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INTRODUCTORY TEXT:

WHAT ARE WE TO THINK ABOUT?

Here are some questions any of us might ask about ourselves: What am I? What 
is consciousness? Could I survive my bodily death? Can I be sure that other people's 
experiences and sensations are like mine? If I can't share the experience of others, can 
I communicate with them? Do we always act out of self-interest? Might I be a kind of 
puppet, programmed to do the things that I believe I do out of my own free will?

Here  are  some  questions  about  the  world:  Why is  there  something  and  not 
nothing? What is the difference between past and future? Why does causation run 
always  from past  to  future,  or  does  it  make  sense  to  think  that  the  future  might 
influence  the  past?  Why  does  nature  keep  on  in  a  regular  way?  Does  the  world 
presuppose a Creator? And if so, can we understand why he (or she or they) created it?

Finally, here are some questions about ourselves and the world: How can we be 
sure that the world is really like we take it to be? What is knowledge, and how much do 
we have? What makes a field of inquiry a science? (Is psychoanalysis a science? Is 
economics?) How do we know about abstract objects, like numbers? How do we know 
about values and duties? How are we to tell whether our opinions are objective, or just 
subjective?

The queer thing about these questions is that not only are they baffling at first 
sight, but they also defy simple processes of solution. If someone asks me when it is 
high tide, I know how to set about getting an answer. There are authoritative tide tables 
I can consult. I may know roughly how they are produced. And if all else fails, I could 
go and measure the rise and fall of the sea myself. A question like this is a matter of 
experience: an  empirical question. It can be settled by means of agreed procedures, 
involving looking and seeing, making measurements, or applying rules that have been 
tested against experience and found to work. The questions of the last paragraphs are 
not like this. They seem to require more reflection. We don't immediately know where 
to look. Perhaps we feel we don't quite know what we mean when we ask them, or 
what would count as getting a solution. What would show me, for instance, whether I 
am not after all a puppet, programmed to do the things I believe I do freely? Should we 
ask scientists who specialize in the brain? But how would they know what to look for? 
How would they know when they had found it? Imagine the headline: "Neuroscientists 
discover  human  beings  not  puppets."  How?  So  what  gives  rise  to  such  baffling 
questions?

In a word, self-reflection. Human beings are relentlessly capable of reflecting on 
themselves. We might do something out of habit, but then we can begin to reflect on 
the habit. We can habitually think things, and then reflect on what we are thinking. We 
can ask ourselves (or sometimes we get asked by other people) whether we know what 
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we are talking about. To answer that we need to reflect on our own positions, our own 
understanding of what we are saying, our own sources of authority. We might start to 
wonder whether we know what we mean. We might wonder whether what we say is 
"objectively" true, or merely the outcome of our own perspective, or our own "take" on 
a situation.  Thinking about  this we confront  categories  like knowledge,  objectivity, 
truth,  and  we  may  want  to  think  about  them.  At  that  point  we  are  reflecting  on 
concepts and procedures and beliefs that we normally just use. We are looking at the 
scaffolding of our thought, and doing conceptual engineering.

This point of reflection might arise in the course of quite normal discussion. A 
historian, for example, is more or less bound at some point to ask what is meant by 
"objectivity" or "evidence", or even "truth", in history.  A cosmologist  has to pause 
from solving equations with the letter t in them, and ask what is meant, for instance, by 
the flow of time or the direction of time or the beginning of time. But at that point, 
whether they recognize it or not, they become philosophers. And they are beginning to 
do something that can be done well or badly. The point is to do it well.

Blackburn, S. - Think, A Compelling Intro To Philosophy.
Oxford University Press, 1999.

Vocabulary:
Look  for  the  following  words  in  an  English  dictionary  (you  can  use  either 
wordreference.com or  dictionary.com). Write the correct English definition, and their 
Spanish translation. Check if the meaning you have found makes sense in the sentence 
of the text where they appear. 

Will, knowledge, baffling, defy, relentlessly, scaffolding, engineering.

Questions:
1.- The author of the text has stated three types of question we can ask ourselves. What 
are the three types of question he is talking about?

2.- He also considers them queer. Why?

3.- According to the text, what gives rise to such baffling questions? What does he 
mean by it? What does anyone become when he starts to make such questions and tries 
to answer them?

4.- Choose two of the questions the author has made. Think about them and write a 
short answer to each of the two questions. (Write around 100 words for each answer). 
Discuss your answer with your classmates in class.
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PHILOSOPHY AND SCIENCE. OTHER MODELS OF KNOWLEDGE.

From the beginning of the existence of humanity on the earth, humans have felt 
their  life  as  a great  enigma.  We don't  come into being and develop our lives  –  as 
animals do – with a pre-programmed plan or way of acting. We are constantly forced to 
choose, continually forced to make decisions. Thus, from the beginning of our time, 
both as a species and as individuals, we have always needed to have some kind of idea 
about ourselves and about the world around us.

But  the  instruments  we  have  use  to  build  the  ideas  and  concepts  that  were 
intended to solve all those enigmas have not always been the same. Until around 2500 
years ago, mankind trusted mainly in his faith, imagination, and tradition, that produced 
religious, magical and mythical interpretations of the world. All of them are part of 
what is generally called “archaic thought”, and these are its main characteristics:

a) It is an unfounded thought. It makes affirmations about the world or humankind 
but does not try to prove it in anyway. For example, Greek mythology explained 
thunders as a sign of Zeus' rage, but there is no way to check whether this is 
truth or not.

b) It is an uncritical thought. It does not justify itself nor its methodology. It does 
not justify how it makes the statements it makes. For example, Greek mythology 
never tried to justify how did it know that Zeus' rage was the origin of thunders.

c) It is an anthropomorphic thought. Anthropo-morphic literally means “with the 
same form that man”. This means that men project their own feelings, thoughts 
and behaviours on their explanations. They explain reality as if it behave “like 
man”. For example, Zeus, being the father of all  gods, and having an almost 
unlimited power, behaves like humans do: he fells in love and is jealous, is happy 
and gets angry...

d) It is an emotionally committed thought. In archaic thought, divinity has a close 
relation to mankind. This implies that almost all  events have a meaning or a 
sense that tie them to the life of humans. But then, when trying to explain them, 
humans cannot  think in them in an objective manner:  archaic  thought  lacks, 
therefore, objectivity. For example, rain is not, in archaic though, an atmospheric 
event that takes place no matter what humans do; but the production of some god 
that sends it depending on the relation of some humans with him.

This kind of thought served mankind during centuries to solve many problems of 
their lives. But, in the VIth  century b. C., some Greeks started a revolution that have 
transformed our world: they gave up believing in Myths, and invented Philosophy and 
Science.  Of  course  this  was  very  progressive.  But  the  important  issue  here  is  to 
remember that philosophy and science were born when mythological explanations were 
abandoned and  were  substituted  by  the  attempt  to  get  rational  explanations  of  the 
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world.

The first philosophers that intended to offer a new kind of explanation of the 
world, often used to talk about themselves as talking in the name of the  Logos. This 
word has usually been translated as  reason.  But there are more meanings in it  that 
would help us to understand the kind of change this new way of looking at the world 
brought into being. These are mainly three:

1. Logos as law. For the first philosophers, natural facts and human actions do not 
happen because some god want them to happen, depending thus in his arbitrary 
decision, but because they follow necessary  rules,  or  laws.  Human being will 
understand nature and history when they are able to discover the laws or rules 
that  necessarily  and  always  govern  them.  For  example,  we  will  understand 
raining  when  we  discover  the  necessary  laws  that  govern  this  natural 
phenomenon.

2. Logos  as  reason,  rational explanation or  giving reasons for something.  For the 
first philosophers, when we found the laws that governed the world we were, at 
the  same time,  giving reasons  for  the way things  happened.  This  is  just  the 
meaning of reasoning: giving reasons for something. Even more, the faculty that 
allows us to give reasons, the faculty with which we reason is called Reason, in 
Greek, Logos. This means that Logos (reason) is the faculty that humans have to 
find,  know  and  understand  the  logos (laws)  that  govern  nature  and  human 
conduct.

3. Logos as language, word, discourse, tale. This is maybe the most ancient meaning 
of the word that  applied, at  first,  to what the poets or the priests said:  their 
stories, myths were logos, tales... But the first philosophers also changed the way 
this  was  understood:  the  valid  logos (discourse)  was  only  the  one  in  which 
reasons were given of what was said, in which the speaker reasoned his or her 
saying. 

Thus, putting the three senses together, Logos means a discourse in which we use 
our reason in order to find the laws that govern nature and human conduct, and justify 
or give reasons for what we are saying.

Those first philosophers that thought to be talking in the name of  Logos, soon 
called themselves philosophers and described what they were doing as philosophy. The 
term comes from the union of two separate words: philos and sophia. The first means 
lover, love, tendency;  the second,  wisdom. Therefore, the  philosopher is the  lover of  
wisdom. The term was formed opposing clearly another one that was used in the same 
age, sophos, and that meant just wise-man. It tries to confront two conceptions of man: 
the one that considers himself as mere lover of  knowledge (the philosopher); and the 
one that pretends to possess that knowledge, the sophos or  wise-man. In other words, 
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philosopher is  someone that  does  not  still  know,  does  not  still  possess  knowledge or  
wisdom,  and  being  aware  of  this  situation  tries  to  know,  endeavours  to  get  such  
knowledge and wisdom.

This is just the meaning that is most common to all the possible definitions of 
philosophy  we  could  find  out  today.  Philosophy  is  a  search  of  truth,  and  no  its 
possession; means to be on the way; its questions are more important than its answers, 
and every answer becomes a new question every time.

At  the  beginning  of  its  existence,  philosophers  were,  simultaneously, 
philosophers  and scientists.  They didn't  make any  distinctions  in  their  activity,  but 
considered all  they did as  an effort  to get  knowledge of the world.  The difference 
between philosophy and science is something relatively young. It  starts to configure 
itself from the XVI to the XVIII century (a. C.), during the  Scientific Revolution, 
becoming a common cultural distinction in the XIX century. It is during that period 
that some portions of knowledges began to use a new method that definitively divided 
philosophy  and  science.  As  a  result  of  this  new  orientation,  science  acquired  the 
following traits:

a) Scientific knowledge is regional or sectorial, for each science explores only an 
area of reality. For example, biology studies living organisms...

b) Scientific knowledge is critical for, up to some degree, it tries to justify its own 
methodology, the field of reality it studies, how it is to be studied... Nevertheless, 
the critical level of science is limited. Science rests on some hypothesis that it 
does not question, like whether the reality it is studying exists or not; whether 
man  can  really  know such  reality  as  it  is.  The  answer  to  these  and  similar 
questions are simply taken for granted.

c) Science possesses the rigorousness of deductive reasoning, because it justifies 
its  knowledge  through  precise  deductions,  and  confirms  its  conclusions 
through the sensible observation of facts. We will see what this means later 
on.

d) Scientific  statements  are  related  between  them  systematically,  and  are,  in 
principle,  capable of being verified or contrasted with reality by means of 
experiments.

e) This  also  implies  that  scientific  knowledge  is  inter-subjective and 
transmissible:  anyone  can repeat  the  experiments  that  confirm the  different 
theories, and these can be known and learned.

f) Scientific knowledge is profitable for the vital needs of human beings. Taking it 
into account, humans can intervene in nature and society, and use them for their 
own benefit.  This  relates  science to  technology,  a  relation that  started in the 
beginning of the scientific revolution, and that has been changing the way humans 
interact with their environment.

Mr. Jose Juan Gonzalez 5



As  we  have  seen  before,  the  main  character  that  separated  science  from 
philosophy was the way the different sciences used to approach their object of study, 
their method. In a general sense, a  method can be defined as  a set of processes and 
strategies, either explicit or implicit, that guarantee the achievement of an end. In the 
case of science,  the end is  always the knowledge of some parcel  of reality,  so  the 
method used by it is the way that end is achieved. There are three main fields into 
which reality can be divided or, to put it another way, three main types of object of 
study for science: ideal entities (like numbers), nature, and society. Sciences that study 
ideal entities are called Formal Sciences; those that study nature, Natural Sciences; and 
those that study society, Social or Human Sciences. The method each uses to study their 
parcel of reality is substantially different. We will briefly review each of them.

Formal Sciences are those that study ideal  entities (objects that  have an ideal 
existence or that are created by human mind), trying to establish the relations between 
those  objects  and discovering the rules  that  determine their  operations.  Arithmetic, 
geometry, logic... are examples of this kind of sciences. For example, arithmetic studies 
numbers  (ideal  objects),  and  the  possible  relation  between  numbers  (addition, 
subtraction, multiplication, division...). They use the axiomatic-deductive method. In 
this method, we start from a fixed set of propositions that are considered as starting-
points (axioms), and applying the logical rules of deduction, discover new propositions 
of the science that will also be used to discover more propositions of that science.

Natural Sciences are also called Empirical Sciences. They are those that study the 
physical world. They use the hypothetical-deductive method. The main steps of that 
method are the following:

1. Data collection  : scientists observe reality. This observation is systematic and tries 
to  provide  a  complete  and  exhaustive  description  of  the  phenomenon  being 
studied. Once the step has been completed the phenomenon is considered as a 
scientific fact.

2. Scientific  problem  discovery  :  the  previous  step  only  allows  us  to  do  a 
classification  of  the  world.  But  science  also  tries  to  explain  why  some 
phenomena take place (for ex., why does it rain?). To do it, after observing the 
world, scientists always ask themselves questions about what they have observed. 
They  discover  or  invent  the  problems  that  they  are  trying  to  solve  by  their 
research. This will guide their scientific research.
But not all the problems or questions that scientist make themselves could qualify 
as scientific problems. In order for a problem to be considered as scientific it 
must  be  possible  to  formulate  a  hypothesis  that  could  be  confirmed 
experimentally.

3. Construction and confirmation of hypothesis  : Once the problem is set out, the 
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scientist will try to solve it. He/She does it building up hypothesis: a proposal to  
admit something as truth and as solution to the problem that has been set out, a  
conjecture to answer the question, a possible solution to the problem. Moreover, 
scientific  hypotheses  must  meet  the  following  requirements:  they  must  be 
meaningful; it must be possible to make predictions and extract consequences 
from them; and it must be possible to confirm them empirically by some kind 
of experiment.
Once the hypothesis is formulated, science tries to confirm it: to check whether 
it is true or false. To do it, scientists use  scientific experiments:  a completely  
controlled observation of a given phenomenon or set of phenomena designed by  
the scientific researcher(s) to check the consequences of a hypothesis. 
If the experiment confirms that the consequences of the hypothesis take place, 
the hypothesis will then be considered as true and also as a scientific law.  But, 
if  the  experiment  does  not  confirm  what  the  scientist  was  expecting,  the 
hypothesis will be rejected as an explanation of the phenomenon, and he will try 
to propose a different one.

Social and  Human Sciences are  those  that  try  to  study  human  acts,  broadly 
considered. Examples of these sciences are psychology, sociology, history, philology, 
… There is not a general agreement on the methods that all these sciences use: some of 
them have tried to follow the hypothetical-deductive method but the results of these 
attempts  have  always  been  very  problematic.  Today,  most  of  them  consider  it  is 
necessary to use a multi-methodological approach to their object of study. This means 
that there are parts of the research where they use the hypothetical-deductive method 
and others where they use the  hermeneutic method. This method tries to discover the 
sense and  meaning of human actions to understand them. The method tries to offer 
the intellectual instruments to understand human actions taking into account that the 
researcher  lives  under  a  given  cultural  tradition that  can  condition  his/her 
interpretation of the action;  and that those actions must also be inserted in a given 
cultural tradition where they have a meaning or a sense.

Once  the  separation  between  science  and  philosophy  took  place,  philosophy 
became also aware of its own characteristics:

a) Philosophy  is  better  described  as  being  a  love  for  knowledge rather  than 
knowledge.  It  is  a  tension towards  knowledge.  It  is  a  philosophical  reflection 
instead of a philosophical knowledge.

b) Philosophical reflection is universal; it does not try to delimit its object, it does 
not parcel reality; instead it intends to reflect on “all that there is”. This does not 
mean that philosophy is some kind of encyclopedic knowledge that studies every 
single  thing  that  there  is  in  the  universe.  It  is  a  problem  of  perspective. 
Philosophy tries to reflect on reality as such and never abandons this holistic or 
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universal perspective.
c) Philosophical reflection is radical; a reflection situated on the perspective of the 

last problems, the problems on sense. It does not worry on how things work, but 
on whether they have a sense, a meaning or not, and what could it be. On the 
answer to such questions lie the fundamental problem of our life: what are we to 
do with ourselves?
This means that philosophical reason is wider and gets deeper than scientific 
reason.  And  this  is  also  another  difference  from  science.  When  philosophy 
considers any object or action, it will look at it always and exclusively from the 
point of view of its limit, from the perspective of its fundamental aspects. In this 
sense, philosophy is a  science of foundations. Where any other science stops, 
where they do not ask and presuppose answers, the philosopher begins to ask. 
Science knows; the philosopher ask what is to know. Science establishes laws; he 
asks  what  is  a  law.  Everyone talks about  sense  and purpose;  he ask  what  is 
properly speaking sense or purpose. So, philosophy is radical because he tries to 
get deeper to the root of everything. Where any other reflection considers itself 
satisfied, philosophy goes on asking and thinking.

d) Philosophical reflection is a critical reflection. Although science is also critical, 
philosophy's  critical  level  is  deeper  because  it  always  tries  to  avoid  making 
assumptions; because it tries to build its reflection without assuming any truth 
that has not been proved or justified before.

e) Philosophical  reflection  is  a  holistic and  second  level reflection.  Holistic 
because it attempts to overcome the specialized field of each science. Second 
level; because it presupposes, sometimes, the work of science.
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ENDING ACTIVITIES:

1.- Answer the questions after hearing The Logical Song by Supertramp.

When I was young
It seemed that life was so wonderful
A miracle, oh it was beautiful, magical
And all the birds in the trees
Well they'd be singing so happily
Oh Joyfully, Oh playfully watching me

But then they send me away
To teach me how to be sensible
Logical, oh responsible, practical
And then they showed me a world
Where I could be so dependable
oh Clinical, oh intellectual, cynical

There are times when all the world's asleep
The questions run too deep for such a simple man
Won't you please, please tell me what we've learned?
I know it sounds absurd; please tell me who I am

I say, "what would you say for they calling you a radical
Liberal, oh fanatical, criminal?"
Won't you sign up your name? We'd like to feel you're
Acceptable, respectable, oh presentable, a vegetable
Oh, ch-ch-check it out yeah

But At night when all the world's asleep
The questions run so deep for such a simple man
Won't you please, please tell me what we've learned?
I know it sounds absurd but please tell me who I am
Who I am, who I am, who I am

'Coz I'm feeling so illogical
D-d-digital
Oh, oh, oh, oh
Unbelievable
B-b-bloody marvellous
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QUESTIONS:
1. What is the song trying to describe? Have you ever feel that way?
2. Have you  asked  your  self  who you  are?  Who are  you? Try  to  define 

yourself.

2.- Look for the following information above and answer the questions:
a) What are the main characteristics of archaic thought. Give a brief summary of 
each of them.
b) Summarize the three meanings of the term Logos.
c) Define philosophy according to its etymological roots. Who is a philosopher 
according to this definition?
d) Develop the main traits of scientific knowledge.
e) Summarize the method of formal sciences.
f) Summarize the method used by empirical sciences.
g) Summarize the method used by social sciences.
h) Develop the characteristics of philosophical reflection.
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