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Essays on Philosophical Engineering and Generics
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Generic expressions or generics such as "Tigers have stripes" or "Mosquitos carry the 
West Nile virus" are ubiquitous in natural languages. They are statements that express 
generalizations but do not specify how many members of the kind have the property 
being expressed. In many cases, generics are considered to be useful generalizations. 
However, a particular subclass of generics, the so-called ‘social kind generics’ such as 
“Blacks are violent,” “Muslims are terrorists,” “Women are submissive,” may foster 
morally, socially and politically pernicious effects.

 More recently, some philosophers have offered some normative accounts that can be 
seen as domain-specific theorizing about first order projects of how to engage in the 
amelioration of pernicious effects of generics. Furthermore, these accounts belong to a 
more general methodological framework of the so-called 'engineering projects' in 
philosophy. These projects rest on the idea that a lot of our involvement with concepts or, 
more generally, representational devices does not (and, perhaps, should not) happen 
merely at a level of description. Instead, the advocates of engineering projects believe that 
our involvement does (and, perhaps, should) occur as an engagement at the level of 
evaluation and revision.

The overarching research question of my dissertation is: Can pernicious effects of generics 
be ameliorated by applying the method of engineering in philosophy? In my dissertation, I 
address this question in two stages. 

In the first part of my dissertation, I make a contribution to the field of philosophical 
methodology by offering a general methodological account of engineering in philosophy I 
dub 'philosophical engineering.' In particular, I motivate and develop this account by 
arguing for a five stage (analysis, evaluation, strategic planning, implementation, 
reevaluation) iterative model of philosophical engineering which I take to be congenial 
with other, non-philosophical branches of engineering. Furthermore, I take this account to 
endorse a pluralism about objects of engineering in philosophy, allowing thus for a 
possibility of engineering different philosophical objects and their aspects, accordingly. 

In the second part of my dissertation, I make a contribution both to the field of generics 
and the field of philosophical methodology by developing a domain-specific account of 
engineering generics. In particular, I motivate my engineering account by bringing generic 
judgements to the fore of amelioration of pernicious effects of generics, namely I offer a 
debunking argument for realist theories of genericity arguing that an alternative, 
evolutionary explanation of the role that our generic judgments play in connection to the 
independent generic truths beats the realist’s account on the scientific merits. Furthermore, 
I suggest an ameliorative engineering project for pernicious effects of generics which takes 
generic judgements as objects of engineering and calls for correction of generic judgements 
via rational reflection, remaining thus neutral both on the metaphysics and semantics of 
generics.


