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In recent years, analytic philosophy has faced various methodological challenges.
The present paper begins by discussing two of these challenges, both of which
question central methods of analytic philosophy—namely, the method of
linguistic analysis and the method of thought experiments. The paper then
introduces conceptual engineering as an emerging methodology designed to
address these methodological concerns. After outlining the general framework of
this approach, we examine its responses to the two aforementioned challenges
and defend their plausibility. In addition, we present two novel ideas regarding
conceptual engineering. The first is a comprehensive five-stage model that maps
the relationship between conceptual engineering and relevant fields such as
linguistics and experimental philosophy. The second is a new response to the
challenge posed to the use of thought experiments, one that avoids the criticisms
raised against existing responses. In this way, the paper not only introduces the
literature on conceptual engineering in Persian for the first time but also advances
it by offering original contributions.
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Extended Abstract

Since the beginning of the new millennium, analytic philosophy has faced several methodological
challenges. In this paper, we focus on one of the leading accounts, called conceptual engineering,
which has been developed to provide plausible responses to the methodological challenges. These
challenges can be divided into two major sets. The first set, concentrating on linguistic turn which
partly constitutes the methodological approach in analytic philosophy, casts doubt on the
use (or, at least, priority) of linguistic methods, including semantic analysis, pragmatic
analysis, etc., in philosophy. The second set, conducted by experimental philosophers, aims
to undermine the credibility of intuition in thought experiment which has been the central
methodology in various fields of analytic philosophy. The first aim of the paper is to clarify
how conceptual engineering provides reasonable responses to these sets of challenges.
Additionally, we develop and support a better response on behalf of conceptual engineers
to experimentalists’ challenge regarding the credibility of intuitions in thought
experiments. Meanwhile, we also draw a picture of the different stages of conceptual
engineering that is more comprehensive and more detailed than the current accounts in the
literature.

Among the first set of challenges which target linguistic methodology, we focus on one
articulated by Cappelen in his 2017 paper “Why Philosophers Should Not Do Semantics”.
The gist of the challenge is that it would be the violation of the principle of epistemic
division of labor if both philosophers and linguistics perform semantic analysis of ordinary
language. Since linguistics are better trained for using this methodology, philosophers have
no reason for doing the same task which linguistics perform better. The second set of
challenges, as said above, originates from the work of experimental philosophers. In their
surveys, experimentalists show that intuitions are influenced by irrelevant factors such as
background culture or the framing of the problem, and therefore cannot play the role of
independent epistemic reasons (Weinberg et al. 2001).

With these sets of challenges in mind, we first explain what conceptual engineering is
and then how it can provide reasonable responses to them. Conceptual engineering is
usually defined in contrast with conceptual analysis. While conceptual analysis has a
descriptive nature and aims to describe what components a concept has, conceptual
engineering has a normative nature and intends to prescribe what components a concept
should have. Given this normative nature, the core of conceptual engineering is to assess
and repair defective concepts in virtue of theoretical or practical norms. The paradigm case
is Carnap’s (1950) methodology of explication by which he assesses the concepts
according to scientific norms, especially exactness. Various conceptual engineers
introduce different stages for the process of employing this methodology. For example,
Burgess, Cappelen, and Plunkett (2020, p. 3) suggest that it contains three stages: (1)
assessment (2) improvement (3) implementation. Isaak, Koch, and Nefdt (2022, p. 3) add
an initial stage of description, presenting these four stages for it: (1) description, (2)
assessment, (3) improvement, and (4) implementation. In addition, Chalmers (2020) and
Kelp and Simon (2020) argue that conceptual innovation should be considered as another
part of conceptual engineering. In such cases, we don’t repair the preexisting concepts;
however, we still improve the conceptual framework by filling in their gaps. As said above,
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we seek to provide a more comprehensive and more precise characterization of these stages
by the end of the paper.

With this conception of conceptual engineering at hand, the response to the first
challenge becomes clear. As Cappelen (2017) himself argues, when philosophers as
conceptual engineers investigate ordinary language, they don’t violate the division of labor
since unlike linguistics, they adopt a normative perspective towards ordinary language.
While linguistics describe semantic structures, philosophers should assess and improve
them by fixing their defects. Therefore, the first challenge does not pose a problem for
conceptual engineering as a central methodology in philosophy of language. However, the
lesson we can draw from this discussion is that a part of the initial stage of conceptual
engineering, namely, description, is to borrow semantic structures described by linguistics.

The best response in defense of conceptual engineering to the second challenge posed
by experimentalists has been given by Jennifer Nado (2021). Adopting a functionalist
account of conceptual engineering, Nado (2021) argues that experimentalists’ surveys can
provide us with a list of useful and harmful roles a concept may play in ordinary language.
With the list of roles at hand, the conceptual engineer is in a better position to recognize
the best functional role a concept can play. While, in our view, Nado’s response to the
second challenge is on the right track, its weak point is that the role of intuition in the
process of conceptual engineering itself is not sufficiently clear. The key point is that a
good case of conceptual engineering is still heavily dependent on our intuitions. Let us
suppose that experimentalists like Weinberg et al. (2001) have shown that our intuitions
concerning the concept of knowledge in Gettier cases are influenced by cultural
backgrounds. What about other intuitions we have about this concept, such as knowledge
is not edible or a stone cannot possess it. On the one hand, if a conceptual engineering of
the concept of knowledge ignores such intuitions, it would not be a good case of conceptual
engineering. On the other hand, given experimentalists’ challenges, how can a conceptual
engineer rely on our intuitions in the process of engineering? We attempt to provide a
solution to the second challenge which does not face this dilemma.

In developing our case in support of conceptual engineering in response to the second
challenge, we borrow ideas from a new version of expertise defense developed by Khalaj
(2025). The original version of expertise defense suggested by Williamson (2011) and Sosa
(2009) holds that experimentalists’ surveys are irrelevant to philosophical methodology
since they show that the intuitions of laypeople are influenced by irrelevant factors whereas
the intuitions of experts, namely, philosophers matter in philosophical methodology. On
the other hand, experimentalists challenged this defense with a set of new surveys that
demonstrate that irrelevant factors can influence even professional philosophers’ intuitions
(Tobias et al. 2013). In response to this challenge, Khalaj (2025) has recently developed a
skill-based version of the expertise defense which still supports the legitimacy of
professional philosophers’ intuitions in thought experiments. According to this account,
having intuitions immune to the influence of bias and other irrelevant factors is a skill
which partly constitutes the expertise of philosophy. Thus, the intuition of the philosopher
who has properly trained to acquire this skill is the standard intuition.

What is the relevance of this version of the expertise defense to conceptual
engineering? In contrast to the original version of expertise defense, this new version does
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not describe experimentalists’ surveys as irrelevant to philosophical methodology. As
conceptual engineering recommends, part of the task of philosophers is to assess our
concepts and determine their defects. Experimentalists’ surveys do exactly the same job by
discovering the biases that may influence philosophers’ intuitions. They can help
philosophers improve their skill in having intuitions immune from the interventions of
biases and irrelevant factors. Thus, according to our response to the second challenge,
experimentalists’ work is itself a part of conceptual engineering, more specifically, a part
of its second stage that involves assessment and discovering defects. Moreover, our
response, unlike Nado’s, does not face the above dilemma since, in the process of
conceptual engineering, we can still rely on intuitions, specifically, the intuitions of the
philosophers who have trained the skill of having intuitions immune to biases and
irrelevant factors.

The above discussion also leads us to a more comprehensive proposal of different
stages of conceptual engineering in which the roles of semantic and experimental
philosophy are clarified. According to our proposal, conceptual engineering consists of the
following five stages:

1) Description (with the aid of semantics)

2) Assessment (with the aid of experimental philosophy)

3) Improvement (including improvement of the skill of having intuitions immune to biases)
4) Innovation (if there is a gap in conceptual framework)

5) Implementation
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