Rorty 1982, xix).
17For example, this would be true if local skepticism is true about the relevant area of philosophy. Some
pragmatists also seem to think that “traditional” philosophical inquiry is impossible, as (e.g.) Rorty
suggests about the alleged effort to “step outside of our own skin” (Rorty 1982, xix). Many philosophi-
cal projects might also be “impossible” (in a relevant sense) if, as (Scharp 2020) suggests, they are shot
through with deeply defective concepts.

18For an example of an extended “conceptual engineering” approach to free will, which also includes
significant amounts of methodological reflection on those projects that we are here calling “concep-
tual ethics” and “conceptual engineering”, see (Vargas 2013).

19For a critical discussion of this track record, see (Williamson 2007). For a more optimistic take on the
prospects of conceptual analysis given this track record, see (Jackson 1998).
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Next consider the alleged “mysteriousness” of the epistemology of tra-
ditional philosophy. Here again, the conceptual ethicist might seem to
have the advantage, given that conceptual ethics involves critical reflec-
tion on our own conceptual and linguistic practices, rather than proper-
ties such as free will whose place in reality (especially given a broadly
naturalistic account of reality) is hard to pin down. It is in this broad
spirit that Amie Thomasson argues that conceptual ethics projects –
when conducted in a properly “pragmatic” spirit that she advocates for
– enable us to avoid “epistemological mystery”.21 In essence, she
argues that such projects (carried out along specific lines she argues
for) retain the epistemic virtues that she has elsewhere advertised for
her “deflationary” approach to metaphysical inquiry.22 (Thomasson’s
endorsement of this kind of continuity with “traditional” philosophical
inquiry, understood in her “deflationary” way, is part of why we don’t
take her to endorse the alleged epistemic contrast that is our foil in this
paper).

Notice that we have introduced the alleged epistemic contrast along
two dimensions: how relatively easy our two sorts of inquiry are, and
how much they involve epistemic mystery. It is worth emphasizing that
these issues can come apart. On the one hand, we might sometimes
have a method for studying X that we have good reason to think is
reliable, but where we don’t really understand much about why it is an
accurate method to use. To illustrate: compare claims about the “unrea-
sonable effectiveness” of mathematics in the natural sciences.23 On the
other hand, there are questions for which we have no doubt at all
about what would be unmysterious good evidence, but where we just
lack that evidence. This is true, for example, of trivial details about the
past that no one happened to record. While we are most interested in
the question of relative ease, we take both dimensions to be relevant
to our discussion.

We take it that comparative epistemic ease of a kind of inquiry can
motivate engaging in that inquiry, in the following way. Suppose two
research projects were such that they would be equally valuable if suc-
cessfully executed. Here is a reason to prefer engaging in the easier of
the projects: its being easier makes success more likely, and frees

20Quine writes: “Here [in the case of stipulation] we have a really transparent case of synonymy created
by definition; would that all species of synonymy were as intelligible” (Quine 1951, 26).

21(Thomasson 2020, 456).
22See especially (Thomasson 2015).
23See (Wigner 1960).
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resources to do other worthwhile things. Similarly, if there is value in
engaging in activities that we can understand, there is a reason to
prefer engaging in the less epistemically mysterious of two otherwise
worthwhile projects. At the extreme, engaging in an epistemically myster-
ious project may seem to involve an objectionable act of faith.

Were the apparent comparative epistemological advantages of inquiry
into conceptual ethics vindicated, they would also constitute one side of a
powerful two-pronged case for philosophers to shift to engaging in con-
ceptual ethics projects. The case goes like this. It seems quite generally
plausible that it makes sense to frame our philosophical inquiry around
words and concepts that are good to use. And, at least prior to engaging
in conceptual ethics investigation, one might think that we have no par-
ticular reason to believe that the actual words and concepts that frame
philosophical discussion are good to use; or at least that they are as
good to use as they could be.24 This straightforwardly motivates engaging
in conceptual ethics projects, at least to the extent of testing how good
our existing philosophical concepts are, and comparing them to alterna-
tives. If conceptual ethics projects were epistemically vexed, this motive
might be defeated. But if (e.g.) conceptual ethics inquiry into FREE WILL

is in fact typically epistemically less mysterious and easier than “traditional”
investigation of the nature of free will, then this motive would seem to be
strengthened.

Having motivated the epistemic case for engaging in conceptual
ethics, we now want to mention two important sorts of responses to
that case, which we will simply set aside for the purposes of this paper.

The first sort of response attempts to push back against the alleged
epistemic mystery or difficulty of “traditional” philosophical inquiry (i.e.
inquiry that doesn’t centrally involve conceptual ethics). Consider three
examples. First, many strands of research across many areas of philosophy
– from philosophy of language to ethics to metaphysics – involve commit-
ments to forms of “naturalism” that, in different ways, seek in large part to
render the relevant inquiry epistemically tractable and unmysterious.
Some important broadly “pragmatist” projects, such as Thomasson’s
work on “easy ontology”, can be fruitfully understood along these
lines.25 So too can work from a range of others, such as, for example,
Peter Railton, Frank Jackson, and Steven Stich, whose work doesn’t
involve as many explicitly “pragmatist” themes.26

24For connected discussion, see (Cappelen 2020) and (McPherson and Plunkett 2020).
25See (Thomasson 2015).
26See (Railton 2003), (Jackson 1998), and (Stich 2011).
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A second route to resisting the idea that traditional philosophy
involves epistemic mystery appeals to a kind of broadly “anti-representa-
tionalist” form of “pragmatism”, along the lines advanced by Rorty. In
short, if one thought of philosophy (roughly) in terms of an ongoing cul-
tural conversation that didn’t aim to correctly represent mind-indepen-
dent reality, this might arguably undercut the seeming epistemic
difficulty of “traditional” philosophical inquiry (i.e. inquiry that doesn’t
centrally involve conceptual ethics).27 To take one last example, if one
thought (following the lead of the later Ludwig Wittgenstein) that
much “traditional” philosophical inquiry consisted of pseudo-problems
that could be dissolved by paying close attention to our linguistic or
social practices, this would undercut a presupposition of the alleged
asymmetry: namely, that there is a legitimate object of study for “tra-
ditional” philosophical inquiry.28

The second sort of response is to question how well we in fact under-
stand how to successfully engage in conceptual engineering projects. If,
as Herman Cappelen suggests, we lack a good understanding of how
to make shifts in the meanings of terms (given the complexity of metase-
mantics), we may not be in a good position to know what it would take to
even achieve success in a conceptual engineering project.29 This kind of
idea perhaps most directly raises a challenge for conceptual implemen-
tation, but could also be developed to raise a challenge for conceptual
ethics.

We take these to be important responses, and we have some sympathy
for each of them. However, in this paper, we propose to set them aside, to
focus on a different cluster of epistemological challenges. The challenges
we focus on arise from the fact that conceptual ethics (whether done as
part of conceptual engineering, or not) is a branch of normative and eva-
luative inquiry.

Let’s take stock. In this section, we have introduced the projects of con-
ceptual ethics and conceptual engineering. In order to introduce our foil,
we then made a preliminary case for two sorts of epistemological asym-
metries between conceptual ethics inquiry (whether done on its own, or
as part of a conceptual engineering project) and “traditional” philosophi-
cal inquiry. The first asymmetry is that conceptual ethics inquiry appears

27See (Rorty 1980). Note that we say “arguably” here with a nod to the kind of possibility that we discuss
later in this paper: namely, that certain anti-realist views don’t actually sidestep many of the relevant
epistemological difficulties in the areas they are adopted in (e.g. metaethics).

28See (Wittgenstein 1991 [1953]).
29(Cappelen 2018, Part II).
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to be easier than relevant central instances of traditional philosophical
inquiry. The second is that it appears to be less mysterious than such tra-
ditional philosophical inquiry. In the next section we explain why this foil,
despite its apparent plausibility, should be rejected.

2. The epistemology of conceptual ethics: a cluster of
challenges

In this section, we lay out what we take to be the structure of a central
cluster of epistemological challenges to conceptual ethics, tied to its
nature as a kind of normative and evaluative inquiry. (Henceforth, for
ease of exposition, we will often use ‘normative’ in a broad way to
cover both the normative and the evaluative). In this section, we argue
that, properly understood, normative inquiry involves at least three dis-
tinct epistemological tasks, each of which can be quite challenging. We
introduce and explain these challenges in turn.

2.1. The normative standards question

There are a wide variety of normative standards. For example, we could
evaluate conceptual ethics proposals using moral norms, or epistemic
norms, or the norms scrawled on the wall of little Anna’s treehouse.
However, this arguably understates the variety. Suppose that we think
of a normative standard as a function from “ought” claims to truth
values. The dominant contemporary semantics for ‘ought’ is context-sen-
sitive.30 This means that features of the context of use can alter the func-
tion to truth-values in many ways.

Given this, what sort of normative standard does it make sense to use
in conceptual ethics? Intuitively, it is not the case that anything goes here.
There are, presumably, standards that support engineering the term ‘elec-
tron’ (in the context of doing physics research) to refer to breath mints.
But it seems absurd to advocate this sort of conceptual engineering pro-
posal. Here is a very natural thought: in doing conceptual ethics, we
should deploy normative standards that really matter or ones that are
really good to use. This might mean using what (in other work) we have
called “authoritative” normative standards. These are ones that (put
roughly) pick out what normative facts about what we “really and truly”
should do, or evaluative facts about what “really and truly” matters.31

30See (Kratzer 2012). For connected discussion, see (Finlay 2014) and (Silk 2016).
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Alternatively, the “authoritative” normative standards might tell us that
we should use different standards in a given context (even if the latter
standards are not themselves authoritative).32 To illustrate, consider
that it might be that someone (authoritatively) should use certain culinary
standards when engaged in cooking, or certain legal standards when
working as a judge. Notice that, in putting forward this broad line
about the kinds of standards we should use, and how they either are or
are vindicated by “authoritative” ones, we are evaluating normative stan-
dards themselves.

On either of these ways of understanding the role of authoritatively
normative standards, conceptual ethics work would ideally involve iden-
tifying (and deploying) authoritatively normative standards. But (to sim-
plify brutally) seeking such identification seems to require that we
evaluate normative standards. And this raises an important challenge:
how are we to evaluate our own normative standards?33 It would seem
bizarre or silly to do so by deploying norms that we do not currently
accept. But suppose that we deploy some of our own standards to do
the evaluation. Then there is a natural worry that our evaluation is objec-
tionably circular: that it would be like trying to verify the accuracy of a
ruler by checking it against itself.

This is already a substantial epistemological challenge. However, given
certain further assumptions, things get even more vexed. When we
imagine worrying about the accuracy of our ruler, we have an idea of
an external standard in mind, against which it might turn out to be accu-
rate or not (perhaps, the standard length unit conventions prevalent in
one’s society). One way to understand such an “external” standard for nor-
mative inquiry is in terms of a broadly “realist”metanormative theory. But,
as we discuss in §3 with respect to other epistemological challenges, this
epistemological challenge can also arise for broadly “anti-realist” views,
insofar as they (as many of them do) seek in some way to accommodate
or replicate the idea of “external” standards.34 By contrast, consider the
worry about whether the normative standards that satisfy our concept
REALLY MATTERS match a relevant external standard. It is unclear how we
can even intelligibly think about that external standard, understood as
distinct from the standards encoded in any of our own normative and

31For discussion, see (McPherson 2018a), (McPherson and Plunkett 2017), and (McPherson and Plunkett
2021b).

32For further discussion of this idea, see (McPherson and Plunkett 2020).
33The following discussion briefly introduces issues explored in more depth in (McPherson and Plunkett
2021b).

34For further discussion, see (McPherson and Plunkett 2021b).
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evaluative concepts. There can seem to be a challenge here that is at once
deep and unnerving, while at the same time appearing ineffable.35

In recent work, we have argued for cautious optimism in addressing
the “vindicatory circularity” challenge just glossed, using resources from
anti-skeptical epistemology. In particular, we express sympathy for the
idea we are entitled to a form of “self-trust” in the concepts we deploy
in doing conceptual ethics, in the same vein as the broader anti-skeptical
idea that we are entitled to basic trust in our belief-forming capacities.36

In work in progress, however, we suggest that certain sorts of information
we could receive about cognitively superior reasoners (e.g. certain forms
of “strong AI”) could make the epistemological challenge here even more
intense.37 For our purposes here, the core point is that the “vindicatory
circularity” challenge is a distinctive epistemological challenge about
the foundations of conceptual ethics that remains relatively unexplored.
Provisionally, however, this challenge appears both powerfully motivated
and quite difficult.

2.2. The epistemology of familiar normative concepts

Suppose that the “vindicatory circulatory” challenge we sketched above
can be met. In particular, suppose that we meet it in such a way that
the normative concepts that it makes sense to deploy in evaluating con-
ceptual ethics proposals are familiar concepts that we already employ in
normative inquiry, like JUST, REASON FOR ACTION, or MORALLY OUGHT. Here we
confront a second layer of epistemological challenges for the conceptual
ethicist. This arises from the fact that the epistemology of the normative is
paradigmatically vexed. We can illustrate this in several ways.

To begin, imagine that your favored news source proclaimed that
moral theorists had discovered that abortion is morally permissible in
the first trimester. Whatever your views about the ethics of abortion,
you would likely take the headline as a sign of journalistic incompetence.
We do not, ordinarily, take morality to be a topic of reputably reportable
fact.38

Next, consider the familiar fact that there appears to be a great deal of
disagreement about central normative questions, both among everyday
people (“the folk”), and among “expert” inquirers about normative

35For further discussion, see (McPherson and Plunkett 2021b), drawing on discussion in (Eklund 2017).
36(McPherson and Plunkett 2021b).
37(McPherson and Plunkett Manuscript-b).
38Here we follow (McPherson 2020, 6).
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topics, such as those that arise in ethics, epistemology, the philosophy of
science, political philosophy, and aesthetics.39

Then there are a host of more theoretical and controversial worries
about the epistemology of the normative. These include worries that
our central normative concepts are infected with ideology, or are gener-
ated by problematic psychological processes, or that we cannot explain in
a plausible way how our normative beliefs reliably track the normative
facts.40

When we put these observations together, the epistemology of the
normative does not, at first blush, appear easy. In fact, it appears to
have some of the same epistemological features of “traditional” philoso-
phical inquiry, which our foil supposed could be used to motivate shifting
focus to a conceptual ethics project.41

2.3. The epistemology of the normatively approved standard

Suppose that we have navigated the two classes of epistemological chal-
lenges posed in the preceding subsections. We are still not quite out of
the epistemological woods, so to speak. To see this, suppose that, in
engineering a semantic content for the word ‘free will’, one determines
that, in fact, part of what really matters most in evaluating potential con-
tents for this term is how well the content carves nature at its joints, such
that the content picks out a Lewisian “elite” or “highly natural” property.42

Such properties are arguably, in Sider’s sense mentioned in §1 above,
“epistemically metaphysical”; that is, we arguably cannot ensure that
we latch onto them through solely a combination of empirical inquiry
and conceptual analysis. If this happened, the epistemically motivated
conceptual ethicist would have in effect weathered the epistemological
challenges canvassed in the preceding subsections, only to find them-
selves facing just the sort of epistemic mysteriousness challenge they
had hoped to avoid in the first place.

Even if one denied that our goal was to use concepts that “carve at the
joints” (where those joints are understood in terms of Lewisian ideas
about “naturalness”), a similar kind of “revenge” problem might arise in

39For discussion, see e.g. (McGrath 2011) and (Locke 2017).
40For some of the recent discussion of these kinds of issues, see (Street 2006), (Joyce 2006), (Schechter
2017), and (Vavova 2018).

41Note that different metanormative theories have different implications for the epistemology of the
normative, including ones that matter for how difficult it is and what problems it faces. For discussion
of different dimensions of these implications, see (McPherson 2012), (Darwall 1998), and (Street 2006).

42For discussion, see (Sider 2011), drawing on (Lewis 1983). See also (Dorr and Hawthorne 2013).
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other ways. To illustrate, consider the normative question of which
concept we should express by the term ‘torture’ in a given context. If
one is faced with two rival definitions – one of which has a higher
threshold for what counts as “torture” than the other – what kinds of nor-
mative arguments should one appeal to when determining which
definition we should use? In many cases, it seems natural to think that
the relevant normative arguments will be (at least) closely related to
the arguments that ethical and political philosophers currently use to
support substantive conclusions about the nature of torture, and the
nature of the moral wrong it exemplifies. For example, conceptual
ethics arguments about the word ‘torture’ (or which range of “torture-
ish” concepts to employ) should seemingly be sensitive to questions
about what rights individuals have, and what sorts of protections for indi-
viduals should be enshrined by our social and political institutions.
Suppose, then, that conceptual ethics inquiry about how to use
‘torture’ involves sorting through very similar normative and evaluative
issues as “traditional” philosophical arguments in moral and political phil-
osophy about torture. Then it is very unclear whether shifting to a concep-
tual ethics argument about ‘torture’ is really going to allow us to sidestep
the core epistemological difficulties allegedly involved in the “traditional”
arguments.43

Now, we shouldn’t overstate these possibilities. For example, in
many contexts, it may be true that what really matters most for evalu-
ating the contents that we might pair with a representational vehicle
includes some degree of epistemic tractability. This is especially true if
we are engineering concepts to play a central role in certain sorts of
inquiry. It would be very odd if the best content for that sort of job
had an extension that we were deeply hopeless at tracking. But we
should also be careful not to overstate the significance of this point.
Recall the joke about the man searching for his lost keys under a stree-
tlamp. The punchline is that the man is searching there not because
that’s where he lost the keys but because the light is better there than
where he lost them. Just as light is only useful to the searcher if it
shines where his lost keys are, epistemic tractability will only be impor-
tant to the extent that the property or pattern that is epistemically
tractable is one that it is worth investigating, tracking, and attending
to in our conceptual ethics project.

43Our points here draw on connected points in (Plunkett and Sundell 2013), (Plunkett 2015), and (Plun-
kett and Sundell 2021).
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2.4. Taking stock

Our foil in this paper has been the idea that there might be a quite general
epistemological motivation for engaging in conceptual ethics. The idea
was that conceptual ethics seems, at first blush, like it might be more epis-
temically tractable than “traditional” philosophical inquiry on the relevant
topics. In this section, we have argued that this appearance is difficult to
sustain. Difficult epistemological questions arise at the levels of determin-
ing which normative standards to deploy in our conceptual ethics pro-
jects, and at the level of how to determine what those standards
require. And even if we can navigate those questions, we have just
seen that there is no assurance that those standards instruct us to inves-
tigate something that will be especially epistemically tractable. It should
be noted that this doesn’t mean that to make progress in all questions in
conceptual ethics one needs to explicitly address all of these challenges,
any more than it means that doing work in other areas of normative
inquiry (e.g. ethics or epistemology) always requires one to explicitly
engage with parallel challenges. For example, it might well be that we
can significant progress on certain “applied” questions in conceptual
ethics, e.g. about the relative merit of using a given concept in a given
context, without explicitly engaging with these challenges. Rather, the
point is that these challenges are evidence of the underlying general
difficulties of conceptual ethics and other forms of normative inquiry.

In our discussion, we have mostly focused on the issue of how rela-
tively easy it is to learn about the relevant normative facts in conceptual
ethics. But the same basic strategy we have pursued here also extends to
the second issue that we discussed in §1: worries about the “mysterious-
ness” of certain philosophical epistemology. Consider two examples. First,
recall the potential “ineffability” of conceptual ethics inquiry into which
normative standards are the ones that “really matter”. This is arguably a
paradigm of epistemic mystery: how are we to adequately understand a
kind of inquiry that we cannot even adequately describe? Second, note
that, even setting this aside, normative inquiry is one of the areas that
many philosophers take to be epistemically mysterious – especially on
certain metanormative theories.

To illustrate this second point, suppose that some form of non-natur-
alistic metanormative realism is true about the “authoritatively” norma-
tive facts.44 Put roughly, non-naturalistic realists endorse a kind of

44For some recent examples of this kind of view, see (Enoch 2011), (Shafer-Landau 2003), and (Fitzpatrick
2008). This kind of view has its roots in (Moore 1993 [1903]).
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“cognitivism” at the level of thought, according to which we form
straightforward truth-apt beliefs about normative facts, and a kind of
“descriptivism” at the level of talk, according to which we make straight-
forward claims about those facts in language, via expressing those beliefs.
The non-naturalistic realist then combines these ideas with the thought
there are some normative facts and that these facts are “of their own
kind”, metaphysically speaking. Importantly, this means that these facts
are fundamentally different in kind from (in some relevant sense of
“different in kind from”) all other kinds of facts, including, crucially, the
kinds of “naturalistic” facts we study in the natural and social sciences.
This is standardly taken by non-naturalists to mean that (among other
things) such normative facts play no role in the causal order, and that
such facts are not fundamentally constitutively dependent on facts
about our attitudes or activities.45 If this kind of non-naturalistic metanor-
mative realism is true, it’s far from clear how we learn about normative
facts. At the very least, it is far from clear how the epistemological tools
that we use in the natural and social sciences for studying naturalistic
facts would carry over to discovering these (purportedly) radically
different kinds of facts.

Nothing in what we have argued in this paper suggests that non-
naturalistic realism is true. In fact, both of us are doubtful that it is.
But, at the same time, we each give it some credence and think
there are strong arguments on its behalf. More importantly, it is cer-
tainly one of the “live options” in contemporary metanormative theoriz-
ing. As such, it is a “live option” that could turn out to be true about
the relevant kinds of normative facts in conceptual ethics. And if that
was the result, then it is hardly as if the epistemological foundations
of conceptual ethics would be un-mysterious. Indeed, it might
instead turn out that they would be significantly more mysterious
than many parts of philosophical inquiry that aren’t fundamentally
about “authoritatively” normative issues. This illustrates a general
point: the correct metanormative theory might well yield the result
that the foundations of conceptual ethics are highly epistemologically
mysterious. Nothing in the very idea of “conceptual ethics” rules out
this possibility. And, indeed, we think that focusing on the fact that
conceptual ethics is a branch of normative and evaluative inquiry
makes it a philosophically salient possibility.

45For a more careful discussion of how to understand the non-naturalist’s distinctive metaphysical com-
mitments, see (McPherson and Plunkett Forthcoming), drawing on (McPherson 2015b).
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3. Can we save the motivation?

In this section, we consider four broad strategies for mitigating the epis-
temic challenges that we have posed for conceptual ethics projects. These
involve, respectively, embracing an epistemically tractable goal or norma-
tive standard for conceptual ethics work, embracing a metanormative
theory that has epistemically helpful implications, rejecting the idea
that authoritative norms guide conceptual ethics, and embracing back-
ground theories about thought and talk that lessen the epistemic
burdens. We suggest that while we can learn important lessons from con-
sidering these strategies, none of them unproblematically vindicates the
asymmetry.

To begin, consider a natural suggestion: that the epistemic challenges
can be solved if we simply accept a certain clear normative theory for the
purposes of evaluating conceptual ethics proposals. For example, con-
sider the widespread idea that facts aboutwhat promotes our goals or pur-
poses help explain the norms to apply in conceptual ethics.46 Drawing on
this, one might be tempted by the more ambitious “instrumentalist” idea
that we should evaluate conceptual ethics proposals solely by appeal to
facts about what best promotes our goals and purposes. We want to
make several linked points about this proposal.

First, this sort of response is compatible with the possibility that our
current goals make reference to some epistemically challenging standard.
For example, to return to the example discussed in §2.3, perhaps with
certain of our scientific vocabulary, our goal is to carve “nature at its
joints”.

Second, we should not simply assume that our current goals are nor-
matively ideal. Individually, most of us have discovered at some points
in our lives that central guiding goals that we have held (either individu-
ally or as parts of larger groups) were confused or substantively objection-
able. Interpersonally, we should be familiar with the possibility that others
do not share our goals, and that we disagree with the goals they have. It is
thus again unappealing to stop short at the mere possession of a goal; we
will want to be able to explain how our goal is substantively attractive. In
light of these points, it is at least prima facie unappealing to simply treat
our goals as such as determining the success conditions of conceptual
ethics projects. It might of course be that some purely goal-based view

46See (Burgess and Plunkett 2013a) and (Burgess and Plunkett 2013b) for discussion. For some examples
of philosophers who appeal centrally to goals in doing (at least some key parts) of conceptual ethics,
see (Haslanger 2000) and (Thomasson 2020).
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here could be correct in conceptual ethics. But the key point is that such a
purely “instrumentalist” view of conceptual ethics should be just as con-
troversial as a purely instrumentalist view in other sorts of normative
inquiry, such as ethics.47

We might seek to address this problem by proposing a non-instrumen-
talist norm to guide our conceptual ethics proposal. This non-instrumen-
talist proposal could take a range of different forms, from those that focus
on the operative norms in a social context to those that are context-inde-
pendent. For example, we might propose to evaluate conceptual ethics
proposals by a simple utilitarian standard, according to which a concep-
tual ethics proposal is right just in case no other available proposal would
produce more net pleasure. This solves two problems. First, if this were
the correct standard, then one could use utilitarian reasons in seeking
to convince others to accept our conceptual ethics proposal, regardless
of the aims they have. And second, this sort of proposal might seem to
make the epistemology of ethics more tractable: it is just a matter of
investigating the consequences of various options. That obviously
involves complicated empirical reasoning, but not of a kind that seems
either totally intractable or fundamentally mysterious.48

Despite these apparent virtues, this strategy badly misses the point, as
a response to the relevant epistemic challenge. To see this, imagine, ana-
logously, proposing to “solve” the epistemic problems in ethics by embra-
cing act-utilitarianism as a theory of ethically right action. This is
misguided, because the central epistemic difficulties in ethics arise
exactly in trying to determine whether act-utilitarianism is correct, and
if not, which of its competitors might be. If act-utilitarianism is the
correct theory about ethical rightness, that is something we need to dis-
cover rather than choose, at least on most plausible metaethical the-
ories.49 (This point generalizes to substantive theories of other
normative topics, such as goodness, moral obligations, and authoritative
reasons).

47We here echo our discussion in (McPherson and Plunkett 2020, 295), drawing on discussion in (Burgess
and Plunkett 2013b, 1105). Note that, in saying it should be controversial, we aren’t here committed to
denying that instrumentalism is correct. For arguments on its behalf, see (Schroeder 2007) and (Street
2006).

48Although see (Lenman 2000) for reasons to be skeptical about how epistemically tractable this kind of
investigation really is.

49Note that this is true even on most contemporary metaethical theories that give pride of place to our
contingent attitudes (such as, for example, (Lewis 1989), (Railton 1986), (Schroeder 2007), and (Street
2006)), insofar as those relevant attitudes aren’t directly chosen by us. The same point applies to most
contemporary “quietist” metaethical views (such as (Dworkin 1996) and (Scanlon 2014)), which, put
roughly, claim that most apparently metaethical claims can only be understood as further internal nor-
mative claims.
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A second strategy for seeking to avoid the epistemic difficulties we
have raised is to embrace a metanormative theory, which has as a con-
sequence that the epistemology of the relevant normative standard is
reasonably epistemically tractable. One principled reason for taking
this seriously is that there are significant reasons to think that
different metanormative theories can have strikingly different impli-
cations for the epistemology of the normative.50 For example, in §2.4,
above, we saw that non-naturalistic realism might make the epistem-
ology of the normative appear more mysterious than it would on
some other metanormative theories. The same point applies to how
easy it would be to learn about the relevant normative facts according
to different theories. Given that, one might think the way to avoid the
epistemic difficulties we have been raising about conceptual ethics is
simple: just pick the right kind of metanormative theory that avoids
these issues.

Our first point in reply to this strategy is very similar to our reply to the
previous strategy. Just as we don’t get to simply choose whether act-uti-
litarianism is the correct substantive ethical theory, so too we don’t get to
simply choose a metanormative theory. Rather, again, the correct meta-
normative theory is something we need to discover, rather than
choose: in this case, using metanormative inquiry. And metanormative
inquiry is, again, not exactly a paradigm of epistemic ease.

We can drive home the complexities here by pointing to an important
pattern in contemporary metanormative inquiry. Often, the simplest ver-
sions of certain sorts of metanormative theory (such as subjectivism,
expressivism, or naturalistic realism) appear to imply a highly tractable
epistemology of the normative.51 However, when we turn to the more
plausible versions of these views that are currently prominent, their epis-
temic consequences become much more complicated. Consider two brief
examples.52

First, many contemporary “subjectivist”metanormative theories – ones
that, put broadly, explain the normative facts in terms of the attitudes we
have (either the person making a normative judgment, or the person who
those judgments are about) – include some sort of “idealizing” function
on our actual attitudes.53 At the limit, in the influential account offered

50For discussion, see (McPherson 2012) and (McPherson 2018b).
51In the case of the simplest form of anti-realist expressivism (such as (Ayer 1952 [1936])), it is not even
clear that epistemological questions arise.

52For a discussion of the epistemology of one sophisticated version of naturalistic realism, see (McPher-
son 2018b).

53For example, see (Railton 1986), (Lewis 1989), and (Street 2012).
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by Michael Smith, the idealizing function appears to simply screen off the
idiosyncratic attitudes of individuals from grounding the correct norma-
tive principles.54 And this raises difficult questions about how exactly
we can epistemically access the relevant idealized contents.55 Impor-
tantly, not all contemporary “subjectivist” theories involve extensive idea-
lizing functions on our actual attitudes. But those that don’t, such as Mark
Schroeder’s form of the Humean theory of reasons, often involve other
complications (such as issues about how different reasons should be
“weighed” against each other) that make the overall epistemology of
the normative significantly more complicated than one might initially
expect.56

Second, consider expressivist theories, on which, roughly, normative
judgments ultimately consist of “non-cognitive” attitudes (such as
desires, plans, etc.) that we express in making normative statements.
The first thing to note here is that most expressivists (of many different
stripes) want to insist that expressivism should be sharply distinguished
from subjectivism. The basic reason for this is not hard to see: the (pur-
ported) fact thatwhat it is to make a normative judgment involves expres-
sing a non-cognitive attitude does not entail that the correctness-
conditions for those judgments are whether or not the speaker has
those attitudes or not.57 If this thought is right (which we think it is),
this means that expressivists can’t rely on the epistemology one gets
from subjectivism, whether in “straightforward” or more complicated
forms of it.

Things get even more complicated for expressivism when we look
closer at the details of contemporary expressivist views. Many contempor-
ary expressivists embrace a “quasi-realist” program, according to which
expressivism is compatible with felicitous talk of normative “truths”,
“facts”, and “epistemically justified normative beliefs”.58 However, the

54(Smith 1994).
55In (Smith 1994), Smith argues that we can simply use the “method of reflective equilibrium” here. But it
is not at all clear why, on Smith’s metaethical account, someone should start her normative inquiry
with her contingent and potentially idiosyncratic normative opinions, as his gloss on that method
suggests. In later work (such as (Smith 2012) and (Smith 2013)) Smith has begun to develop important
constitutivist forms of argument that seem a better match for the background metaethics. For general
critical discussion about how much guidance we can get from the “method of reflective equilibrium”
for the epistemology of the normative, see (McPherson 2015a).

56See (Schroeder 2007). For discussion of a relevant foil of a kind of “simple subjectivism”, see (McPher-
son and Plunkett 2017).

57For further discussion of this point, see (Gibbard 2003) and (Schroeder 2014).
58For example, see (Blackburn 1993) and (Gibbard 2003). For critical discussion, see (McPherson 2022).
Note that the relevant part of the “quasi-realist” program we are talking about here is the part that
Sebastian Köhler discusses as “accommodationist” expressivism in (Köhler 2021).
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contemporary literature shows that once we develop expressivism in
these ways, it is no longer clear that the expressivist escapes the sorts
of epistemic challenges that face their realist foils.

Consider two examples. First, some philosophers have argued that quasi-
realist expressivists face the kind of “reliability” challenge that is one of the
largest epistemological challenges to non-naturalistic realism.59 It might
well be that expressivists have a good response to this challenge, or that
they can sidestep it in some way.60 The point is just that this issue is much
more complicated than one might initially think for contemporary forms
of expressivism, especially given just how much of the core claims of non-
naturalistic realism expressivists want to embrace in some form. Second, con-
sider Allan Gibbard’s views in Thinking How to Live, where he suggests that
the epistemology of the normative, on his kind of expressivism, involves a
kind of intuitionism similar in key ways to the epistemology that G.E.
Moore embraced in defending non-naturalistic realism.61 While some form
of intuitionism might well be the correct epistemology of the normative,
many have taken it to be a paradigm of epistemic mysteriousness.

We now turn to a third strategy. On certain substantive background
views about language, thought, and normativity, the sorts of challenges
that we have been posing for the epistemology of conceptual ethics
might well turn out not to be that deep.62 One might appeal to such the-
ories in seeking to reject our arguments in this paper. Wemake two obser-
vations about this strategy. First, to defend this strategy, one would need
to take on substantive philosophical views in a range of areas of philos-
ophy. If “traditional” philosophical inquiry is epistemically vexed, it will
be hard to justify such views. After all, to defend those views, it (at least
prima facie) seems that one would need to engage in that kind of
inquiry about the topics at hand (e.g. issues in the philosophy of mind
and philosophy of language). Second, many philosophical views that
would have this result will also entail that the epistemology of “tra-
ditional” philosophical inquiry is easier than it initially appears as well.
For example, suppose that one is drawn to certain kinds of “pragmatist”
views that make inquiry in conceptual ethics non-mysterious and tract-
able.63 The same kinds of considerations that support that kind of view

59See (Street 2011) and (Schechter Manuscript).
60For arguments that this is so, see (Gibbard 2011) and (Dreier 2012).
61(Gibbard 2003), discussing the kind of “intuitionist” view of epistemology of the normative found in
(Moore 1993 [1903]).

62This might be true, for example, given the commitments argued for in (Jackson 1998) and (Thomasson
2015).

63For example, such as the view argued for in (Thomasson 2020).
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in conceptual ethics might well also support views about what is going on
in (appropriately conducted) “traditional” philosophical inquiry that
makes it relatively non-mysterious and tractable as well.64 For all that
we have said in this paper, both such views might turn out to be right.
But notice that if that turned out to be right, it would undermine the
alleged epistemic asymmetry between conceptual ethics and traditional
philosophical inquiry that is our foil.

A fourth strategy is to abandon the idea we introduced earlier in this
paper about the kinds of norms that one should use in doing conceptual
ethics. We have suggested that it is plausible that conceptual ethics
should be guided either by “authoritative” norms, or by standards
endorsed by authoritative norms. We think this is a compelling idea.65

However, perhaps in order to sidestep many of the epistemic difficulties
for conceptual ethics that we have highlighted in this paper, one might
be tempted to reject it.

Based on this, suppose that one decided to engage in conceptual
ethics using norms that one came up with oneself, which were designed
to be epistemically easy to apply, and which weren’t meant to in fact be
authoritatively normative ones or supported by such norms. (For
example, appeals to facts about our contingent aims in a given context
might play a key role here, or facts about social norms that are operative
in a given context). This might well mitigate the sorts of epistemological
difficulties we highlighted in the previous section.66

The core trouble with this strategy is that, put bluntly, it threatens to
make conceptual ethics less interesting and relevant to our underlying
philosophical interests. By comparison: one could make ethics or political
philosophy easier by just giving up on the idea of discussing issues about
how we “really and truly” should live, or how we “really and truly” should
organize our social/political institutions, in favor of some allegedly more
tractable goal. But the farther we move away from inquiring about the
authoritatively normative facts, the more it will seem that we are failing
to answer at least some of the core normative questions that we
wanted to ask. The same is true in conceptual ethics. Whether there are
authoritatively normative facts about which concepts we should use (or
about other topics in conceptual ethics) is something for metanormative

64For example, such as the view argued for in (Thomasson 2015).
65For further sympathetic discussion of this idea, see (McPherson and Plunkett 2020) and (McPherson
and Plunkett 2021b).

66It also might not, if our ability to understand our own normative or evaluative commitments is limited.
Such limits might be suggested by the wide variety of different systematic views on offer in the con-
temporary metanormative literature, and the large amounts of disagreement in this area.
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inquiry to investigate – and thus, as we emphasized earlier, not some-
thing we get to choose. If there are such facts, then we should want
some part of conceptual ethics to be trying to investigate them. For
those drawn to a vision of conceptual ethics in that spirit, the epistemo-
logical issues we have raised will loom large.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have investigated a cluster of issues about the epistem-
ology of conceptual ethics. We started by considering a foil: the idea that
conceptual ethics projects will tend to be epistemically easier and less
mysterious than relevantly related “traditional” philosophical inquiry.
We have argued that, taken as a general thesis, this idea is deeply implau-
sible. Conceptual ethics is a form of normative inquiry, and insofar as we
take seriously the epistemic difficulties that face normative inquiry, we
should not expect conceptual ethics to constitute an epistemic
panacea. Indeed, given the difficulties in the epistemology of the kinds
of normativity that (at least seem to) matter to conceptual ethics, there
may be significant reasons to worry that a shift to conceptual ethics
exacerbates, rather than mitigates, our epistemic burdens. In this final
section, we emphasize two limitations to our conclusions, and one com-
plication, before sketching the broader significance of the project of this
paper.

To begin, we emphasize two ways in which our conclusions should be
understood to be limited. First, as we have noted just above, there are
possible views about language, thought, and normativity, on which the
sorts of challenges that we have been posing for the epistemology of con-
ceptual ethics dissipate. On some of these views – perhaps, in particular,
views on which the epistemology of the normative is distinctively unpro-
blematic – the contrast that we take as our foil might in fact be vindicated.
While this paper has offered some brief reasons to be doubtful about the
promise of some such views, we have certainly not decisively refuted
them. Hence, the view that is our foil could potentially turn out to be
correct.

Second, we intend our conclusions to be understood as generally true
in a way that is amenable to important exceptions. Partly this is because,
while we take the epistemology of the normative to be challenging, we
do not take it to be impossible. And in particular, we are sympathetic to
the idea that there are some normative questions where we are in a com-
paratively strong epistemic position.67 Consider one example: the
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conceptual ethics conclusion that we should abandon the use of certain
pejorative terms, in certain contexts.68 We think that the substantive
case for the pernicious character and effects of some such terms (e.g.
certain slur terms) is clear enough that the epistemology involved in eval-
uating this sort of conclusion is, comparatively, reasonably easy.

Now turn to the complication. For expository simplicity, this paper has
been organized around the assumption that there is a clear methodologi-
cal contrast between conceptual ethics projects, on the one hand, and
“traditional” philosophical projects on the other. But it might well be
that much familiar philosophical work is perhaps best understood as
involving significant amounts of conceptual ethics claims or arguments,
even if only implicitly.69 At least initially, this might seem to undermine
the interest of our comparative question in this paper. However, we
think it does not.

To see this, return to our earlier example of inquiry concerning free will
and the concept FREE WILL. Suppose that much “traditional” inquiry about
free will turns out to involve some degree of conceptual ethics argument
about FREE WILL or related concepts (or: words, etc.). This is compatible
with the thesis that we could inquire about free will in a way that carefully
eschews conceptual ethics inquiry. We can then ask about the relative
epistemic merits of this sort of inquiry relative to conceptual ethics
inquiry about FREE WILL. With this in hand, we can then also contrast phi-
losophical inquiry that doesn’t involve conceptual ethics with inquiry that
involves both conceptual ethics inquiry and the sorts of inquiry involved
in such philosophical inquiry. This is important to keep in mind given that
the idea of conceptual ethics as such is fully compatible with the idea that
many of the questions that philosophers have been standardly interested
in – including, for example, issues in “heavyweight” metaphysics about
such issues as ground, essence, and real definition – are well-formulated
and important questions worth asking.70 If that is right, then those ques-
tions don’t go away once we start doing conceptual ethics. Rather, issues
in conceptual ethics can be understood as additional ones we can take
on, which might then in turn help us with better asking those other ques-
tions, or which might be worth asking in their own right.71

67This is a point emphasized in more detail in (McPherson 2018b).
68For more on “abandonment” as an option in conceptual ethics, see (Burgess and Plunkett 2013b), (Cap-
pelen Manuscript), and (McPherson and Plunkett Manuscript-a).

69For further discussion of different versions of this idea, see (Cappelen and Plunkett 2020), (Plunkett
2015), (Thomasson 2016), (McPherson and Plunkett 2021a), and (McPherson and Plunkett 2021c).

70For connected discussion, see (Plunkett 2015).
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We conclude with two broader points about the significance of our
project in this paper. First, it is no part of our project in this paper to
argue against engaging in conceptual ethics. Even if work in conceptual
ethics (usually) cannot be motivated on the kinds of comparative episte-
mic grounds we have discussed here, that does not mean that it cannot
be motivated. We are sympathetic to a number of such motivations. Here
are four in particular that we think are worth emphasizing. First, there is
an ameliorative motivation: even if it is difficult, it might be worthwhile
to attempt to improve our conceptual and linguistic repertoire.72

Second, as we have just mentioned, there are reasons to think that
some amount of conceptual ethics might well be a large part of actual
philosophical practice, if only implicitly. If conceptual ethics is already
happening implicitly, we can hope for modest gains by explicitly
coming to grips with it and trying to do it well.73 Third, paying attention
to issues in conceptual ethics might help us better understand which
topics we should be investigating in philosophy, and why.74 This is
because, by reflecting on issues in conceptual ethics, we are forced to
confront questions about why we are employing certain concepts
rather than others (and, tied to this, then investigating certain properties
rather than others, or certain topics rather than others).75

Finally, conceptual ethics questions might well be – like many other
normative questions – of intrinsic interest to many philosophers. For
example, it strikes us as a matter of great interest, as philosophers,
whether many of our central philosophical terms and concepts are defec-
tive, as Kevin Scharp argues.76 Likewise, it strikes us as a matter of great
interest what we should do, if this sort of hypothesis turns out to be
true. For example: should we abandon philosophy’s terminological
legacy? Seek to engineer better semantic values for it? Or just retain
the defective terms and concepts and learn to live better with them?

We take these sorts of questions to be important. The main argument
of this paper has suggested that they will not be easy to answer in any

71In other work, we argue that in the foundations of ethics and epistemology, (i) it is comparatively rare
for practitioners to carefully distinguish conceptual ethics projects from what we call “metanormative”
projects, and (ii) it is nonetheless very useful to distinguish these sorts of projects from each other,
because while each such project can be powerfully motivated, their constitutive success conditions
are quite different. See (McPherson and Plunkett 2021a) and (McPherson and Plunkett 2021c).

72For connected discussion, see (Cappelen 2020) and (Haslanger 2020).
73See the end of (Burgess and Plunkett 2013b) for a similar idea. See also (Plunkett 2015).
74For discussion of how we think about “topics” in relation to issues about concepts, see (McPherson and
Plunkett 2021d).

75For further discussion of this idea, see (Plunkett 2015) and (McPherson and Plunkett 2020).
76(Scharp 2020).
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general way. And this, we think, suggests the most important upshot of
this paper. Thus far, there has been comparatively little explicit attention
paid to the epistemology of conceptual ethics. If we are right, this is
regrettable: it would, for example, be helpful to know what we can
know, and how to come by that knowledge, in this area. Relatedly, it
would be helpful to better understand what we can learn, have justified
beliefs about, etc. in this area. To make progress on these kinds of epis-
temological questions, we think, philosophers need to take seriously
that conceptual ethics is a branch of normative inquiry, and the complex-
ities that arise from doing so. We hope that this paper helps to spur more
attention to these issues, so that the epistemology of conceptual ethics
can take its place as a locus of philosophical attention, alongside, for
example, the epistemology of morality and that of metaphysics.
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