
Unit 2:
Fundamental 

Questions and 
Problems of 
Philosophy



INTRODUCTORY TEXT.

PHILOSOPHY

If philosophy is so close to us, why do so many people think that it is something very 
abstruse and rather  weird? It  isn’t  that  they are simply wrong:  some philosophy is 
abstruse and weird, and a lot of the best philosophy is likely to seem abstruse or weird 
at first. That’s because the best philosophy doesn’t just come up with a few new facts 
that we can simply add to our stock of information, or a few new maxims to extend our 
list of dos and don’ts, but embodies a picture of the world and/or a set of values; and 
unless these happen to be yours already (remember that in a vague and unreflective way 
we all have them) it is bound to seem very peculiar – if it doesn’t seem peculiar you 
haven’t understood it. Good philosophy expands your imagination. Some philosophy is 
close to us, whoever we are. Then of course some is further away, and some is further 
still,  and some is very alien indeed. It  would be disappointing if that were not so, 
because it would imply that human beings are intellectually rather monotonous. But 
there’s no need to start at the deep end; we start at the shallow end, where (as I’ve said) 
we are all standing in the water already. Do remember, however (…), that this doesn’t 
necessarily  mean  that  we  are  all  standing  in  the  same place:  what  is  shallow and 
familiar, and what is deep and weird, may depend on where you got in, and when.

CRAIG, E. - Philosophy. A Very Short Introduction.
New York, Oxford University Press, 2002.

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. 

Abstruse, weird, stock, maxims, alien, deep, shallow.

Questions:
1.- Why does the author say that “a lot of the best philosophy is likely to seem abstruse  
or weird at first.”? 

2.- According to the author of the text, why can some philosophy be very alien to us?

3.- We have already seen some problems that philosophy tries to solve. Do you think 
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that they are weird? Had you thought about any of them before reading the introductory 
text of the first section of the unit? What do you think about the explanation the author 
of this text gives to their appearance of weirdness and deepness? Think about all this 
and write a short answer to these questions. (Write around 100 words). Discuss your 
answer with your classmates in class.
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FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS AND PROBLEMS OF PHILOSOPHY: 
REALITY, KNOWLEDGE AND ACTION.

Philosophy has  a  special  relation to  its  own history,  quite  different  from the 
relation  between  the  different  sciences  and  their  history.  While  science  generally 
considers  its  history  as  a  set  of  erroneous  theories  that  have  been  left  aside  and 
substituted by better and more precise theories and knowledge; philosophy understands 
its own history as an integral part of its own reflection. This happens because the kind 
of problems that philosophy faces and has faced are never one-sided: they are so many-
sided that many previous attempts at their solution must still be taken into account.

Nevertheless, this does not imply that every single philosophical theory is equally 
valuable.  Although there  is  a  special  relation between philosophy nowadays and its 
history,  there  are  “better”  philosophies,  better  answers  to  the  questions  man  asks 
himself. The criteria that determines the value of a philosophy takes many factors into 
account: the quality of the reasoning that the philosopher uses to defend his position, 
the scope and historical importance of the problem he or she is facing, the quality of 
the reasons the philosopher uses to criticize other possible solutions or answers to that 
same  problem  or  similar  problems,  the  new  questions  or  problems  it  leads  to... 
Evidently, this is not the place to analyse the relevance of each of these factors. For us, 
and to introduce ourselves into the spirit of the problems and solutions that different 
philosophers have developed through history it is enough to know that such criteria do 
exist.

Besides,  philosophical  reflection is  not  born out of nothing.  It  is a  reflection 
historically placed. This means that the philosopher tries to conjugate two different 
horizons of reflection: that of the history of philosophy (tradition) and that of his or her 
own time. This both justifies and explains why the history of philosophy is divided into 
four different periods of time which coincide with the traditional division of history, 
and why problems change as  history develops.  Taken all  this  into account,  we can 
review now the following table:
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FUNDAMENTAL
PROBLEMS

MAIN
FIGURES

ANCIENT
PHILOSOPHY

Which is the arche?
What is truly real?
What is being?
What is happiness?

Thales  of Miletus (VI 
BC),  Pythogoras  (VI 
BC)  Heraclitus  (VI 
BC),  Parmenides  (V 
BC), Socrates (V BC), 
Plato  (V  BC), 
Aristotle (IV BC)

MEDIEVAL
PHILOSOPHY

What is truly being?
How  can  the  existence  of  God  be 
rationally established? 
Faith or reason?

Augustine  of  Hippo 
(IV  AC),  Averroes 
[Ibn  Rushd](XII), 
Maimonides  (XII), 
Thomas  of  Aquino 
(XIII)

MODERN
PHILOSOPHY

What  is  the  criterion  of  true 
knowledge?
What  method  will  lead  us  to  secure 
truth
What  is  the  source  of  our  true 
knowledge? Reason or sense?
How can we know what are we to do?

Descartes  (XVII), 
Spinoza  (XVII), 
Leibniz (XVII), Locke 
(XVII),  Berkeley 
(XVIII)  Hume 
(XVIII), Kant (XVIII)

CONTEMPORARY
PHILOSOPHY

How  can  we  fully  humanize  human 
beings?
What is truth? What is the criterion of 
truth?
Does  human  rationality  discover  true 
reality or does it hide it?

Hegel  (XIX),  Comte 
(XIX),  Nietzsche 
(XIX),  Marx  (XIX), 
B.  Russell  (XX), 
Wittgenstein  (XX), 
Husserl  (XX),  Sartre 
(XX), Heidegger (XX)

The table is, of course, a simplification of the development of the history of 
philosophy: there are many more problems and many more philosophers. Nevertheless 
it can help us to introduce ourselves into a very simple classification of the kind of 
problems philosophers have faced through history. They can be summarize into three 
main fields of interests:

1. Reality:  As a matter of fact,  philosophical reflection started as a rival to the 
traditional mythological conceptions of reality. It was a clear bet on the power of 
reason as a mean to answer questions as: what is reality? What is being? What is 
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the principle of everything (arche)? And the bet was soon extended to the other 
fields of interests that we will  see below. In the 1st century BC, a term was 
coined to designate all these theories that dealt with reality as such: Metaphysics.

2. Knowledge: The worry about what we know and how we know it is also as old 
as  the one about  reality.  Philosophical  reflection in this  case have developed 
itself adding new questions to the ones that were first faced by the Greeks: how 
do we know that we know reality? Is there any criterion or set of criteria for 
truth? What is truth?... There are many branches of philosophy that try to solve 
this sort of questions: Epistemology, Logic, Philosophy of Science, Philosophy of  
Language...

3. Action:  The  third  historical  field  of  interest  of  philosophy  is  action.  From 
apparent  simple  questions  such  as  “what  is  happiness?”  or  “how can  we  be 
happy?”, philosophical reflection has extended to ask: how can we know what we 
are to  do? What  is  duty?  Should we follow duty always? … The branch of 
philosophy that attempts to solve this kind of problems is  Ethics.  But human 
action is wider than what we, as individuals, do. We live in a town or village, in a 
state; we are part of a culture, of a society... This also lead philosophers to ask 
themselves: do we need others to live happily? What is justice? Should we follow 
laws always? What is the best possible way to organize our lives in society?... 
The branch of philosophy that has tried to solve this sort of questions is Political  
Philosophy. 
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Philosophy

Reality

Knowledge

Action

Metaphysics

Epistemology

Ethics

Political Philosophy

What is reality?

How can we know?

What is happiness?

What is duty?

What is the best 
possible way to 
organize society?



ENDING ACTIVITIES.

1.- Among the philosophers that have tried to live up to their ideals there is an eminent 
figure: Socrates. Look for information on his trial and death. Write a summary of it. 
What do you think about the whole story?
[Important  note:  you  don't  have  to  write  all  the  information  you  find  in  any 
encyclopedia or in the internet. Read it first and make a summary afterwards.]

2.- Look for the following information above and answer the questions:
a) How does philosophy consider its own history? Why?
b) Enumerate some of the factors that determines the value of a philosophy.
c) Why is philosophical reflection historically placed?
d)  What  periods  of  history  is  philosophy  divided  into?  Name  at  least  two 
problems that philosophers have faced in each of these periods.
e) What are the three main fields of interests of philosophical reflection?
f)  Give  a  definition of  Metaphysics.  What  questions  does Metaphysics  try  to 
answer?
g) What questions does Epistemology try to solve?
h) What questions does Ethics attempt to answer?
i) What questions does Political Philosophy attempt to solve?
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