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The historical development of new moral and political categories
like ‘sexual harassment’, ‘hate speech’, and ‘child abuse’ poses a
question for philosophers interested in social change and social
critique. When we bring ethically significant acts and events under
new descriptions, are we naming phenomena that already exist, fully
formed and value-laden, prior to their expression in language? Or are
we helping to constitute the very phenomena our new descriptions
bring to light? This paper argues that a version of the latter,
transformative thesis can be defended without sacrificing
commitments to ethical objectivity and rationally grounded social
criticism. I focus on one way this question arises in work in social
philosophy exemplified by Sally Haslanger. I argue that a notion of
“rational discursive construction” provides the right framework for
bringing together a commitment to ethical objectivity with a
transformative picture of conceptual change.



