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PROJECT

Conceptual Ethics and the Foundations of Normativity

We engage in normative and evaluative thought and talk throughout our lives – roughly, thought and talk about
what we should do, think, or feel, or about what is valuable or good. For example, we make claims about how we
should treat other people, what the virtues and vices are of various social/political institutions, and what makes a
scientific theory a rational one to believe. Some normative and evaluative concepts seem more “authoritative” than
others. For example, the concept of the “all-things-considered ought” seems to pick out something more
normatively important than the concept “legal obligation.” My project concerns a deep skeptical challenge about
our existing seemingly most “authoritative” normative concepts. The challenge claims that these concepts fail to
pick out the “most normatively important” parts of reality. If our most authoritative normative concepts are
defective in this way, this would undercut our use of them across the board, including when evaluating other
normative concepts, such as “justice” or “rationality.” The challenge thus threatens the normative foundations of all
the normative and evaluative concepts that we use. This challenge connects to skeptical hypotheses discussed
throughout the history of moral philosophy. However, the most well-known challenges concern our current
normative concepts. In contrast, this challenge – which is equally important, but relatively neglected – concerns
which concepts we should use. I will investigate this skeptical challenge as a way to illuminate the foundations of
normativity and value, with a particular focus on connections to moral philosophy, epistemology, and philosophy of
law.
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