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Conceptual engineering:

Changing the Rules of the Game

Abstract

In pursuing a project of conceptual engineering, should we

aim at changing people’s psychological concepts, or rather

at modifying public meanings of words? I argue that we

should get rid of the alternative. Concepts are psychologi-

cal entities, but they are also embedded in social practices,

each involving rules about what is correct to say and do.

Ludwig Wittgenstein called them “language games”. These

can be very different, as some may have explicit rules, fixed

by experts during panel meetings, while some may be gov-

erned by implicit ones, shown by what people do and how

they reason. Think of the language game of devising a phy-

logenetic taxonomy of flowering plants, and that of buying

flowers at the local market, which both involve the concept

of flower. My point is that in pursuing a project of concep-

tual engineering we should aim at changing the rules of a

specific game. Games, and their rules, can be very differ-

ent and may call for different strategies. I also argue that

viewing conceptual engineering as changing the rules of a

game makes it easier to answer to questions such as “are

we entitled to modify concepts?” and “how can we make

it effective?” (implementation challenge). In the talk I will

not discuss flowers, but examples with medical concepts.
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