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According to a prevailing view, conceptual engineering introduces a revolutionary philosophical method- 
ology, challenging traditional conce ptual anal ysis. Ho wever, in our paper, we argue that closer scrutiny 
reveals not only the falsity but also the inherent ambiguity of this narrative. We explore four inter- 
pretations of the ‘Anti-Novelty Claim’, the claim that conceptual engineering is not a new way of 
doing philosophy. Discussing the Anti-Novelty Claim from the perspective of a text’s producer, the text’s 
consumers, and the exegetical potential of the text, we examine each perspective’s metaphilosophical 
implications and demonstrate that taking each perspective requires different methods. Adopting these 
differ ent methods, we argue that the differ ent interpr etations of the Anti-Novelty Claim range from 

nearl y triviall y true to unlikel y but untested. Importantl y, we emphasize that each interpretation of- 
fers unique philosophical insights, yet addressing them requires diverse types of evidence, preventing a 
singular, straightforward answer to whether conceptual engineering is new. 

Keywords: conceptual engineering; philosophical methodology; metaphilosophy; 
history of philosophy; textual analysis. 

I. Introduction 

n its face, conceptual engineering is a huge shift in the methods and self-
onception of analytic philosophers. Analytic philosophy, so the common
tory goes, has largely been interested in descriptive projects. Arguments,
hought experiments, formalizations, and other tools of analytic philosophy
ave been used to discover what knowledge, justice, and freedom are . Concep-
ual engineering, the story goes, rejects the status quo by encouraging philoso-
hers to design the notions under debate. Thus, conceptual engineering brings
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a new, normative approach to philosophy (e.g. Cappelen 2018 ; Nado 2021 ;
Greenough et al. 2023 ). 

Some authors have rejected this narrative, arguing that conceptual en-
gineering is a new name for an old method. For example, Deutsch ar-
gues that introducing new technical language—such as ‘credence’ and
‘supervenience’—to talk about something theoretically important that we oth- 
erwise lack the expressive power to discuss is an uncontroversial and mundane
part of philosophy (Deutsch 2020 ). Indeed, we have countless historical ex-
amples of philosophers and non-philosophers alike successfully designing and
spreading novel stipulations, from ‘quark’ by Gell-Mann to the anonymous
coining of ‘epistemology’ in 1847 (Oxford English Dictionary 2023 ). However,
conceptual engineers are typically interested in something more specific, or
what Sawyer calls narro w conce ptual engineering : the revision of existing conceptual
and/or linguistic resources (Sawyer 2020 ). 

Deutsch is sceptical that narrow conceptual engineering is possible, but
several authors have recently argued that works predating conceptual en-
gineering can be interpreted as conceptual engineering in this narrower
sense (Thomasson 2017 , forthcoming ; Andow 2020 ; Jorem 2021 ; Misak 2022 ;
S ękowski 2022 ; Westerblad 2022 ; Koch and Briesen 2023 ). According to these
authors, attempts at revision have a long history in philosophy. Call the thesis
that conceptual engineering is old news the Anti-Novelty Claim: 

Conceptual Engineering is not a new method of philosophy but merely a rebranding of
an old, commonly used method of philosophy. 

The Anti-Novelty Claim is a conceptual engineering-specific form of the
cliche that there are no new ideas in philosophy. For the reasons Deutsch
discusses, the Anti-Novelty Claim is nearly trivially true when conceptual
engineering is understood in a broad way. Philosophers have introduced
countless novel concepts or terms. Therefore, this paper will adopt a narrow
reading of the Anti-Novelty Claim, namely, whether philosophers have been
revising concepts all along. While we are focusing on whether past philoso-
phers have revised concepts, there are of course, even narrower readings of
the Anti-Novelty Claim, depending on what one thinks makes conceptual en-
gineering conceptual engineering. We will instead stick to understanding the
Anti-Novelty Claim as about conceptual revision, broadly speaking, to cap-
ture as many contemporary accounts as possible. More restrictive projects—
e.g., accounts that take ethical desiderata to be a core aspect of conceptual
engineering—are welcome, however, to use the conceptual framework devel- 
oped here. 

Even on Sawyer’s narrow reading of ‘conceptual engineering’, the general
language of the Anti-Novelty Claim, as formulated here, hides different spe-
cific versions of the claim. As is argued below, not only do different readings
of the Anti-Novelty Claim have different levels of plausibility, but they require
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ifferent sorts of evidence to substantiate, and their truth or falsity has
ifferent metaphilosophical consequences. To appreciate the ambiguity of the
nti-Novelty Claim, step back and consider the social epistemology of philos-
phy. While it is tempting to treat papers as standalone works of scholarship,
e should remember that works of philosophy (or any academic work) are in-

truments of social epistemology (Rorty 1980 ; Hills 2020 ; Landes 2023 ). Texts
re created by their authors—or producers —and are then read by those text’s
onsumers (Deutsch 2015 ; Landes 2023 ). In philosophy, the relationship between
roducers and consumers is often quite loose. Consumers may knowingly or
nknowingly misinterpret a producer. Consumers may think a producer is
rong but learn something in figuring out why. Consumers may lightly skim
 work and gain inspiration from the general gist. At the same time, a pro-
ucer may not even accurately record their intended justification or argument

n a text, either because of poor writing, mistakes during editing, or stylistic
oncerns. 

To illustrate why it is important to distinguish between producers and con-
umers when discussing the methodological history of philosophy, consider
he following exchange between a particular producer of philosophical text
nd its consumer. Cappelen (2012 ), in his interpretation of Chalmers’s (1996 )
ombie thought experiment, argues that Chalmers (1996 ) does not rely on in-
uitions to establish the thesis that philosophical zombies are conceivable (and
hus physicalism about the mind is true). Cappelen accomplishes this, in part,
y arguing that Chalmers’s argument needs to be understood through an ac-
ount of conceivability Chalmers develops in a later paper (Chalmers 2002 ).
esponding to Cappelen, Chalmers refutes Cappelen’s reading, saying that

the dialectical structure appealed to in the later text is quite different from
hat of the earlier text (intuitions play a much less focal role)’ (2014: 541). 

In this exchange, we can see the value of distinguishing different perspec-
ives towards Chalmers’s (1996 ) argument in The Conscious Mind . Most obvi-
usly, there is the perspective from the producer , Chalmers, who states explicitly

in both 1996 and 2014) that intuitions were intended to be part of the justifi-
ation of the argument. Second, we can take the perspective of the consumer ,
n this case, Cappelen, whose takeaway from the text was that philosophi-
al zombies are not conceivable due to grounds other than intuitions. Notice,
owever, that there is a third perspective we can take towards works of phi-

osophy, the text . We can abstract away from specific readers and ask about
ow one can or should read the text, asking, for example, whether Cappelen’s

nterpretation is justified or metaphilosophically useful. 
When we consider the different stances we can take towards historical

orks of philosophy, the ambiguity in the Anti-Novelty Claim becomes clear.
s conceptual engineering not a new method because authors have been con-
ciously engaging in it, because readers have had their concepts changed by
uthors, because those of us in the present can read old texts as proposing



4 K. Sękowski and E. Landes

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pq/pqae087/7724643 by guest on 31 July 2024
revised concepts, or because we should read those texts that way? This paper
discusses these four different ways in which the Anti-Novelty Claim can be
interpreted—one from the perspective of the producer, one from the perspec-
tive of the consumer, and two from the point of view of textual interpretation.
It also discusses their metaphilosophical significance, and argues the differ-
ent versions range from nearly trivially true to unlikely but untested. Note,
however, that this paper does not try to definitively quantify how new or
widespread conceptual revision is in the history of philosophy as this would
require a systematic historical survey of philosophy. Instead, the goal of the
paper is to draw attention to the conceptual distinction between the different
ways of understanding conceptual engineering’s novelty, mapping each ver- 
sion’s general plausibility, exploring how it would be investigated further, and
discussing why such investigation is metaphilosophically important. 

The next section considers Producer CE , the claim that philosophers have
long intended for their work to revise concepts. We show evidence that proto-
conceptual engineering approaches can be found in texts dating back well
over a century both inside and outside of the analytic tradition. Section III
examines and provides arguments in favour of the plausibility of the two ver-
sions of Interpretive CE —the position that one can (in one version) and should
(in another one) interpret texts as revising concepts, regardless of authorial in-
tent. Section IV considers the fourth interpretation, Consumer CE , which holds
that readers of philosophy have had their concepts changed by reading philo-
sophical texts. While Consumer CE might be true, it is ultimately an empirical
claim about how texts have in fact been interpreted by the readers. Ultimately,
we demonstrate that there is no single sense in which conceptual engineering
is or is not old news. 

II. Producer CE 

The first interpretation of the Anti-Novelty Claim is that the authors of works
of philosophy in the past intentionally and explicitly tried to revise concepts
or argued in favour of such a practice. Philosophers might do it either by pro-
viding arguments aimed at a particular concept or by making methodological
claims according to which philosophical methodology should be focused on
revision or amelioration rather than descriptive analysis. We will refer to that
kind of interpretation of the Anti-Novelty Claim as Producer CE . 

Whether Producer CE is true of a specific author and text turns on histori-
cal facts about the intention of the author. In the case of the living authors, we
can ask them directly or conduct more systematic surveys on the method-
ological inclinations of philosophers (see Bourget and Chalmers 2023 ). In
some cases, we do have authors’ explicit declarations of their methodological
intentions. For example, in Kripke’s introduction to Wittgenstein on Rules and
Private Language (Kripke 1982 ), Kripke states that he aims to provide a reading
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f Philosophical Investigations (Wittgenstein 1953 ) with no ambition to capture
ittgenstein’s actual intentions. Sometimes, we have clues about how to

nterpret works by a specific author thanks to their other writings in
hich their methodological approach is independently presented and argued

e.g. Strawson 1959 ; Knobe and Nichols 2007 ). Another source of information
ith respect to the methodological approach of a particular author is their
rivate diaries or correspondence, as can be found in Potter’s (2009 ) study of
ittgenstein. Finally, in some cases, the authors explicitly present and defend

 particular interpretation of their past arguments, such as Chalmers’s discus-
ion of his zombie thought experiment discussed above (Chalmers 2014 ). 

These are exceptions, however. Instead, in many cases, all we have about
 producer’s intentions are clues they leave in the texts themselves. Texts are,
f course, imperfect guides to intended methods. Stylistic norms, mistakes,
r even subtle changes in the meanings of words over time may mask a pro-
ucer’s true methodological intent. Nonetheless, when we look at historical
orks, we find evidence across the last century and a half of philosophy that
hilosophers saw themselves as revising concepts. 

The most obvious example of an older work defending conceptual revision,
iscussed at length elsewhere, is Carnap’s works on explication. Carnap is
ommonly treated as the locus classicus of historical conceptual-engineering-
ike approaches to philosophy and is sometimes even presented as the first
onceptual engineer (see Vessonen 2021 ; Nado 2024 ). However, explicit claims
ccording to which philosophy is (or should be) aimed at ameliorating or re-
ising concepts are much older. Arguments in favour of such an ameliorative
pproach, and additionally, examples of conceptual engineering in practice,
ppear in works from the very beginning of the 20th century by the members
f the Lvov–Warsaw School. For instance, in a paper from 1905, Łukasiewicz
rgued that since the term cause is often used incompatibly in different con-
exts, philosophy should at least partly construct a concept of causation to make
t empirically correct, logically coherent, and explanatory: 

In our everyday life (…), we usually are not aware why, that is, due to what features
do we call some things and not other things causes. Hence, we always speak of some
cause or other, but a cause in general, as an abstract object, is in our life only an
empty sound. In science, this term is used to signify some concept; however, in this
case, there is another difficulty, for different scientists determine this concept differently.
Each of them creates therefore a different abstract object which he signifies with the
same word. Thus, whoever wishes to analyze the concept of cause encounters a serious
problem. (…) 

There is, it seems to me, only one way around this difficulty. We need to accept that
there is no pregiven abstract object called cause that we could analyze, and that such an
object has to be yet created. And to create, that is, to construct, some abstract object, is
to find certain features, consider which can be combined and which removed, and by
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this means arrive at a whole set of features connected by relations constituting the very
object in question. (Łukasiewicz 1905/2022 : 8) 

In addition to this, a revisionary aspect of the method Łukasiewicz was argu-
ing for is revealed when he states that a possible consequence of his method is
a need for changing linguistic practices when it comes to the usage of the term
‘cause’. This feature is important for two reasons: First, it shows that he was
aware of the fact that the result of philosophical work might be incompatible
with the concept of cause that is used by scientists, philosophers or folk. Sec-
ond, this feature reveals that Łukasiewicz was arguing not only in favour of a
need for constructing a concept for philosophical purposes but also for putting
the results of philosophical work into practice, which in contemporary litera-
ture is usually described as the implementation part of conceptual engineering.
Here is a passage in which this feature of Łukasiewicz’s theory is presented: 

By use of the method sketched above, I want to create a non-contradictory, unambigu-
ous, scientific concept of cause consistent with reality. Perhaps this concept will appear
as slightly different from usual definitions of a cause found in logic textbooks or works
of metaphysics; perhaps it will not even be always consistent with what our everyday
speech names as a cause in a more or less shaky and imprecise way. In case of such
inconsistency, I will not be able to provide any remedy. It would simply require breaking

the habit of calling a cause something that does not fall under the concept of cause, just
as one needs to break the habit of calling carbonic acid the compound symbolized by
CO2, which is not an acid, but an acid anhydride. (Łukasiewicz, 1905/2022 : 11) 

Importantly, Łukasiewicz was not the only member of Lvov-Warsaw School
who adopted such a conceptual-engineering-like approach. Similar method- 
ological views can be found, for example, in works about definitions by Aj-
dukiewicz or Czeżowski, who argued that a proper philosophical definition
should sometimes be at least partly regulative in order to make philosophi-
cal, scientific, and everyday language more precise (see, Brożek et al., 2020
for more). Therefore, the members of the Lvov–Warsaw School developed
a systematic methodological account that took a revisionary stance towards
concepts decades before Carnap’s works on explication. 

While the Lvov–Warsaw School is considered to be a part of the ana-
lytic tradition, we can find examples of explicit formulations of conceptual-
engineering-like views—although perhaps not as systematic as, for example, 
Łukasiewicz’s work—in other philosophical traditions. For instance, as Koch 

and Briesen (2023 ) show, Nietzsche took a methodological approach accord-
ing to which we should revise and improve our conceptual repertoire. Another
precursor of conceptual engineering from the continental strand is Foucault
and his genealogy and archaeology projects (Dutilh Novaes 2020 ; Queloz
2021 ). Indeed, cataloguing the examples across the history of philosophy and
engaging in the exegesis required to establish the historical limits of Producer
CE could take up this entire paper. Luckily, much of this work has been done
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lready. Historical authors whose works have been interpreted as instances
f conceptual engineering include John Dewey (Westerblad 2022 ), Charles
anders Pierce and C.I. Lewis (Misak 2022 ), Gottlob Frege (Jorem 2021 ), and
artin Heidegger (Jorem 2021 ; Koch and Briesen 2023 ). The history of revi-

ionary approaches might go even further back, as the Lvov–Warsaw School’s
ethodology towards concepts is speculated to trace back to Brentano and

ohn Stuart Mill (see Brożek forthcoming ). 
As just demonstrated, establishing the limits of Producer CE does not re-

uire revolutionary methods, but metaphilosophically, this is a project worth
oing. First, establishing how widespread revisionary approaches are in the
istory of philosophy and how revisionary approaches differ across time,
pace, and traditions will be fruitful for historians of philosophy and sociol-
gists of philosophy. Such an inquiry is important, for instance, for those who
ant to determine what drove philosophical inquiry in the past and whether

ome sociological or political facts had an influence on the popularity of ex-
ressing ameliorative or revisionary approaches to philosophy. One might de-
ermine, for instance, what kind of aims were postulated within a particular
hilosophical approach and how they were related to the current political, so-
iological, and theoretical background in which that approach was developed.

Second, when it comes to the impact of Producer CE, differences in frame-
orks and theoretical assumptions between contemporary conceptual engi-
eering and proto-conceptual engineering can be an asset for scholarship.
orrectly understanding texts as engaging in normative conceptual projects

an save intellectual labour for both contemporary conceptual engineers
nd philosophers working on historical texts. Analogues to the contempo-
ary problems facing conceptual engineering may have already been thought
hrough and can be translated with varying levels of effort into conceptual
ngineering’s analytic framework. Even if solutions cannot be lifted out di-
ectly, engaging with texts in older historical frameworks that are also revising
oncepts may help conceptual engineers appreciate new ways of approach-
ng contemporary issues. In addition, engaging with proto-conceptual engi-
eering texts may help problematize contemporary conceptual engineering
y highlighting problems recognized by historical scholars that contemporary
onceptual engineers have not recognized or have not taken seriously. Flipping
hings around, contemporary conceptual engineering may even help scholar-
hip of historical work, offering ways of thinking about arguments made in
istorical texts that scholars of those texts had not yet appreciated. 

III. Interpretative CE 

o far, we have been interested in authorial intent. Now, let us turn to
nother reading of the Anti-Novelty Claim, according to which even if



8 K. Sękowski and E. Landes

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pq/pqae087/7724643 by guest on 31 July 2024
authors of philosophy do not intentionally take part in conceptual engineering
(or a similar enterprise), their arguments, works, or theories might nonethe-
less be interpreted as if they were. Such an understanding of the Anti-Novelty
Claim we will call Interpretative CE , as it is—in contrast to Producer CE and
Consumer CE (discussed in Section IV )—not focused on either producers’
or consumers’ actual attitudes towards philosophical texts, but rather on the
possibility of interpreting these texts as revising concepts. 

A version of Interpretive CE has recently been defended by Andow (2020 )
and S ękowski (2022 ). Andow examined 14 thought experiments from recent
publications in analytic journals and S ękowski examined Gettier cases. They
independently argue that while these cases appear to advance descriptive
claims about topics of interest in philosophy, the cases can be read as advanc-
ing revisionary or ameliorative claims. In other words, thought experiments
and the associated arguments need not be taken to make object-level claims
about what the content of the concepts are , but instead they can be taken to
be making claims about what these concepts should be. Thus, regardless of the
intent of the author, many thought experiments can and/or should be under-
stood as a type of conceptual engineering. 

Notice, however, the gap between saying a text can be read as revising a
concept and saying a text should be read as revising a concept. Interpretive
CE, the claim that it is possible to interpret one’s argument or view as a kind
of conceptual engineering, consequently has both a descriptive and norma-
tive reading. According to the descriptive reading, not only is it merely possi-
ble to read a text as proposing revised concepts—which is an extraordinarily
low bar—but also the reading is internally coherent. That is, the revisionary
reading is not contradicted by anything explicitly stated in the text. Call this
Descriptive Interpretive CE . In contrast, according to the normative reading of
Interpretative CE, adopting such an interpretation is additionally beneficial
or desired. Note that one could accept the fact that it is possible to coherently
interpret a lot of philosophical work from the past as a part of conceptual en-
gineering, but at the same time, state that such an interpretation is not fruit-
ful or leads to bad consequences. Consequently, the view that it is not only
possible but also reasonable to interpret a lot of philosophical works as en-
gaging in conceptual engineering (even if this interpretation does not capture
their author’s intentions) is Normative Interpretative CE . In the next two sections,
we will discuss Descriptive Interpretive CE and Normative Interpretive CE,
respectively. 

III.1 Descriptive Interpretative CE 

According to a standard methodological picture, the method of cases estab-
lishes truths about a scrutinized concept by considering whether a given con-
cept applies in possible situations (Bealer 1998 ; Cappelen 2012 ; Deutsch 2015 ;
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achery 2017 ). Andow (2020 ) instead argues that while intuitions serve as
vidence in the method of cases, they provide evidence not for descriptive
laims concerning scrutinized concepts, but rather for normative constraints
hat we should adopt for them within a relevant theoretical framework. For
nstance, Andow considers the following example from Robinson (2019 ), in
hich Robinson argues that one can be cruel without causing harm: 

Imagine that Tom is in love with his neighbour. He believes that his neighbour’s hus-
band is severely anaphylactic and that peanuts will kill him. Feigning generosity, Tom
makes dinner for the couple each week and sprinkles the dish with crushed peanuts.
The husband, it so happens, is not actually allergic to peanuts and ends up enjoying the
meal even more than he would have without the peanuts. In the end, good effects are
ultimately produced. But I think we can still look at Tom and say that his behaviour is cruel.

He intentionally puts peanuts into the meal, hoping to kill the husband and take his
wife. But the effects are not ‘successful’ in the sense that the aims of the motivational
component of his act are fulfilled. [emphasis added by Andow (2020 )] 

ndow argues that the bolded passage is evidence that the above case is not
ffering an accurate account of what cruelty is. Instead, Andow argues that
obinson is arguing that we should think about cruelty in a way that does not

equire harming the object of the cruelty. Our intuitions that the behaviour is
ruel are not, on this reading, revealing what cruelty is but revealing what we
ant cruelty to be. 
Notice that one can argue that Andow (or any non-standard revisionary

eading of a thought experiment) is engaging in a sneaky linguistic trick.
obinson may have actually had a descriptive argument in mind—that Tom’s
ehaviour is indeed cruel—but our point here is not to establish that Robinson

ntentionally engaged in conceptual engineering nor that such an interpreta-
ion is the only correct interpretation. Our point instead is that the wording
sed in the text leaves open the possibility to (mis)interpret the discussed argu-
ent as one arguing for revising what cruelty is. Thus, we can read Robinson

s making an ameliorative point, making Descriptive Interpretive CE true for
he text. 

To see Andow’s point about how cases can reveal normative constraints,
t is worth considering a dialectically similar example from outside of phi-
osophy: Piaget’s study on a child’s concept of velocity as discussed by Kuhn
1964/1977 ). The example shows a revision of children’s conceptual frame-
ork, and its structure can be easily adapted to philosophical thought experi-
ents. In a study, children around 5 years old appear to have two criteria for

elocity when judging which of two toy cars on a track are faster. The first is
hat Kuhn calls ‘perceptual blurriness’, or how fast an object appears to move
ased on how blurry it appears. The second criterion for velocity is whether
he car reaches its destination first—regardless of whether the ‘faster’ object
tarts much earlier or closer to the goal than the ‘slower’ object. While these
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two criteria obviously conflict, children below a certain age do not notice the
tension. However, when exposed to objects that moved very rapidly but did
not reach their goal first, many children in the study recognized they should
primarily consider how blurry a moving object looks, dropping the other cri-
terion. In effect, thanks to considering particular cases, children changed their
concept of velocity, restricting it to how fast an object appears to be mov-
ing. Robinson, on Andow’s reading is making a similar move based on what
our intuitions reveal about the normative constraints on cruelty. Like Piaget’s
demonstration revealed to children that velocity should not depend on finish-
ing first, Robinson’s case reveals cruelty should not depend on causing harm,
which helps motivate us to revise our concept of cruelty. 

According to Andow’s picture of the method of cases, our intuitions con-
cerning the verdict of possible cases can reveal normative constraints on con-
cepts that we were previously unaware of. Notice, however, that the method
of cases, traditionally construed, can also be seen as revealing normative con-
straints. On a traditional understanding of the method of cases, thought ex-
periments uncover something about the underlying structure of reality, such
as the structure of cruelty. Insofar as we want our language and thought to
reflect reality, on this traditional picture, the method of cases reveals how we
should talk and think. What Andow, and by extension, we, are claiming in
this section is that you can read the method of cases as revealing constraints
that are distinctly revisionary, such as moral or political constraints that might
motivate revising concepts. Put another way, on the traditional view, whether
we succeed in revealing relevant normative constraints depends on whether
we better represent the structure of certain phenomena (e.g. cruelty), while on
a revisionary approach, success depends on uncovering other kinds of con-
straints (e.g. political or ethical). 

Andow (2020 ) and S ękowski (2022 , 2023 ) argue most thought experiments
can be interpreted as being instances of conceptual engineering. Here, we
want to go a step further to argue that a sizable chunk of philosophical argu-
ments, beyond just the method of cases, can be interpreted as works of con-
ceptual revision. This is because what is on the page underdetermines how a
text is interpreted. Works of philosophy are only so long, so philosophers can-
not state every assumption made in a text (Deutsch 2015 : 123)—assuming an
author is even aware of all their text’s assumptions. This includes metaphilo-
sophical stances of the author that would otherwise rule out, for example,
a conceptual revision-based reading of the account. While this underdeter-
mination makes Producer CE difficult to evaluate, it means that Descriptive
Interpretive CE is true for a wide range of texts beyond just the method of
cases. 

To illustrate how Descriptive Interpretive CE can be applied beyond
thought experiments, we will adapt S ękowski’s discussion of Gettier to
Hume’s (1748 ) discussion of causation. As we will show, there is a possible
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nterpretation of Hume’s argument, according to which Hume is arguing for
onceptual revision by referring to theoretically relevant expectations towards
ausation. As S ękowski (2022 ) argues, in the method of cases, philosophers
resent some cases, and they propose arguments in favour of verdicts about
hese cases by appealing to these philosophers’ expectations towards a given
oncept. In Gettier’s 10 coins case, the verdict that Smith does not know that e is
ustified by an argument in which Gettier appeals to his expectation towards
nowledge that to know something, there must be a non-accidental connec-
ion between the origin of the belief and a fact that makes the belief true.
ollowing this interpretation, we should say that Gettier is not assuming that
ur intuitions are a source of evidence for what knowledge is like. On the
ontrary, Gettier is presenting a case and arguing in favour of a particular ver-
ict to convince us to revise a given concept to capture relevant expectations
owards that concept. 

At the start of Hume’s discussion of causation (1748), he accepts that cau-
ation is a necessary sequence of events. This is his starting concept of cau-
ation. Hume agrees that his observation of billiard balls hitting each other
s accompanied by a kind of intuition with the content that ‘there is a causal
elationship between one billiard ball hitting a second ball and the movement
f the second ball’. Therefore, he notes that we can have several intuitions ac-
ording to which there is a causal relationship between individual events. At
he same time, in the light of his empiricism, Hume holds that impressions are
he only source of ideas or concepts. This assumption is an expression of a cer-
ain expectation towards the desired concept or theory of causal relationship
ccording to which there must be an impression of causation which serves as
 source of this idea (or concept), which is partially based on the philosophical
ontext in which Hume worked. Applied to the concept of causation, this en-
ails that if causation is the necessary sequence of events, then we should have
mpressions of necessary sequences of events. 

However, Hume considers a case of two billiard balls hitting each other,
nd he states that he finds nothing more in his impressions than a picture of
vents that occur in order. This conclusion is incoherent with the mentioned
xpectations. In effect, Hume has to reject either the intuition that there is
 causal relationship between the two billiard balls or the requirement that
mpressions serve as a source for our ideas. Hume chooses the first option,
nd he argues that we need to revise our conceptual framework due to the
ncompatibility of more general expectations and intuitions concerning the
pplicability of a given concept (in this case, causation). As a consequence,
e should assume that the concept of the cause of individual token events
oes not contain any modal concepts. Therefore, causation is not a neces-
ary consequence of events. This discussion of Hume is illustrative of the fact
hat Descriptive CE is true for a wide variety of texts. If one merely cares
bout what interpretations are coherent and consistent with what is on the
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page—and not, for example, accurately capturing authorial intent or other
aspects of historical veracity—then texts offer significant hermeneutic leeway 
to be interpreted as, for example, revising concepts. 

The first important metaphilosophical outcome of this fact is that the value
of reading a text goes beyond gaining true beliefs about authorial intent. We
cannot help but bring ourselves into the process of engaging with a text,
bringing our own idiosyncrasies, whether our own idiolect (Fischer 2020 ) or
methodological assumptions (Landes 2023 ). This is, however, as much a fea-
ture as a bug. Setting aside the present issue of conceptual engineering’s nov-
elty, even if one believes authorial intent is crucial for determining what a
text means , the interpretive freedom afforded by texts explains why the philo-
sophical value of works of philosophy is not limited by authorial intent, era,
methodologies, or assumptions. We do not need to be logical empiricists to
learn about the nature of science from Popper, nor do we need to be Platon-
ists to learn about the nature of beauty from Plato (see also Cappelen 2012 :
183). Instead, while reading, we can readily convert their observations to our
own understanding of the nature of philosophy. This methodological outcome
does not hang on Descriptive Interpretive CE’s truth. What it does do, how-
ever, is open a way of interpreting texts that might be methodologically fruit-
ful if one is already a conceptual engineer. Because of Descriptive Interpretive
CE’s truth, conceptual engineering, even if absolutely brand new, can readily
draw insights from the philosophical canon. 

Another crucial metaphilosophical consequence of the general truth of De-
scriptive Interpretive CE is that it opens the possibility to the two final readings
of the Anti-Novelty Claim discussed below. Because we can interpret texts as
attempts to revise concepts, it becomes an open question whether we ought
to interpret the texts this way (Normative Interpretive CE) or whether, as a
matter of fact, texts have revised consumer’s concepts (Consumer CE). 

III.2 Normative Interpretative CE 

Descriptive Interpretative CE states that it is possible to interpret a lot of philo-
sophical texts as instances of conceptual engineering. Now, let us ask whether
one should read the texts in this way. Of course, if one is striving to capture au-
thorial accuracy (as far as this is possible), one should read a text as engaging
in conceptual engineering if that is what the author intends. Nonetheless, even
if a reading of a text is incompatible with an author’s intentions, adopting it
can be justified by other reasons. This is not to say Normative Interpretive
CE should be understood as the radical view that all arguments should be
interpreted as revisionary or that we should always abstract from the context
in which the text was created and from the author’s intentions. Normative
Interpretive CE is instead a weaker claim, according to which many works in
the history of philosophy can be interpreted as instances of narrow conceptual



Conceptual engineering is old news 13

e  

a  

t  

e
 

r  

s  

A  

i  

g  

t  

d  

t  

c  

s  

f  

e
 

t  

r  

d  

c  

(  

c  

t  

a  

c  

i  

A  

i  

i  

c  

t
 

e  

t  

t  

w  

i  

t  

l  

e  

n  

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pq/pqae087/7724643 by guest on 31 July 2024
ngineering and, crucially, that doing so can be beneficial. We will first look
t the benefits such a revisionary reading can offer conceptual engineers but
hen argue that the value of revisionary readings is not limited to conceptual
ngineering. 

Although sometimes we want to capture authorial intent and we have good
eason to think that Producer CE is true of that text, that is not the only rea-
on that one should approach a text as forwarding a revisionary argument.
s has already been alluded to, non-standard and inaccurate readings can be

nspirational. Reading texts as taking a revisionary stance towards concepts
ives conceptual engineers a wider range of arguments and established posi-
ions on certain topics. Reading texts in an unintended way is still capable of
rawing the reader’s attention to considerations, reasons, and arguments that
he reader might not have considered otherwise by inspiring the reader to
onsider things by their own lights (Landes 2023 ). Therefore, adopting a non-
tandard revisionary reading of a text may serve as a source of inspiration
or conceptual engineers’ own revisionary projects—perhaps even providing
ntire arguments. 

To put this point more specifically, for conceptual engineers, there are prac-
ical and epistemic reasons for interpreting texts as if they were attempts to
evise concepts. Successful, intentional conceptual engineering requires four
istinct tasks, identifying what existing content exists, evaluating whether that
ontent is deficient, designing new content, and propagating the designed content
Isaac et al. 2022 ). Reading existing arguments as if they propose changing con-
eptual content will provide insights—and thus potentially save time—at both
he evaluation and design stages of conceptual engineering. Similarly, extant
nalyses of concept, regardless of whether they accurately capture an existing
oncept’s content, can serve as inspiration during the design stage, offering
deas or frameworks to think about what improved content would involve.
rguments for or against analyses may help in designing revised content or

dentifying desiderata by which to evaluate existing content. Therefore, treat-
ng descriptive works of philosophy as attempts to revise concepts may help
onceptual engineers identify desiderata for their projects, potentially saving
ime and energy in the process. 

Let us give an example. Fine (1994 ) argues against a Kripkean account of
ssence that reduces essence to necessary properties by drawing attention to
he fact that Socrates has the necessary property ‘being a member of single-
on {Socrates}’. As Fine argues, in contrast to a Kripkean account of essences,
e should not consider this property to be essential to Socrates because there

s nothing in the nature of Socrates that is the source of this property. Even
hough Fine is a metaphilosophical and metaphysical realist, we may nonethe-
ess adopt these arguments to make a revisionary point about the concept of
ssence. If Kripkeans are correct that the concept of essence is reducible to
ecessity, then Fine has provided reasons to revise that concept to meet our
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intuitions towards the nature of some entities (e.g. of Socrates). And what is
more, as the last thirty years of literature on metaphysics and modal epis-
temology show, the Finean account of essence is highly theoretically fruitful
(Correia 2024 ), even if it will turn out to be revised in the future by a dif-
ferent notion of essence. Therefore, normative interpretations of otherwise 
descriptive arguments can reveal possible ways of formulating arguments for
conceptual revision, and what is more, if reframing descriptive arguments into
revisionary arguments would produce unsound arguments, it can be useful to
establish what kind of fallacies may appear in normative arguments. 

Even for those not engaged in ameliorative projects, reading works as works
of conceptual engineering can still be fruitful. As discussed in Section III.1 ,
both Andow (2020 ) and S ękowski (2022 ) adopt a revisionary interpretation of
the method of cases. However, unlike Andow, who focuses on arguing for the
possibility and plausibility of such a non-standard reading, S ękowski argues
that we should adopt a revisionary understanding of thought experiments to
defend the case method against experimental findings (for why it is fruitful
to interpret other types of historical philosophical arguments this way, see
also Thomasson 2017 , forthcoming ). According to the experimental attack, 
intuitions are sensitive to philosophically irrelevant factors, and since the case
method uses intuitions as a source of evidence or justification, the case method
is an unreliable method of philosophy (for an overview of these arguments see
Deutsch 2015 and Machery 2017 ). 

S ękowski (2022 , forthcoming ) responds to this literature by arguing that if
we adopt a normative approach towards thought experiments in which the
content of intuitions are expectations concerning general features of concepts
rather than the applications of concepts, there is a non-standard version of an
expertise defence available to defend the use of the method of cases. This nor-
mative interpretation disconnects the method of cases’ value from intuitions’
reliability because concept revision is justified by our expectations. These ex-
pectations however do not reflect our actual, shared beliefs about certain con-
cepts. They might be, for example, the consequence of the function we implic-
itly or explicitly assign the concept or other beliefs we have about the domain
in which that concept is used. However, our expectations might be seen by
others as more or less convincing, and it is a matter of fact that people may
have more convincing expectations towards concepts than other people due
to the fact that some of us simply know the functions of certain concepts, or
contexts in which they are used better. Expectations’ relevancy comes then
from the fact that the person who possesses them is familiar with the purpose
and past context in which the scrutinized concept was discussed. 

So, for instance, expectations towards epistemological concepts of episte-
mologists are more apt, not because they track reality, but because they might
be more convincing in justifying concept revision within an epistemological
dispute on the nature of knowledge. This is due to epistemologists’ better
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mmersion in the epistemological context in which the concept of knowledge is
iscussed. People with such immersion simply know that what epistemologists
equire from the concept of knowledge is that, for example, it has to address
ceptical worries and Gettier examples. Similarly, for example, lawyers’ expec-
ations concerning the concept of alibi used in law are a reliable source thanks
o their immersion in legal contexts, and lawyers’ knowledge of the function
f these concepts in several law contexts. Kids’ expectations towards a hide-
nd-seek game is more apt in the context of negotiating rules of these game
mong kids than their parents, since kids know better what is to be expected
rom hide-and-seek in the context of kids’ play than their parents. This is because
arents might think about the game in a different way, for instance, as a part
f a wider process of child development. The revisionary interpretation of the
ethod of cases therefore makes the method immune to sceptical worries due

o the discussed role of expectations and immersion in the context in which
he concept is discussed (see S ękowski 2022 , forthcoming ). 

As discussed in this section, there is value in pretending a work is engaging
n conceptual revision, regardless of authorial intent. This stance is enabled
y the underdetermination of the text (discussed above). The stance also has
arallels to the tradition in the philosophy of literature that has its roots in
arthes Death of the Author (1967 ), according to which from the perspective of

he reader, the most fruitful way of interpreting a text is to abstract from the
istorical context of its origin and to be open to adopt a point of view of any
otential reader. Of course, the value of reading a text as revisionary is very
uch dependent on framework and interest. Repurposing descriptive argu-
ents and accounts to revisionary ends will only help conceptual engineers,

nd defending the case method against the experimental attack might only
e attractive to those who buy into the attack’s premise (see Deutsch 2015 ;
orvath 2023 ). Thus, we do not take our examples here to be exhaustive, but

ather two versions of a more general strategy made available by allowing
urselves to be free from what an author intends. 

IV. Consumer CE 

n contrast to Producer CE, which is a claim about authorial intent, Descrip-
ive Interpretive CE, which is a claim about the possible coherent interpre-
ations of a text, and Normative Interpretive CE, which is a claim about
he normative value of interpretation, Consumer CE is a descriptive claim
bout how texts are actually interpreted by consumers. Consumer CE is true
bout a text relative to consumers when people’s concepts have changed be-
ause of engaging with the text—regardless of authorial intent. As discussed
bove, professional philosophers possess many concepts non-philosophers do
ot. The development of novel concepts for technical ends means that it is
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nearly trivial that philosophers have different concepts (see Deutsch 2020 ;
Fischer and Sytsma 2021 ; Liu 2023 ). Rare are the non-philosophers who have
the concept of (logical) validity, pro toto reasons, or (Fregean) sense. Because
engaging in philosophy is clearly capable of propagating novel technical con-
cepts, the question in the narrower sense of conceptual engineering is whether
philosophers have revised or refined concepts because of reading certain works
of philosophy. 

Depending on whether the consumer understands the producer as trying
to change the concept, we can think of any revision as explicit or implicit.
A possible example of explicit Consumer CE from outside of philosophy is
the change of the concept of ‘planet’ because of the IAU’s explicit redefini-
tion in 2006. Implicit conceptual revision may sound more farfetched, but
it appears to be the more common type of conceptual change. There is ro-
bust evidence that concepts change during childhood (see Carey 2011 ). When
we propagate to children the conceptual content associated with Newtonian
mechanics or real numbers, few teachers, parents, or children explicitly call
what is happening ‘conceptual change’. Instead, it is understood broadly as
learning. Accordingly, conceptual revision during philosophical training may 
be presented and understood as some other type of learning or development. 

Both explicit and implicit Consumer CE turn on whether concepts have
been revised while reading the texts, so the rest of the section will explore the
available evidence for whether engaging in philosophy revises concepts. This
question ultimately turns on descriptive historical, sociological, and perhaps
cognitive facts of philosophy’s consumption. To answer definitively whether 
concepts have changed in response to a text, we would need to draw some
sort of diachronic comparison of a reader or readers in response to a text. 

Looking first at qualitative approaches, Brown (2017 ) looks at the early con-
sumption of Gettier’s 1963 paper among epistemologists. The stability Brown 

finds about the Gettier verdicts among epistemologists can be interpreted as
evidence that the concept of knowledge remained stable among epistemolo-
gists in response to Gettier (1963 ). Similarly, approaches from the point of view
of the history of ideas can show how concepts change over time in response
to philosophers (e.g. Bennett 2007 ). Notice, however, that any such project will
have difficulty distinguishing changes in beliefs in response to reading philoso-
phers from changes in concepts in response to reading philosophers—a chal-
lenge faced by all the methods described in this section. 

Looking next at quantitative diachronic approaches, moder n cor pus analytic
methods may also be able to measure concept change. Computational meth-
ods allow for the measurement of meaning through measures like semantic
similarity, which allow corpus linguistics to quantify the meanings of words
based on their co-occurrence with other words in the corpus (see Navigli and
Martelli 2019 ). In theory, corpus analysis can track the impact of a text on
philosophical literature or track the semantic change of a given concept in
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ontexts outside philosophy before and after the appearance of an influen-
ial philosophical work. For example, if citation tracking reveals citation of a
articular text corresponds to changes in semantic similarity between texts

Hogenbrick 2023 ), then there would be evidence that the cited paper led to
hanges in conceptual content. 

Nonetheless, non-historical methods can be used to evaluate the plausibil-
ty of Consumer CE by testing conceptual content before and after engaging
ith texts. While we know of no work testing this directly, for some, albeit

imited, insight, we can look towards the literature on philosophical expertise
for a recent overview, see Horvath 2023 ). Empirical work on the expertise de-
ence has looked for differences in responses to thought experiments between
olk and expert philosophers. Work on the expertise defence has interpreted
uch findings as evidence for or against whether philosophers deploy some
ort of expert ability to consume and evaluate thought experiments. This is
ot the only interpretation of such data, however. For authors who take case

udgements and conceptual content to be closely linked (e.g. Machery 2017 ),
hanges in case judgements may also be caused by changes in conceptual
ontent. On such an interpretation, studies comparing folk and expert case
udgements cannot reveal whether engaging with specific texts has changed
eople’s conceptual content, but they can reveal differences in content be-
ween the two groups. Accordingly, data from the expertise defence can offer
t least some insight into the historical plausibility of Consumer CE. 

Comparisons between philosophers’ and non-philosophers’ verdicts about
hought experiments are mixed. Machery (2012 ) found no difference between
olk and philosophers’ judgements about Gödel cases. Schindler & Saint-

ermier (2023 ) also found no folk-expert difference in Gödel cases, nor did
hey find them in Mary or Twin Earth cases. Schindler and Saint-Germier
id, however, find relatively large (about 1 point on a 5-point scale) differences
etween philosophers’ and non-philosophers’ verdicts on Gettier cases and
ake Barn cases and found much smaller but nonetheless significant differ-
nces in verdicts about the Chinese Room. Horvath & Wiegmann (2016 ) also
ound differences between folk and expert responses in a modified Fake Barn
ase but did not find differences in verdicts about a modified Gettier case. 

In addition to the limitations already discussed, this work is further lim-
ted by its use of cross-sectional designs that test for expertise by compar-
ng one group (philosophers) to another (non-philosophers). If differences are
ound, these cross-sectional studies struggle, by their very nature, to distin-
uish whether differences in the two groups are caused by training or whether
hilosophers were a non-standard group of people from the start (because,

or example, people who have the ‘wrong’ intuitions are pushed out of the
eld). One study has overcome this by testing how responses change over
he course of undergraduate education (Maćkiewicz et al. 2023 ). Responses
o ten thought experiments were collected at seven points over the course of
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undergraduate study. The study notably found a large and sustained shift in
responses about Gettier and Fake Barn cases before and after taking an epis-
temology course during the first semester. The authors take this as evidence
that changes in Gettier and Fake Barn responses were driven by beliefs about
what the correct responses are, but given the stability of conceptual content
over time, this sort of long-term change also suggests a shift in concepts of
knowledge. This ambiguity further highlights the difficulty anyone trying to
establish Consumer CE faces distinguishing belief-based and concept-based 

changes (for one solution, see Landes and Reuter ms ; Fischer 2020 ). 
Ultimately, however, there is currently little direct evidence for or against

Consumer CE. The findings above suggest something is happening with Fake
Barn cases that might also be happening to Gettier cases, but due to limi-
tations in designs, we cannot tease apart what caused it, nor can we answer
whether the differences are driven by concepts or beliefs. Indeed, as discussed
above, authors in the expertise defence literature have, for example, argued
that while folk and philosophers have the same concepts, philosophers are
better at accurately deploying concepts than the folk or are better at reading
and evaluating thought experiments (see Horvath 2023 ). Therefore, establish- 
ing the truth or falsity of Consumer CE relative to particular texts or concepts
will require more sophisticated qualitative and quantitative research than cur-
rently exists. 

Ultimately, the truth or falsity of Consumer CE has consequences for the
relationship between the philosophising of professional philosophers and non- 
philosophers. As mentioned, many have argued that any differences between
folk and expert judgements in philosophy are a consequence of experts be-
ing better placed to answer philosophical questions or engage with thought
experiments. However, as argued here, differences in responses could in-
stead be caused by philosophers having distinct conceptual content from non-
philosophers. If it turns out that philosophers’ concept of knowledge changes
because of reading Gettier, perhaps philosophers and non-philosophers mean 

different things when they ask themselves, ‘Do I know I have two hands?’. This
may in turn cause miscommunication between folk and experts. 

The truth or falsity of Consumer CE also has an impact on the propaga-
tion stage of conceptual engineering. Very little is currently understood about
how conceptual engineers can bring about a desired conceptual change (Lan-
des ms ; Koch 2021 ; Koslow 2022 ). If it turns out that consuming and engaging 

with a work of philosophy is enough to change concepts, then the propagation
stage of conceptual engineering may just require having the public read phi-
losophy. Even if the mechanism through which such a text changed concepts
was more involved, the discovery of a philosophy text that revised concepts
would be invaluable. Conceptual engineering has hitherto struggled to suc-
ceed at the propagation stage, and successful examples ‘in the wild’ would
offer insight into what works. 
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That said, due to differences between conceptual engineering frameworks,
o single example would be uncontroversial. Sceptics towards the very pos-
ibility of conceptual engineering based on metasemantic arguments, such as
eutsch (2020 ) (and to some extent Cappelen 2018 ), will be able to explain

way any change as being merely belief-based where more optimistic theo-
ists might see concept change. However, if one accepts frameworks on which
onceptual revision is more achievable, examples of successful revision would
rovide invaluable insight into what processes work for those frameworks. This

s an important benefit not only for conceptual engineers interested in imple-
enting revisions, but it would also put pressure on positions sceptical of con-

eptual engineers’ control of, or impact on, conceptual revision (e.g. Andow
021 ; Machery 2021 ). 

V. Conclusion 

onceptual engineering is old news. Conceptual engineering is also not old
ews. Contemporary conceptual engineering is not the first philosophical

ramework to push for the revision of concepts, nor is it the first framework
ithin analytic philosophy to do so. However, conceptual engineering offers
s a novel framework for approaching old texts with new eyes. Not only can
e approach a huge proportion of texts predating contemporary discussions
f conceptual engineering with a new, fruitful perspective—that they are plac-
ng normative, not descriptive, constraints on the targets of analysis—but also
n many cases, we should now approach historical texts as if they are engaged
n conceptual engineering. Whether specific works of philosophy have actually
ucceeded in revising concepts in the past, however, is a different matter en-
irely and requires further empirical investigation. Ultimately, however, there
s no one way in which conceptual engineering is new or old because there
s no single way to think of a text. As we have shown, different methods will
e needed to establish the plausibility of each hypothesis about the novelty of
onceptual engineering, and each hypothesis’ truth or falsity will have differ-
nt impacts on how we understand conceptual engineering’s place in analytic
hilosophy and the history of philosophy more generally. Nonetheless, by clar-

fying the ways in which conceptual engineering is novel or not, conceptual
ngineers can take different, and more fruitful, approaches to understanding
he method’s history. 

Acknowledgements 

e would like to thank Amie Thomasson, Niklas Dahl, Twan Stiekel, Lucien
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