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Statement of Research Interests 
 
 
My work in Philosophy is focused broadly in Value Theory, including Ethics and Meta-Ethics as well as 
Epistemology. I am especially interested in questions pertaining to normativity, rationality, and agency, 
such as: What makes it the case that one ought to do something? What does it take to be fully rational? 
What sorts of things, besides persons, can be agents of the kind that possess normative reasons, 
including moral reasons? Is it always possible, in principle, for us to comply fully with all of our 
obligations, or are we subject to multiple different kinds of norms that may be fundamentally at odds, 
such as the requirements of morality as opposed to practical or epistemic rationality? What are 
normative “reasons,” anyway? 
 
My dissertation, Groups Have Aims & That Gives Us Reasons, which I completed in May 2018, 
defended a novel relativist theory of normative reasons, including moral reasons, self-interested practical 
reasons, epistemic reasons, and reasons of additional kinds. I sought to develop a meta-normative view 
that was consistent with the major motivations for meta-ethical antirealism and relativism (especially 
epistemological objections to realism) while also avoiding some of the biggest challenges that face 
popular relativist views. 
 
What makes my work most distinctive is its appeal to the notion of group agency, the idea that whole 
groups of people such as sports teams, states, and corporations can be genuine agents in their own right. 
This means, among other things, that they can act intentionally and can be responsible for their actions. 
In my dissertation, I proposed that what distinguishes the different kinds of normative reasons that we 
recognize intuitively, such as moral reasons and reasons of practical rationality, is that they are 
determined by the aims of different sorts of agents, viz. the aims held collectively by societies as 
opposed to the interests of individual persons. 
 
I presented a portion of this work at the 13th Annual Madison Metaethics Workshop in September 2018. 
In connection with this conference, my paper, “Group Agency Meets Meta-Ethics: How to Craft a More 
Compelling Form of Normative Relativism” is forthcoming in Oxford Studies in Metaethics, Volume 15, 
Ed. Russ Shafer-Landau (2020). This paper is included with my application as a writing sample. 
 
Another forthcoming publication of mine (“Bad bootstrapping: the problem with third-factor replies to 
the Darwinian Dilemma,” Philosophical Studies, Online First 08 May 2019) contributes to an ongoing 
debate over the epistemology of moral beliefs. I defend Sharon Street’s well-known challenge for moral 
realism against a family of replies on behalf of the realist that are often called “third-factor replies” 
because they appeal to the assumption of the truth of certain moral facts as part of an explanation (a 
“third-factor explanation”) for why it is not, as Street contends, puzzling why the moral facts as the 
realist understands them would correspond to our moral beliefs as they have been shaped by our species’ 
evolutionary history. I argue that such replies are question-begging instances of “bootstrapping,” an 
intuitively illegitimate form of reasoning that has been discussed in a different philosophical context as 
the basis for an objection to Reliabilism about knowledge. 
 
Three of my recent papers are currently under review. The first, which has just undergone a process of 
Revise & Resubmit, argues that meta-ethical views committed to the cultural relativity of moral norms 
(including my own view) are lent support by their ability to justify important features of our epistemic 
responses to perceived moral disagreement.  
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The second and third papers focus on issues related to what is involved in being an agent of the kind that 
possesses reasons and can be morally responsible for it is behavior. One paper proposes an original view 
of the constitutive requirements of agency. There is not yet a consensus on how to define agency in a 
way that can recognize the possibility of group agents without problematically overgeneralizing to 
include things like simple robots and home appliances, which intuitively are not genuine agents at all. 
My own view of agency, which emphasizes the capacity (understood in broadly functional terms) to 
select one’s own aims, provides a way to overcome this objection. The view will thus hopefully be of 
interest to researchers in a variety of disciplines who seek a rationale for why certain groups of people, 
including clubs, states, universities, and for-profit corporations, can be considered agents that are subject 
to normative obligations, including moral duties. I presented versions of this view at the 2018 Social 
Ontology conference at Tufts University and to the Canadian Society for the Study of Practical Ethics at 
the 2019 Congress of the Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of British Columbia.  
 
In the third paper, I argue that the possibility of group agency should look far more plausible once we 
reject a commonly accepted, but misguided, picture of the relationship between agents and their 
normative reasons. I argue that since paradigmatic instances of a single person’s responsiveness to her 
normative reasons need not involve explicit deliberation resulting in an all-things-considered judgment 
that reflects the deliverances of the individual’s whole rational point of view, then we need not think that 
groups would have to possess this kind of unified deliberative point of view, either, in order to possess 
and respond to normative reasons. I presented an early draft of this paper at the 2019 CNY Moral 
Psychology Workshop at Le Moyne College in Syracuse. 
 
In another work in progress, which I presented at the 4th Southampton-Humboldt Normativity 
Conference in June 2019, I argue for a connection between collective goals and the source of our 
epistemic reasons for belief. I argue that by drawing upon the idea of epistemic communities with 
investigative goals, we can account for epistemic reasons in an instrumental manner that avoids 
epistemic analogues of typical meta-ethical objections to realism as well as the main objections to 
epistemic instrumentalism emphasized by Thomas Kelly (2003). 
 
In the near future, I expect to continue working on issues pertaining to moral epistemology, moral 
antirealism and relativism, the sources of different kinds of normative reasons, the demands of 
rationality, and the nature of agency and responsibility. For instance, I have just begun work on a paper 
on ethical intuitionism, in which I argue that we may grant that moral intuitions provide prima facie 
justification for the truth of our moral beliefs and yet this does little to support meta-ethical moral 
realism as is usually assumed.  
 
I also hope to investigate in more detail how my view of the relationship between agents and their 
reasons can help to provide answers to fundamental questions about normativity. For example, is there 
one basic and privileged normative kind – like reasons? Or if no one normative notion is fundamental, 
how are different notions like reasons and obligations related? What exactly is a reason – is it a fact, or 
a proposition? (I am attracted to the view that it is neither.) 
 
For more details and updates, please see www.michellemdyke.net/research  


