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Abstract 

There are many generics about gender that by default convey a complex message containing 

statistical, causal and normative information. By asserting a gender generic like “Boys don’t cry,” for 

example, a speaker appears to say not only that most boys do not cry, but also that boys ought not to cry, 

and that it is because they are boys that they do not cry. Other generics about gender, like “Women are 

submissive” and “Girls are caring,” have a similar complex meaning. This paper presents a new semantic-

pragmatic theory about generics that explains why many, although not all, generics about gender have 

such a complex meaning. It is argued that generic generalizations have disjunctive semantics so that they 

can be true based on three different relations between a kind and a property. Due to a content-dependent 

assumption about these relations in the common ground, however, uttering a generic can also 

pragmatically convey that all three relations obtain. This view is defended in response to Leslie’s proposal 

that the multiple meanings of gender generics are due to the polysemy of gender terms, and Haslanger’s 

proposal that they are the result of two conversational implicatures. 

 

Introduction 

Generics are generalizations about a kind that characterize the kind directly, without the use of an 

explicit quantifier. Typical examples include sentences like “Dogs bark” and “Birds lay eggs.” When a 

generic characterizes the members of a gender, as in “Boys don’t cry” or “Women are submissive,” an 

interesting phenomenon occurs. As several philosophers have now noted, by default gender generics like 

these communicate a complex message containing statistical, causal, and normative content (Leslie 2014, 

2015; Haslanger 2014; Wodak et al. 2015). 

To illustrate, picture a scenario in which some boys are playing a game of soccer. After being tackled, 

one of the boys starts to tear up. Frustrated by what he considers to be a sign of weakness, the coach 

reproaches the boy by saying that “Boys don’t cry.” With one sentence, the coach has communicated three 

different propositions about boys. Although the precise nature of these propositions can only be specified 

below, a first characterization will help to grasp the complex meaning of the generic utterance. First of all, 

it appears that the coach’s utterance conveys the normative message that boys ought not to cry. Secondly, 

it seems the coach has also made a statistical claim about boys, similar to saying that most boys don’t cry. 
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Finally, his generic utterance also conveys a causal message, namely that when a boy doesn’t cry it is 

because it is a boy.  

Even without any special scene-setting, however, many generics about gender convey such a complex 

message. If one were to assert that “Boys don’t cry,” “Girls are caring,” “Women are submissive,” or “Men 

are dominant”, one would typically be interpreted as making not only a statistical but also a causal and a 

normative assertion. That many gender generics are interpreted causally is also shown by psychological 

research (Rhodes et al. 2012). Upon hearing a new generic generalization about gender (e.g. “Girls are 

good at a game called ‘gorp’”) children come to essentialize the property and believe that it emerges 

naturally from an internal source of the kind, rather than from an accidental and environmental source 

(Cimpian & Markman 2011). Due to their complex meaning, gender generics are suspected of being an 

important factor in the spread of both essentialist beliefs about gender and of normative expectations 

associated with gender roles (Leslie 2014). Whether one should avoid using generic language when talking 

about gender, especially to children, has recently become a hotly debated topic (Langton et al. 2012; Leslie 

2014; Ritchie 2019; Saul 2017). 

Irrespective of the extent to which gender generics actually contribute to the distribution of 

essentialist beliefs and social roles, however, they pose an interesting puzzle for philosophers of language. 

How is it that these sentences come to have multiple meanings in the first place? Two different contrasts 

make this an interesting puzzle.  

Firstly, although generics about gender often have multiple meanings, there are many generics about 

other subjects that do not, nor do all generics about gender. A generic like “Barns are red,” for instance, 

does not communicate a causal or normative fact about barns. A generic like “Women don’t have a political 

identity as women” seems to have a statistical and causal meaning, but not a normative one.1 The first 

desideratum for a theory about the meaning of gender generics is that the theory ought to explain why 

many of them by default communicate a complex statistical, causal, and normative message, whereas 

several other generics do not. 

Secondly, even though generics about gender have multiple meanings, explicitly quantified 

generalization typically only have a statistical meaning. Saying that “Most boys don’t cry,” “All men are 

dominant,” or “All women are submissive” would by default not convey a causal or a normative claim. A 

                                                           
1 Thanks to Bernhard Nickel for the example (personal correspondence). It is a sentence from Mendelberg’s book 
The race card (2017, p. 245). The generalization is supposed to explain why women tend not to show up in political 
races when they concern “women’s issues.” 
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theory about gender generics should also explain why generics but not quantified generalizations about 

gender tend to have multiple meanings. 

In this paper, I defend a new semantic-pragmatic account of the multiple meanings of gender 

generics. I argue that generics differ from quantified generalizations because they have disjunctive 

semantics. Generic sentences express the proposition that at least one of three generic relations holds 

between a kind and a property. Yet due to a content-dependent assumption about generic properties that 

is by default part of the common ground, uttering a generic about gender can also pragmatically convey 

the conjunction of all three generic relations.  

I defend this new account in response to alternative proposals by Sarah-Jane Leslie (2015) and Sally 

Haslanger (2014). In the first section, I present (section 1.1) and reject (section 1.2) Leslie’s semantic 

proposal that the multiple meanings of gender generics are due to the polysemy of gender terms. In the 

second section, I discuss Haslanger’s two-step pragmatic theory (section 2.1) and argue that this account 

too fails (section 2.2). It is instructive, however, to discuss both their theories in some detail before 

developing an alternative account in the third section. Although their theories are ultimately unable to 

account for the multiple meanings of gender generics, they do present some of the necessary ingredients 

for a successful explanation. 

 

1. Semantics 

1.1 Lexical polysemy  

On Sara-Jane Leslie’s semantic theory, the fact that gender generics like “Boys don’t cry” have 

multiple meanings is due to the fact that gender terms like ‘boy’ have multiple meanings (Leslie 2014). The 

lexical polysemy of gender terms is said to explain why gender generics have both a statistical and a 

normative meaning by default.2 Polysemy is a type of semantic ambiguity that occurs when a word has 

two (or more) different but related meanings. The word ‘newspaper,’ for example, has at least two 

different meanings since it can refer both to a company that publishes written news and an actual physical 

copy of written news. In the same vein, Leslie holds that gender terms like ‘man,’ ‘woman,’ ‘boy,’ and ‘girl’ 

are associated with two related meanings in our lexicon; a flat descriptive and a normative one. 

Understood descriptively, terms like ‘man’ and ‘woman’ refer to anyone who satisfies the concrete 

descriptive criteria that are used to determine who is a man and who is a woman. Understood normatively, 

however, these terms refer to anyone who satisfies an abstract normative ideal of masculinity or 

                                                           
2 The causal meaning of gender generics requires a different account according to Leslie. Since this account is largely 
the same as that of Haslanger, it will only be discussed in the next section. 
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femininity.3 The extensions of both senses need not be the same, since someone who lives up to the 

(purported) ideal of masculinity might descriptively be a women, and someone who is descriptively a man 

might fail to live up to the (purported) ideal of masculinity.   

The polysemy of the noun phrase of generics like “Boys don’t cry” results in an ambiguity about the 

domain of the generalization. When ‘boys’ is understood in its descriptive sense, the generic is about 

individuals who satisfy a set of descriptive criteria. When understood in its normative sense, however, the 

generic is about individuals who satisfy the normative ideal associated with boyhood. The ambiguity of 

“Boys don’t cry” can be represented as follows: 

1. Boys don’t cry 

1a.  Gen x [satisfies-descriptive-criteria-of-boyhood(x)][does-not-cry (x)] 

1b.  Gen x [satisfies-ideal-of-boyhood(x)][does-not-cry (x)] 

The logical form of these generalizations follows Leslie’s analysis according to which generics have 

the same form as adverbially quantified generalizations in the sense of Lewis (1975). An unpronounced 

Gen operator functions like an adverb of quantification in relating a restrictor and a scope, binding the free 

variables in the restrictor. Due to the lexical polysemy of gender terms, however, the content of the 

restrictor is ambiguous. The statistical and normative meanings of the generalization are the result of this 

ambiguity of the restrictor interacting with the truth conditions of the Gen operator. 

On Leslie’s view, the truth conditions of Gen are disjunctive and content-dependent (2007, 2008). 

Generics can express different types of generality, but which type of generality is expressed by a generic 

depends on the content of its restrictor and its scope. Whereas a generic like “Barns are red” says that 

almost all barns are red, for example, a generic like “Birds lay eggs” says that it is characteristic of birds to 

                                                           
3 Leslie builds her polysemy view of gender terms on psychological research about dual character concepts 
(Knobe et al. 2013). Concepts with a dual character contain both a set of concrete properties  and a more 
abstract ideal these concrete properties serve to realize. On Leslie’s view, dual character concepts give rise 
to polysemous terms and hence to the ambiguity of gender generics. There is, however, a tension between 
the nature of these dual character concepts and her proposed truth conditions for generics. Take the 
example of “Boys don’t cry.” Supposedly BOY is a dual character concept, containing both a set of concrete 
properties and a general ideal these properties serve to realize. On its normative reading, Leslie argues, 
the generic characterizes this general ideal. However, to characterize an ideal is to say that the property is 
required to realize the ideal of boyhood. Yet given the nature of dual character concepts, a concrete 
property that serves the ideal associated with the concept is not part of the normative character of the 
concept but rather of the descriptive character. Hence conceptually speaking, ‘not crying’ would be a 
concrete descriptive criterion of boys that serves to realize the abstract ideal associated with boyhood. 
Semantically speaking, however, Leslie proposes that the generic is about the abstract ideal associated 
with boyhood and predicates a concrete property required to realize this ideal. 
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lay eggs. The difference in the type of generality that is expressed is due to the nature of the kind and the 

predicated property. Although on Leslie’s account generics can be true in three different ways, here I will 

only present the two conditions that are relevant for our purposes. Leslie holds that a generic of the form 

“Ks are F” is true when: 

(a) If F lies along a characteristic dimension for the Ks, then some Ks are F, unless K is an 

artifact or social kind, in which case F is the function or purpose of the kind K; 

(b) Otherwise, almost all Ks are F. (Leslie 2007, 43)4 

Generics that are true based on the first condition are called characterizing generics. They attribute 

a characteristic property to the kind and are true even when a minority of the kind actually instantiates 

the property. Animal species, for example, are said to be associated with several characterizing 

dimensions, like noises, modes of locomotion, means of reproduction, and so on. When a generic 

attributes a property that lies along one of these characterizing dimensions, it is true when some members 

of the kind instantiate the property. Hence “Birds lay eggs” is a true characterizing generic even though 

only mature female birds lay eggs. The same holds for generics that accurately predicate the function of a 

social kind, like “Police officers fight crime.” This characterizing condition only applies when the predicated 

property lies along a characterizing dimension of the kind or when the kind is an artifact or social kind. This 

makes the condition content-dependent. 

When the characterizing condition does not apply, the majority condition applies. Generics that are 

true based on this second condition are called majority generics. They are true not because the predicated 

property is characteristic of the kind but rather due to the fact that a large majority of the kind actually 

instantiates it. “Barns are red” is such a true majority generic. Each generic expresses either a 

characterizing or a majority generalization, depending on the content of the restrictor and the scope.  

In the case of generics about gender, however, it is ambiguous who the generic is about, and so the 

generic is itself ambiguous between a majority and a characterizing reading. When the sentence “Boys 

don’t cry” is understood to be about boys in the descriptive sense (i.e. 1a), the majority condition of Gen 

applies and the generic says that almost all boys don’t cry. Although Leslie does not say so explicitly, 

presumably this condition applies because the descriptive criteria associated with boyhood mark the kind 

as a natural kind, not a social one. When the sentence is understood as being about boys in the normative 

sense (i.e. 1b), however, the characterizing condition of Gen applies and the generic characterizes the 

                                                           
4 Leslie also adds an additional constraint to these conditions, namely that the exceptions to the generalization 
cannot instantiate an equally ‘positive’ alternative (Leslie 2007, 43). Without such a constraint, a false generic like 
“Humans are right-handed” would be predicted to be a true majority generic. For a discussion of these truth 
conditions, see Sterken (2015). 
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abstract ideal of boyhood. According to Leslie, to characterize an ideal associated with a social kind is to 

specify the social role or function of the kind, or a property that is required in order for someone to fulfill 

that role. Thus on its ‘normative’ reading the generic says that for someone to instantiate the social role 

of boys, it is required that they don’t cry. Although this is in itself just another descriptive statement about 

the social role of a kind, Leslie argues that a claim about the social role of a kind gains normative force on 

pragmatic grounds due to a shared presupposition that members of a kind ought to instantiate their 

designated social role. 

Hence on Leslie’s view there is a semantic explanation for the multiple meanings of gender generics. 

Since gender terms are lexically polysemous between a descriptive and a normative sense, gender generics 

are semantically ambiguous between a descriptive majority claim and a characterizing functional claim 

with normative force. Yet this semantic explanation of the multiple meanings of gender generics is unable 

to satisfy either of the two desiderata proposed before. This I will argue in the next section. 

 

 

1.2 Two problems for a polysemy account 

A theory about the meaning of gender generics ought to explain why generics but not quantified 

generalization about gender tend to have multiple meanings. Whereas the generic “Women are 

submissive” by default conveys three different messages, the quantified generalization “All women are 

submissive” by default only conveys a statistical message. By locating the cause of the multiple meanings 

of generics in the ambiguity of gender terms, however, Leslie is unable to explain why quantified 

generalizations do not have multiple meanings as well.  

After all, there is nothing really special about generics per se that causes them to have both a 

descriptive and a normative meaning. It is the polysemous noun phrase that is ultimately responsible for 

the ambiguity of the sentence. What is particular to generics of course is that two different truth conditions 

apply depending on the way the noun phrase is interpreted. Importantly, however, these content-

dependent conditions do not cause the ambiguity of the sentence itself. Instead, they merely provide two 

specific ways of interpreting a generic with an already ambiguous domain. 

Hence there is no reason to suppose that an explicitly quantified generalization about an ambiguous 

domain would not result in an ambiguous sentence as well. Of course, the same truth condition would 

apply irrespective of how one interprets the domain of the generalizations, but even then one would 

expect the sentence to be ambiguous since this condition would apply to two different domains. That is, 

one would expect explicitly quantified generalizations about gender to be ambiguous in the following way: 
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2. All women are submissive. 

2a.  All actual women are submissive. 

All x [satisfies-descriptive-criteria-of-woman(x)][submissive(x)] 

2b.  All ideal women are submissive. 

All x [satisfies-ideal-of-femininity(x)][submissive(x)] 

The normative interpretation in (2b) is not available for the universal generalization in (2). If, however, 

the polysemy of the noun phrase was responsible for the statistical and normative reading of the generic 

generalization, one would expect this quantified generalization to have a statistical and normative reading 

as well. If ‘women’ were really a polysemous term there is no reason why one would not be able to 

interpret a universal generalization as saying that all ideal women have a certain property. The same point 

applies to other quantified generalizations that only have a statistical interpretation, like “Most boys don’t 

cry” and “All girls are caring.” 

The second desideratum for a theory about gender generics is that it ought to explain why many of 

them by default have multiple meanings, whereas generics about many other subjects and some generics 

about gender do not. Given Leslie’s view about the content-dependent truth conditions of generics, a 

generic will only be (semantically) ambiguous between different interpretations if one of the terms is itself 

ambiguous. However, if the cause of the statistical and normative meanings of gender generics were really 

the polysemy of gender terms, one would expect all generics about gender to be equally ambiguous 

between a statistical and normative reading, which is not the case.  

One of the meanings of “Men are dominant” is to characterize the ideal associated with masculinity, 

which is to say that the social role of men requires them to be dominant. Yet by default an assertion of 

“Men have an Adam’s apple” would not be interpreted as saying that the social role of men requires them 

to have an Adam’s apple. If, however, in the first case the functional/normative meaning is simply the 

result of the semantic ambiguity of ‘men,’ then one would expect the same functional/normative meaning 

to be available in the second case as well. Instead, this generic only seems to have a statistical (and a 

causal) meaning. The same contrast applies to generics about women with a functional/normative 

meaning, like “Women are submissive,” and other generics without such a meaning, like “Women lack a 

political identity as women.” If in the first case the lexical polysemy of ‘women’ causes the generic to have 

a functional/normative meaning, then one would expect the second sentence to have a 

functional/normative meaning as well. 

Perhaps one would like to respond that the functional/normative interpretation of “Men have an 

Adam’s apple” and “Women lack a political identity as women” is in fact semantically available, but that 
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by default one does not take a speaker to intend to say this based on pragmatic grounds. As I will argue in 

the third section of this paper, I believe this is correct. Yet if what a generic utterance communicates is 

actually determined on pragmatic grounds, there remains no explanatory role for the notion of lexical 

polysemy. The polysemy of gender terms does not explain why generics but not quantified generalizations 

have multiple meanings, nor why some generics about gender have a functional/normative meaning and 

others do not, hence it does not explain the multiple meanings of gender generics. Perhaps, then, a 

pragmatic rather than semantic explanation is the way to go. 

 

2. Pragmatics 

2.1 Essentialist and normative implicatures 

In response to Leslie’s semantic theory, Sally Haslanger (2014) defends a pragmatic theory according 

to which gender generics are not semantically ambiguous but rather trigger a causal and normative 

implicature. Given her pragmatic approach, Haslanger does not commit to a precise semantic theory about 

generics. She does claim, however, that all generics express that a robust regularity holds between a kind 

and a property, although there might be some variation in what this regularity specifically entails. In the 

case of gender generics like “Boys don’t cry,” however, the regularity is at least partly a statistical one, 

giving rise to their statistical interpretation. The sentence “Boys don’t cry” expresses the proposition that 

there is a robust statistical regularity such that most boys don’t cry. Similarly, the semantic content of the 

gender generic “Women are submissive” is that there is a robust statistical regularity between ‘being a 

woman’ and ‘being submissive.’ On Haslanger’s view, the statistical meaning of gender generics is their 

semantic content. 

By using a generic to assert the existence of such a robust regularity, however, a speaker 

communicates more than just the semantic content of the generic. Haslanger argues that this is due to 

two assumptions that are by default part of the common ground. The common ground of a conversation, 

in the sense of Stalnaker (2002), is everything that is taken for granted as true by the participants of a 

conversation and forms the background against which speakers choose what to say and how they intend 

what they say to be interpreted (Stalnaker 2002). The following two assumptions are, according to 

Haslanger, by default part of the common ground: 

“Essentialist Assumption: Robust (meaningful?) regularities are not accidental. They are due to the 

nature of things. 
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Normative Assumption: Things should express their natures and under normal circumstances they 

will. Abnormal circumstances are not good and should be avoided or changed.” (Haslanger 2014, 

379) 

For ease of exposition, we can reformulate these assumptions as implications between three 

propositions. Take the following vocabulary: 

P: There is a robust regularity between kind K and property F. 

Q: It is due to the nature of Kness that members of K tend to instantiate F. 

R: Members of K ought to instantiate F.  

The two assumptions that Haslanger believes are part of the common ground can then be formulated 

as two conditionals. The essentialist assumption says that P → Q. That is, it is commonly assumed that 

when a robust regularity holds between a kind and a property, this regularity holds due to the nature of 

the kind itself. The normative assumption says that Q → R. It is commonly assumed that when property F 

follows from the nature of kind K, then members of K ought to instantiate F. According to Haslanger, it is 

because both these assumptions are by default part of the common ground that one can use a generic 

about gender to convey an essentialist explanation and an injunctive norm about men or women. 

When one asserts a generic phrase about gender, one not only asserts that a robust regularity holds 

but one also conversationally implicates that the regularity holds due to the nature of that gender and that 

this regularity ought to hold. This is a two-step pragmatic process. Take someone who says that “Boys 

don’t cry.” The semantic meaning of that sentence is that there is a robust statistical regularity such that 

most boys don’t cry (i.e. P). Given, however, that it is commonly assumed that one can infer something 

about the essence of the kind from such a robust regularity (i.e. P → Q), one also implicates that boys 

don’t cry by their very nature (i.e. Q). Furthermore, given that it is commonly assumed that members of 

kinds ought to behave according to their nature (i.e. Q → R), this essentialist claim about boys in turn 

implicates that boys ought not to cry (i.e. R). Hence utterances of gender generics express that a robust 

statistical regularity obtains, but also convey a causal-essentialist and normative message due to two 

consecutive conversational implicatures. 

Although Haslanger does not explain how exactly these conversational implicatures arise given the 

two assumptions in the common ground, she does argue that this process is highly context-dependent. 

Only in a context in which an explanation is called for does a generic utterance give rise to an essentialist 

implicature. On this picture, “Barns are red” does not give rise to an essentialist implicature, for example, 

because the conversational project in which something like this would be uttered would not be an 

explanatory context. Haslanger summarizes her view as follows: 
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[T]he Essentialist and Normative Assumptions are default parts of the common ground. When a 

conversation calls for an explanation and a generic is asserted, the conclusions they license are 

implicated. [..] If a generic is asserted when there isn’t a demand for explanation, or when there 

is an attempt to block an implicature generated by the essentialist and/or normative assumptions, 

it functions simply as a statistical generic and there are no essentialist or normative implicatures. 

(Haslanger 2014, 382) 

 

2.2 Two problems for a two-step pragmatic theory 

Although I will later adopt some of Haslanger’s ideas, there are two reasons to reject the view that 

the causal and normative meanings of gender generics are two consecutive implicatures based on their 

statistical semantics. The first problem for Haslanger’s account is that gender generics can also convey a 

causal and normative message when it is explicitly stated that a robust statistical regularity does not exist. 

Consider the following sentences: 

3. Most women are dominant nowadays. This is all wrong. Women are submissive. 

4. Most boys cry nowadays. This is all wrong. Boys don’t cry. 

The meaning of the generics in both (3) and (4) pose two related worries for Haslanger’s account. 

Firstly, if the semantic content of these generics was really such that they stated a robust statistical 

regularity between the kind and the property, they would be read as contradictory to the previous 

sentences. In (3) the speaker first asserts that most women are in fact dominant and yet the generic 

sentence “Women are submissive” is compatible with that assertion. The semantic content of this generic 

can therefore not be that a robust statistical regularity exists between being a woman and being 

submissive. 

The second worry these examples pose is that they are not read as contradictory precisely because 

the generics are interpreted in a causal and normative way, not a statistical way. On Haslanger’s view, 

however, the essentialist and normative messages are implicatures that result from asserting that a 

statistical regularity holds. In (3) and (4), however, the speaker is rather saying that the regularity does not 

in fact exist, and yet the generics are naturally interpreted as saying that the regularity ought to exist and 

that it is the nature of the kind to have the predicated property. It appears then that while gender generics 

often do have three different meanings, the explanatory and normative ones can also occur independently 

of the statistical one. This is a first reason to reject a view according to which the multiple meanings of 

gender generics are consecutive implicatures based on a statistical regularity claim. 

The second problem facing Haslanger’s account is that she cannot explain why not all gender generics 

that give rise to an essentialist implicature also give rise to a normative implicature. After all, once the 
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essentialist implicature arises, the condition for the normative implicature is automatically satisfied as 

well. Yet as we noted before, not all generics about gender convey a normative message. Consider: 

5. Women lack a political identity as women. 

6. Women are not funny. 

By uttering (5), one also says that there is something about women that causes them to lack a political 

identity as women. Similarly, by uttering (6) one also claims that there is something about women such 

that they fail to be funny. Nevertheless, by default these generics would not be interpreted as saying that 

women ought to lack a political identity or that women ought not to be funny. On Haslanger’s account, 

this cannot be explained. Given that these gender generics gives rise to an essentialist implicature, they 

should also give rise to a normative implicature. This is a second reason to believe that the multiple 

meanings of generics are not just the result of two consecutive implicatures based on an essentialist and 

normative assumption.5 

I have now argued that neither Leslie’s semantic polysemy theory nor Haslanger’s two-step pragmatic 

theory can account for the multiple meanings of gender generics. Our discussion of their views will prove 

instructive, however, in order to develop a semantic-pragmatic alternative in the second, constructive, 

part of this paper. In the next section, I provide an alternative semantic account of generics. I propose that 

generics have disjunctive truth conditions that are not content-dependent. In the final section, I focus on 

how we communicate with generics given these disjunctive semantics. I defend the view that we do so 

based on a content-dependent assumption about generic properties that is by default in the common 

ground. Hence to explain the multiple meanings of gender generics one has to recognize that it is the 

pragmatics not the semantics of generics that are content-dependent. 

 

3. A semantic-pragmatic alternative 

3.1 Disjunctive semantics 

On my view, the semantics of generics are disjunctive in such a way that the existence of one of three 

different relations suffices for a generic sentence to be true. That is, a generic sentence expresses the 

                                                           
5 Haslanger says that the essentialist implicature only arises in an explanatory context and so perhaps she 
could say something similar about the normative implicature only arising in a normative context. Yet 
without actually spelling out how this context would determine whether an implicature arises, simply 
saying that ‘the context’ is responsible does not explain anything. That a generic like “Cars have a radio” 
will not be uttered in an explanatory or normative context does not teach us anything about whether that 
is because the generic lacks explanatory and normative meaning, or whether it lacks this meaning because 
it is typically not uttered in such a context. 
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proposition that at least one of three different relations obtains. A generic is true if one of the relations 

exists between a kind and a property but also if several of them do. The truth conditions of generics are 

as follows: 

A generic of the form “Ks are F” is true iff there exists a suitable probabilistic, causal, or functional 

relation between K and F. 

Before moving on to spelling out what makes for a suitable probabilistic, causal or functional relation 

to ground the truth of a generic, note that this truth condition is not content-dependent. It does not 

depend on the nature of the kind or of the predicated property which of the three relations is said to 

obtain. In terms of the type of generality that is semantically expressed, a generic like “Barns are red” has 

the same content as a generic like “Birds lay eggs.” Both express that there exists a suitable probabilistic, 

causal, or functional relation between the kind and the predicated property. Both generics are true if at 

least one of these relations holds and false if none of them hold. 

The first relation between a kind and a property that can ground the truth of a generic is a probabilistic 

one. This relation exists when there is higher than even chance for an arbitrary member of the kind to 

instantiate the property, and when this probability is robust.6 This relation is somewhat similar to what 

Leslie takes the semantic content of majority generics to be and to Haslanger’s semantic proposal. On my 

account, instantiating this probabilistic relation is one way for a property to be a generic property of a 

kind. A generic like “Barns are red” is true based solely on this probabilistic relation, since there exists no 

suitable causal or functional relation between the kind and the property. Other generics, like “Ravens are 

black,” are true based on the existence of this probabilistic relation, but also based on the other generic 

relations. 

The second relation that can ground the truth of a generic is a causal one. This relation exists when 

at least some members of the kind instantiate the predicated property due to a causally important 

property or mechanism of the kind. Rather than speak of kinds having ‘essences,’ I consider a property or 

mechanism causally important for a kind when it is responsible for many other properties instantiated by 

members of the kind, even of those members who do not instantiate the predicated property. When such 

a causally important property or mechanism is also responsible for the predicated property, the 

corresponding generic is true. 

Take, for instance, a true generic like “Turtles are long-lived.” Most turtles are killed shortly after 

hatching and yet being long-lived is a generic property of turtles. On my account, that is because there are 

                                                           
6 In which circumstances the probability should be invariant for a generic to be true is determined by the 
projectibility expectations that are salient in the context. For details, see (SUPPRESSED). 
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causally important mechanisms of turtles that cause at least some of them to be long-lived. Two of the 

mechanisms that are responsible for the long lifespan of turtles are their slow growth and their slow 

metabolism. These are causally important mechanisms for turtles because they are responsible for many 

properties of turtles, even of those turtles that are killed long before they reach their natural lifespan. In 

this sense, those turtles who are long-lived, are long-lived due to being turtles. When one can explain the 

presence of the predicated property among members of a kind by reference to their kind-membership in 

this way, it is because a causally important property of the kind is responsible. Other generics that are true 

based on this causal relation include “Ravens are black,” “Birds lay eggs” and “Lions have manes.” 

On the other hand, a causal property or mechanism is not suitable to ground the truth of a generic 

when it is a causally isolated property or mechanism of the kind. The predatory mechanism that causes 

many turtles to be killed shortly after hatching, for example, is a causally isolated property of the kind since 

it only causes properties of those turtles who are killed, not of those turtles who are long-lived. Hence 

turtles who are short-lived, are short-lived not due to being turtles but despite being turtles. Similarly, the 

developmental mechanism that causes some ravens to be white, for example, is a causally isolated 

property for the kind ravens. “Ravens are white” is therefore false. When a raven is white, it is despite 

being a raven, not due to being a raven. 

The third relation that can ground the truth of a generic is a functional one. This relation obtains when 

instantiating a property is required to fulfill an important function of the kind. An important function of a 

kind is defined as follows. When there are many properties of members of the kind that are instantiated 

so that another property would be instantiated, the latter property is an important function or role of the 

kind. For instance, an important function of police officers is to fight crime, since police officers instantiate 

many other properties so that they would be able to fight crime. Note the similarity in this regard between 

the causal and the functional relation. In both cases there is an important property, causal or functional, 

that brings in its wake a host of other properties, either due to a causal or a function relation. 

There are two ways for a generic to be true based on the functional relation; either the generic 

predicates a property that is itself an important function of the kind, or it predicates a property that is 

required to fulfill that function. “Police officers fight crime” is true because ‘fighting crime’ is itself an 

important function of police officers. “Friends don’t let friends drive drunk” is true because not letting 

your friend drive when drunk is required for someone to fulfill the functional role of being a friend. Other 

generics that are true based on this functional condition are “Bishops move diagonally” and “Scientists 

care about the truth.” 
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The disjunctive truth conditions of generics can now be stated in more detail as follows:7 

A generic of the form “Ks are F” is true iff it is likely for an arbitrary member of K to instantiate F 

and this is a robust probability, or some Ks instantiate F due to a causally important property of K, 

or instantiating F is required to fulfill an important function of K. 

Hence the semantic content of the generic “Boys don’t cry” is the proposition that at least one of 

three relations obtains: (1) it is likely that an arbitrary boy doesn’t cry and this is a robust probability, (2) 

at least some boys don’t cry due to a causally important property of being a boy, or (3) not crying is 

required to fulfill an important function of being a boy. The same disjunctive combination of a probabilistic, 

causal, and functional relation is expressed by other gender generics like “Woman are submissive” and 

“Men are dominant.” 

Since these truth conditions are not content-dependent, there is no reason to posit polysemy of 

gender terms in order to account for the fact that gender generics can have multiple meanings. Yet this 

can also not be the whole story about the multiple meanings of gender generics. After all, an utterance of 

“Boys don’t cry” is not interpreted as saying that at least one of three generic relations holds. Instead, this 

generic by default conveys that all three relations hold. At the same time, other generics by default only 

convey that one or two of these relations obtain. When someone says that “Women aren’t funny,” they 

are not interpreted as saying that all three generic relations hold between the kind and the property. 

Instead, they are interpreted as only making a statistical and a causal claim, not a functional/normative 

one. In the next section, I argue that this variability can be explained based on the content-dependency of 

the common assumption that determines the pragmatic meaning of generic utterances. 

 

3.2 Conjunctive pragmatics 

Haslanger worries that people simply assume that when a majority of a kind has a property this must 

be due to the nature of the kind (i.e. P → Q), and that members of the kind ought to behave according to 

their kind’s nature (i.e. Q → R). Since both assumptions are widely shared and by default part of the 

common ground, Haslanger believes that generic utterances also carry two consecutive implicatures. Yet 

two problems revealed that the multiple meanings of generics cannot really be the result of a two-step 

                                                           
7 There are two other constraints that must be satisfied for a generic to be true, but that I do not have the space to 
properly discuss here. Very roughly, a generic cannot be true if the kind stands in a ‘generic’ causal or functional 
relation to an incompatible alternative of the predicated property. A generic like “Humans are right-handed” is false, 
for example, since there is a causally important property of humans that causes at least some humans to be left-
handed, an incompatible alternative of being right-handed. In (SUPRESSED), I argue that generics trigger these two 
constrains as presuppositions. 
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pragmatic process based on their statistical semantics. Based on the alternative semantics presented in 

the previous section, however, an alternative pragmatic proposal is possible. Given my semantics, I will 

use the following updated vocabulary: 

P’: A probabilistic generic relation exists between a kind and a property. 

Q’: A causal generic relation exists between a kind and a property. 

R’: A functional generic relation exists between a kind and a property. 

What is distinctive of people’s thinking about the generic properties of kinds, on my account, is not 

just that they assume to be able to infer Q’ from P’ and R’ from Q’. Instead, they assume to be able to infer 

that when at least one of these conditions obtains (i.e. P’ v Q’ v R’), that each of these conditions will obtain 

(i.e. P’ ʌ Q’ ʌ R’). Hence instead of an essentialist and a normative assumption being part of the common 

ground, the assumption that is actually part of the common ground is that all three generic conditions co-

occur (i.e. P’ v Q’ v R’ → P’ ʌ Q’ ʌ R’). 

Take the example of gender generics. People commonly assume that when a probabilistic generic 

relation exists between a particular property and a gender (i.e. P’), this relation exists due to the nature of 

the gender (i.e. P’ → Q’) and that the property serves an important function of that gender (i.e. P’ → R’). 

But people also assume that when a property is caused by an important mechanism of men or women (i.e. 

Q’), this will result in a stable probabilistic relation with the property (i.e. Q’ → P’) and that it will serve an 

important function (i.e. Q’ → R’). And when a property serves an important function of a gender (i.e. R’), 

it is assumed that there will be a robust probabilistic relation with it (i.e. R’ → P’) and that it follows from 

an important mechanism of the kind (i.e. R’ → Q’). These assumptions are not unique to properties of 

gender kinds. Instead, it is a common assumption about properties of kinds that they instantiate all three 

generic relations described above, if they instantiate at least one of them.8 This assumption can be stated 

as follows: 

Conjunctive assumption: When a property F stands in at least one of the three generic relations to 

a kind K, F will stand in each of the three generic relations to K (i.e. P’ v Q’ v R’ → P’ ʌ Q’ ʌ R’). 

Positing the existence of this conjunctive assumption is a psychological hypothesis that also requires 

empirical support. Here, however, I aim to argue that this hypothesis allows us to explain how people are 

able to successfully communicate with generics even though they have disjunctive semantics.9 When 

                                                           
8 Again, there are some additional constraints on generic relations, provided in (SUPRESSED), that are also 
required for people to make these inferences. These constraints fall outside the scope of this paper. 
9 For empirical support that there is a discrepancy between the truth conditions of generics and what they typically 
communicate, see Cimpian et al. (2010). 
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uttering a generic, one does so against the background of this conjunctive assumption being taken for 

granted and one’s utterance is interpreted accordingly. Saying that “Boys don’t cry,” for instance, 

expresses the proposition that at least one specific generic relation exists between ‘being a boy’ and ‘not 

crying.’ By saying this against the background of the conjunctive assumption, however, one conveys that 

all three generic relations obtain. Hence by default, saying that “Boys don’t cry” conveys that boys tend 

not to cry, that this is due to a causally important property of boys, and that this serves an important 

function of boys.  

The proposal has to be adjusted, however, since as it stands it would predict that all generics always 

convey the existence of three different relations. But generics like “Barns are red” do not have a causal 

and functional meaning, nor does a gender generic like “Women aren’t funny” have a 

functional/normative meaning. That is because the conjunctive assumption is content-dependent. People 

only infer the existence of a specific generic relation if this relation is compatible with their other beliefs 

about the nature of the kind and the property, that is, their world knowledge. Hence it is more correct to 

describe the conjunctive assumption that is part of the common ground as follows:  

Conjunctive assumption: When a property F stands in at least one of the three generic relations to 

a kind K, F will stand in each of the three generic relations to K that is compatible with the nature 

of K and F. 

Take, for instance, the generic “Barns are red.” Uttering this generic will be interpreted as saying that 

there is a probabilistic generic relation between the kind and the property, but not that barns are red due 

to a causally important property of barns. That is because it is already commonly assumed that the kind 

‘barn’ is not associated with a causally important property. Similarly, the generic does not convey that 

redness is required for a barn to fulfill its function, since it is already taken for granted that no particular 

color is required for a building to perform its function. Since it is commonly known that barns do not have 

an important causal property (i.e. Q’ does not obtain) and that their function does not require a particular 

color (i.e. R’ does not obtain), the assumption in the common ground that guides the interpretation of 

“Barns are red” is simply (P’ v Q’ v R’ → P’). The semantic content of the generic is the claim that at least 

a generic relation exists between ‘being a barn’ and ‘being red’ (i.e. P’ v Q’ v R’) . By saying this against the 

background of the conjunctive assumption that applies to this kind and property (i.e. P’ v Q’ v R’ → P’), the 

meaning of one’s utterance is that barns tend to be red (i.e. P’). 

This content-dependency of the conjunctive assumption that guides our communication with 

generics, has two consequences. First of all, the domain of the kind co-determines how generics about the 

kind are interpreted. ‘Artifact,’ ‘biological species,’ ‘chemical kind,’ ‘gender,’ are all possible domains about 
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which people share some common beliefs. Artifacts, for example, are associated with functions but are 

not believed to share an important cause or mechanism. Hence generics about artifacts, like “Bishops 

move diagonally,” are by default interpreted as communicating only the existence of a probabilistic and 

functional relation between a kind and property (Cimpian & Cadena 2010). Chemical kinds, on the other 

hand, are not associated with functions but are believed to have a property that is causally responsible for 

many other properties of the kind. Hence “Metals are good conductors” is interpreted as conveying a 

probabilistic and causal fact, but not a functional fact. Biological species are commonly believed to be able 

to instantiate all three generic relations, and so an utterance like “Dolphins have a lot of fat under their 

skin” says that dolphins tend to have a lot of fat under their skin, that it follows from a causally important 

property of dolphins, and that it is functionally important (Cimpian & Markman 2009). 

 The same point applies to gender generics like “Boys don’t cry.” It is part of the common ground that 

there are causally important properties of men and women responsible for many of their other properties. 

It is also commonly believed that men and women each have their own social role, which requires their 

members to instantiate a variety of properties.10 Given these propositions in the common ground, gender 

generics convey that the predicated property is a generic property in all three possible ways. Note that it 

is not necessary for someone to agree with these propositions to be able to determine what a speaker 

intends to communicate. They should, however, be able to recognize that these views are taken for 

granted by the speaker to know that a generic utterance should be interpreted in this way. 

The second consequence of the content-dependency of the conjunctive assumption is that common 

beliefs about the predicated property will also influence what a generic communicates. If, for example, it 

is commonly accepted that a particular biological property is a sexually selected property or a sexually 

dimorphic property, then predicating that property of a species will not implicate that most members of 

the kind instantiate it. Saying that “Birds lay eggs” is not interpreted as saying that any particular bird is 

likely to lay eggs, for example, since it is common knowledge that laying eggs is a property only instantiated 

by adult females. Instead, this generic conveys that a causal and functional relation exists between the 

kind and property. If no incompatible propositions about a property are present in the common ground, 

however, a generic about a biological species does implicate that members will tend to have the property, 

as the example of “Dolphins have a lot of fat under their skin” illustrates. 

                                                           
10 Perhaps then, gender concepts are indeed dual character concepts. This does not entail, however, that gender 
terms are also lexically polysemous. On the current proposal, the functional (i.e. ‘normative) understanding of gender 
influences how gender generics are interpreted, but not their semantic content. 
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In this way, the content-dependency of the conjunctive assumption explains why many gender 

generics communicate the existence of three different relations, whereas many other generics do not. It 

also explains why not all generics about gender have three different meanings, like the examples of (5) 

and (6) above. When someone says that “Women aren’t funny,” the speaker is typically not understood 

as saying that not being funny is required for women to fulfill their social role. That is because it is 

incompatible with common beliefs about the social role of women that ‘not being funny’ would be 

required to fulfill that role. When this functional relation is not part of the meaning of the generic, the 

generic will also not be interpreted normatively. Leslie is correct that the normative meaning of generics 

is the result of a common presupposition that members of a gender ought to instantiate their designated 

functional role.  

On the pragmatic account defended here, what uttering a generic communicates is very much 

dependent on what is already taken for granted about the kind and the property. As a result, one cannot 

use a generic to assert something that is already taken for granted as being false. If one says that “Barns 

are red,” one will not be interpreted as asserting that there is a causally important property of barns that 

causes them to be red. If one says that “Birds lay eggs,” one will not be interpreted as asserting that most 

birds lay eggs, even the male ones. In both cases, that is because it is already taken for granted that these 

claims are false. 

This also explains why generis like (3) and (4) are not contradictory. Recall: 

3. Most women are dominant nowadays. This is all wrong. Women are submissive. 

4. Most boys cry nowadays. This is all wrong. Boys don’t cry. 

The first sentence introduces into the common ground the proposition that there is no stable 

probabilistic relation between the kind and the generalized property. Hence the generic sentence is then 

interpreted as saying that there is a causal and a functional generic relation between the kind and the 

property, but not a probabilistic one. The generic sentence, with its disjunctive semantics, is uttered 

against an updated common ground, consisting of the conjunctive assumption that (P’ v Q’ v R’ → Q’ ʌ R’). 

This pragmatic account of how we communicate with generics builds on Haslanger’s view, although I 

have argued that there is a conjunctive assumption in the common ground rather than an essentialist and 

a normative one, and that this assumption is content-dependent. The final difference with Haslanger’s 

view is that on the account defended here, the multiple meanings of generics are not conversational 

implicatures. There is no need to resort to maxim-based pragmatic processes to account for the meaning 

of generics, given the conjunctive assumption in the common ground. Instead, a generic communicates 

whatever its disjunctive semantics and the conjunctive assumption together entail. Saying that “Boys don’t 
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cry,” for example, entails that three different generic relations exist between the kind and the property, 

given the disjunctive semantics of the sentence and the conjunctive assumption about gender in the 

common ground. 

That successful communication with generics requires a speaker and a listener to coordinate and 

share a common ground, also sheds new light on the worry that using generics to talk about gender, 

especially to children, might be responsible for the spread of essentialist beliefs about gender and of 

normative expectations associated with gender roles (Leslie 2014). After all, parents might take very 

different things about gender for granted than their children do. In that case, their generics about gender 

can be interpreted as saying much more than what these parents themselves intend to say. Although 

parents might take it for granted, for example, that gender kinds do not have essences and that gender 

kinds do not share an important social role, their children might not take these facts for granted. In that 

case, saying that “Boys don’t cry,” even with the intention of only making a statistical claim, communicates 

more than only a statistical claim. The generic also, perhaps unintentionally, communicates that boys share 

an important causal property that causes them not to cry, and that an important social function of boys 

requires them not to cry. The same communicative mechanism outlined in this paper that makes generics 

like “Dogs bark” and “Birds fly” such powerful tools for sharing information with children, also makes 

generics like “Boys don’t cry” and “Girls are caring” communicate a complex message about gender. 

 

Conclusion 

Gender generics like “Boys don’t cry” and “Women are submissive” have multiple meanings. They 

convey that a statistical, causal, and functional relation exists between a kind and a property. These 

multiple meanings cannot occur due to the polysemy of gender terms, however, as Leslie proposes. 

Neither can one account for these multiple meanings based on an essentialist and normative assumption. 

The multiple meanings of gender generics are not two consecutive implicatures based on statistical 

semantics. 

Generics do have disjunctive semantics, like Leslie also believes, though I have argued that they are 

not content-dependent. And we do communicate with generics based on an assumption about generic 

properties in the common ground, as Haslanger argues, though it is a content-dependent conjunctive 

assumption. This semantic-pragmatic alternative account explains why gender generics have multiple 

meanings, but also explains the meaning of other generics. When it is compatible with other propositions 

in the common ground, a generic entails a conjunction of three different relations, even though its 

semantic content is a disjunction of these relations. 
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