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What Philosophy of Engineering Do We Need

SHENG Xiao-ming WANG Hua-ping
Department of Philosophy  Zhejiang University ~Hangzhou 310028  China

Abstract As a kind of human beings’ activity engineering exists in all ages but has never played such an
important role as today. As engineering becomes a chief way of being it brings forward increasingly serious
challenges to society politics and environment. Considerations of these problems give birth to philosophy of
engineering. However we should not look upon philosophy of engineering as the extension of philosophy of
science and technology for engineering has its own form of culture with its own sets of rules and bodies of
practice——a culture different from science and certainly not a mere appendage to or an application of
science. Science and engineering have always been supposed to represent two different traditions in Western
culture since ancient Greece. The former has been admired for its objective necessity and universal validity
while the latter has been undervalued for its limits of established value judgments and contexts.

However after a historicist turn happened in Western philosophy in the 20th century the two different
rationalities which science and engineering represent respectively became merged. It is argued that science
like engineering is less simply an intellectual undertaking than creative activities conducted in a certain
context and may and should include such practical wisdom as sophists advocated. Nowadays as social studies
of science gain ground our approach to philosophical studies of engineering as a kind of material activities can
no longer adopt such a single normative method as traditional philosophy did. Rather engineering should be
taken as a specific kind of cultural activity and be investigated from manifold outer perspectives. Engineering
knowledge is neither pure scientific knowledge nor pure social knowledge for it includes more "know-how” and
Peter' s "cookbook knowledge”. Engineers have their own methods procedures and bodies of skills whereby
they create and construct knowledge. Engineering knowledge is orientated to engineering and it actually
includes such knowledge of action as sophists advocated. The practical characteristics of engineering knowledge
make it paradigmatic for the studies of knowledge / power. Engineering practice should be looked upon as a
special cultural activity for it has idiosyncrasy and it plays a double role both in and outside science.
Engineers design the society as they design engineering. Engineering is shaped by a variety of social factors all
together. While we choose an engineering project we choose a way of life. The reaction of engineering to us
and our society calls for a descriptive philosophy of engineering rather than a normative one. Therefore we
should endeavor to describe engineering practice as a kind of social activity and integrate all views obtained
from various outer perspectives to "cobble together a better description”. The meaning of description lies in that
every action clears obstacles for imagination and develops ability and experience.

Key words philosophy of engineering description engineering knowledge engineering practice



