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Outline

• Self-introduction (I introduce myself)
• Why conceptual analysis is important for research: focus on definition
• Participants introduce themselves (name, affiliation, topic of research 

and one or two examples of key concepts for their research)
• Definitions: what they are, different types, how to provide a correct 

definition
• Participants try to apply rules of correct definition and define one of 

the key terms
• Philosophical addendum: Wittgenstein on definitions
• Questions



Self-introduction: s.baiasu@keele.ac.uk



Conceptual Analysis and Research (I/III)

• Most research would involve the use of words and a written piece
• Some of the words we use are more important than others: they are 

closer to the respective topic, they are debated in the relevant 
literature, they seem to occur more often in your text than other 
concepts – these are key words or key terms
• Imagine these key terms are not clear: they are defined in words or in 

ways which are unnecessarily complicated
• Consider now also the following distinction: term/concept/instance –

the term is the word I use to refer to something, the concept is the 
representation I have in mind of what the word refers to, and the 
instance is the object the term is supposed to pick out



Conceptual Analysis 
and Research (II/III)

• (I owe this example to: unifiedcompliance.com/education/how-to-write-
definitions/)

• I am from Chicago and you, from London; for me, the plate contains one biscuit 
and two cookies; for you, it has one scone and two biscuits

• Say you ask: ‘May I have a biscuit?’, and I answer: ‘Of course!’ – which item do 
you pick?

• We communicate through terms (‘biscuit’), we form representations/concepts of 
those terms (‘big, soft, flaky, doughy edible thing’ or ‘drier, smaller, crunchier 
edible thing’), and we pick instances on the basis of the concepts



Conceptual Analysis and Research (III/III)

• It is important to share the meaning of our terms, in order to form 
the same representations and avoid confusion in communication
• Yet, words can mean different things at different times – not only may 

they refer to different things in different contexts (consider ‘desert’), 
but their meanings change over time or depending on the social 
group where it is used (consider ‘naughty’)
• Good communication presupposes a shared understanding of the 

terms used, appropriate concepts of the instances we want to refer to 
and consistent use of these terms and concepts
• We acquire appropriate concepts through good definitions



Participants introduce themselves



Definitions (I/IV)

• Philosophers traditionally see a definition as a way of capturing the 
essence of an object/being
• Essence (Latin: to be): that which makes an object/being be that particular 

kind of object/being
• Example: if we are supposed to identify an instance of a zebra, and we 

expect to find an animal that looks like a horse, then, when we are told 
that the term does not refer to an animal, we might change our 
representation/concept of what we are supposed to find (perhaps we start 
looking for a zebra crossing) – in this sense, being an animal, perhaps one 
similar to a horse, is part of the essence of a zebra and, without it, we 
could not talk about a zebra (we would talk about, say, a crossing)



Definitions (II/IV)

• In general, in identifying the essence of a thing, a definition needs to 
capture the necessary and sufficient features of that thing
• Necessary feature: a feature which it is necessary for a thing in order to be of 

that particular kind – for instance, in order for a being to be a horse, she 
needs to be a mammal
• Sufficient feature: a feature which is sufficient for a thing to have in order to 

be of that particular king – for instance, it is sufficient for me to know that a 
being is a horse, in order to know that she is a mammal

• In general, a definition lists the necessary features that make a thing 
be the kind of thing it is, features which together are sufficient in 
order for that thing to be that kind of thing



Definitions (III/IV)

• The necessary features identified by a definition are usually divided 
into two kinds:
• The category of the term or genus: this identifies the class the term belongs  

to – usually, in this way, the thing to be defined is related to a broader 
category, usually a more familiar one (e.g., I said that a horse is a mammal or I 
can say it belong to the genus equus or to the family equidae)
• The differentiating characteristics or differentia: these are features which 

distinguish the thing to be defined from other things in the same category 
(e.g., I may want to know what distinguished zebras from horses)

• Example: a zebra is an animal in the genus equus with black and 
white striped coat and erect mane – these features are sufficient to 
identify zebras



Definitions (IV/IV)

• There are various types of definitions and various ways to identify 
these types – compare the list provided in the website mentioned 
above with the list here: plato.stanford.edu/entries/definitions/
• Intensional/extensional definitions
• Stipulative definitions
• Lexical definitions
• Partitive definitions
• Functional definitions
• Encyclopaedic definitions, etc.



Participants try to apply rules of correct 
definition and define one of their key terms



Philosophical Addendum (I/II)

• Wittgenstein against essentialist definitions: terms are sometimes used to name 

several things, rather than something that is common to them (their essence)

• “Consider for example the proceedings that we call ‘games’. I mean board-games, 

card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all? 

- Don’t say: “There must be something common, or they would not be called 

‘games’” - but look and see whether there is anything common to all. For if you 

look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but similarities, 

relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: don’t think, but look! 

- Look for example at board-games, with their multifarious relationships. Now 

pass to card-games; here you find many correspondences with the first group, 

but many common features drop out, and others appear. When we pass next to 

ball-games, much that is common is retained, but much is lost…



Philosophical Addendum (II/II)

• “- Are they all ‘amusing’? Compare chess with noughts and crosses. Or is 
there always winning and losing, or competition between players? Think of 
patience. In ball games there is winning and losing; but when a child 
throws his ball at the wall and catches it again, this feature has 
disappeared. […] And we can go through the many, many other groups of 
games in the same way; can see how similarities crop up and disappear”. 
(Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations)
• Open-textured terms (‘game’, ‘art’): the criteria for the application of 

concepts do not always determine application
• Criteria for application: not necessary and sufficient conditions, but family 

resemblances
• Alternative: ‘cluster’ concepts – sets of properties, possession of any is 

sufficient for the term to be defined (e.g., ‘art’), but none is necessary



Questions


