
Unit 3:
Philosophy as 

Theoretical Rationality



INTRODUCTORY TEXT.

Perhaps the most unsettling thought many of us have, often quite early on in childhood, 
is that the whole world might be a dream; that the ordinary scenes and objects of 
everyday life might be fantasies. The reality we live in maybe a virtual reality, spun out 
of our own minds,  or perhaps injected into our minds by some sinister Other.  Of 
course, such thoughts come, and then go. Most of us shake them off. But why are we 
right to do so? How can we know that the world as we take it to be, is the world as it 
is? How do we begin to think about the relation between appearance and reality: things 
as we take them to be, as opposed to things as they are?

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. 

Thought, fantasies, spun out, mind, shake off.

Questions:
1.- According to the author of the text, what is the most unsettling thought many people 
have? What does most people do with these thoughts?

2.- Answer the following questions that the author has made at the end of the text: 
“How can we know that the world as we take it to be, is the world as it is? How do we 
begin to think about the relation between appearance and reality: things as we take 
them to be, as opposed to things as they are?”
Write a short essay on the issue (around 150 words). Discuss your answer with your 
classmates in class.
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PHILOSOPHY AS THEORETICAL RATIONALITY: TRUTH AND REALITY.

The most classical definition of humans states that we are rational animals. The 
definition intends to stress the main trait that makes us different from other animals: 
our  rationality.  But,  what  does  rationality  mean?  What  is  reason?  An  important 
American  philosopher,  N.  Rescher,  defines  rationality  in  the  following  way: 
“Rationality is the adequate use of reason to choose in the best possible way”. This means 
that we behave as rational animals – and therefore as humans –, whenever we use our 
reason on choosing between different possibilities weighing them up.

A further distinction can still be made, attending to the fields of application of 
our rationality. We can apply our reason to decide either on statements or on actions. 
Whenever  our  rationality  is  used  to  decide  about  statements,  philosophy  talks  of 
theoretical  rationality.  Whenever  our  rationality  is  used  to  decide  about  actions, 
philosophy talks about practical rationality. To summarize all this:

Theoretical rationality is the use of our reason to choose the best reasons to 
consider a statement as true or false.
Practical rationality is the use of our reason to choose the best reasons to act in 
a certain way.

In this section, we are going to review briefly the philosophical approach to the 
main problems of theoretical rationality. From the definition of it we have seen above, 
philosophical reflection have followed two main lines of development:

1. Problems that deal with the nature of our statements: what is truth?, when can 
we consider a statement as true?, … On the classification we saw above, this is 
the field of research of Epistemology.
2.  Problems  that  deal  with  the  nature  of  the  object  of  our  statements.  The 
statements  that  we  make  refer  to  the  world  around  us,  to  ourselves,  to  our 
feelings... All this can be generally described as Reality. On the classification we 
saw above, this is the field of research of Metaphysics.

Given the introductory character of this course, in the following pages there will 
not be a complete review of the different philosophical theories on truth nor on reality; 
neither a schematic summary of the main lines of research. Instead, we will focus our 
attention on the correct understanding of one or two theories, for we believe this to be 
much more useful than any other approach.
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Philosophy and the problem of reality.

There are many possible ways to enter into this old question of philosophy and of 
mankind. Old Greeks asked simply, “what is being?”, “what is it that there is?”, “what 
is  reality?”...  The question is  implicitly making a distinction between what  is  mere 
appearance and,  maybe,  unreal,  and that  other  kind of “things” which are real.  To 
understand this we can reflect on the following: if we look at a wooden table, we can 
perfectly see the grain in the wood; if we touch it, we will feel it plain and polished. But 
if we look at it through a microscope, we will see crests and valleys (so it is not as plain 
as we thought before); and the view will even change more if we observe it through a 
more powerful microscope... This should make us think: which of all this “images” is 
the table? Which one is the real table and which is only an appearance, an illusion...? If 
this happens with such a simple object, what about the rest? Are they really real, truly 
real? What is real? What is reality?

The first philosopher to think on these terms was Parmenides (VI-V BC). He 
distinguished clearly between reality and appearance when separating the way of being 
and the way of appearance, and biding the first one to the use of reason and the second 
one to the use of senses. Plato, a century after and continuing the same line of thought,  
developed the theory in a more consistent way: he separated between a world of mere 
appearance,  the  world  of  senses;  and  the  real  world,  the  world  of  Ideas,  only 
knowledgeable to Reason.

Although these theories continue being held nowadays – for example, in some 
western  religions  like  Catholicism,  or  even  in  the  shared  background  of  some 
expressions of our language, like when we speak of “platonic love” -, we are going to 
make an approach to the subject of reality taking into account the latest theories in 
metaphysics or even physics. In this sense, the questions keeps being the same that the 
old Greeks posed themselves: what is truly real?

The most natural way to answer it involves always some kind of what has been 
considered as  Realism. In general terms, realism defends that reality exists by itself, 
and that humans (using their reason or their senses) can know it, even if they are only 
able to get partial or approximative knowledge of it. There is a very simple version of 
realism, named Naive Realism that defends that reality is as it appears to be. Because of 
the philosophical problems that it entails, not even science defends it nowadays.

Nevertheless,  Naive Realism was soon displaced by  Critical Realism. According 
to it, the real world can, sometimes, be different from what it appears to be. In order to 
get a true image of reality, we must complete and correct the image our senses give of 
reality with the results of rational research and scientific experiment. Therefore, science 

Mr. Jose Juan Gonzalez 3



provides the best and most complete knowledge of reality human beings are able to 
acquire. But this means that the descriptions science makes of reality are not mere 
images:  they  correspond  exactly  to  what  is  real.  In  the  development  of  science, 
whenever a theory is changed or abandoned, we get a more perfect image of reality, we 
know better reality. To conclude, and answering directly the question about what is 
reality, the answer will be, according to Critical Realism: “reality is as science shows us 
to be”.

On the opposite side to the different forms of realism there are a wide range of 
theories. All of them share a rational distrust against the equality between appearance 
and reality, and question, somehow or other, whether the image or representation of 
reality we can form actually corresponds to reality itself.  To enter into the kind of 
arguments these theories use to defend their position and opposition to realism we can 
remember the explanation we gave above about the true being of a table... Given the 
variety of views that come under this critical perspective on the problem of reality, we 
will review only one of them: T. S. Kuhn's sociohistoricism.

We are so used to think that the theories science states about the world  describe 
how reality actually is that we forget that science also has a history and that it is a 
product of a given society: western civilization. This is just the starting point of T. S. 
Kuhn's perspective.

For  Kuhn,  science  does  not  develop as  an  accumulative  process,  where  new 
knowledge just adds to previous knowledge or substitutes erroneous theories. If we pay 
attention to its history, we will see that its development is a  discontinuous process, 
with moments of normality, crisis and revolution. In this sense, and during the period 
of what he called  normal science, scientists carry out their investigations following a 
model  or  what  Kuhn  called  paradigm.  He  defined  paradigm  in  these  terms:  a 
paradigm is a fundamental scientific achievement including simultaneously a theory and 
some exemplary applications of the results of the experiment and observation; an open 
achievement,  one  that  opens  up  new  possibilities  of  research;  an  accepted 
accomplishment in the sense that it  is held by a group (the scientists) that will  not 
longer try to substitute it for other. Therefore, the period when the paradigm works, 
solving the scientific problems that  researchers  find,  is  the time of  normal  science. 
During it, the accumulation of knowledge is quick and scientists are quite conservative: 
they do not question the theories accepted under the established paradigm, spending 
their time on solving the problems that the paradigm itself arises.

But sometimes a problem resists all the efforts that science makes to solve it. In 
these cases, some problems become what Kuhn called anomalies. When an anomaly is 
so great and important that scientists start thinking that it cannot be solved inside the 
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accepted paradigm, science runs into a  crisis. This means that while some scientists 
will be faithful to the paradigm, there will be others that will not follow it and will try 
to find solutions to the anomalies out of the limits of the paradigm.

When a researcher or a group of them find a solution to the anomaly under an 
alternative general theory that has possibilities to become a new paradigm, a scientific 
revolution begins: rival paradigms are in conflict as well as the view of reality that they 
express.  Usually,  the  new paradigm will  prevail  over  the  old  one  given  its  ease  in 
solving new and old problems. This way a new period of normal science begins, and 
the cycle repeats itself in history. Kuhn pointed out that science had already passed 
through several scientific revolutions: Aristotle, Galileo, Newton and Einstein.

Once  the  theory  has  been  explained,  we  can  pass  on  to  the  philosophical 
implication it has: science does not provide a true vision reality; it is not a mere mirror 
of nature. Paradigms are no more no less than ways of looking at reality, but are not 
reality themselves; they are just like maps that show us the characteristics of the land 
but are not the land itself. The only possible answer to the question “what is reality?” 
for a kuhnian metaphysicist is: “Well, I don't really know”

This  is,  perhaps,  the most  characteristic  thesis  of  all  the no-realist  positions. 
While realism is convinced about the possibility of a more or less complete and secure 
knowledge of reality (what it is, how it behaves,...), for no-realism it will always remain 
a difficult problem.
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Philosophy and the problem of Truth.

Closely related to the philosophical problem of reality is the other problem we 
talked about above: Truth. For realism, truth is an attainable state of our human mind, a 
goal we can achieve: we know reality, so we can be sure that our statements about it 
correspond with reality itself. This theory is named as Theory of correspondence. It was 
held by Aristotle in the 3rd century BC, who defined truth thus: To say of what is that  
it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, and of what  
is not that it is not, is true. It is, as a matter of fact, the common people always think 
about truth: a statement is true whenever it is correspondent with a state of reality.

But, from non-realist positions it is difficult to defend such definitions of truth as 
correspondence: how can truth be defined if Kuhn is right? If the statements science 
makes about reality are conditioned by the paradigm from which they arise, they are 
not a mere representation of reality so there is no way to know if they correspond to 
reality as such. Remember that we said that we didn't even know what reality was. So, 
should we then renounce to truth? Is relativism the only way-out? Is it scepticism?

Before reviewing an important alternative to the correspondence theory of truth, 
it is important to define the terms just cited above. Both share a similar trait:  they 
represent a different perspective on the problem of truth. While the theory we saw 
above and the one we will see afterwards try an approach to truth, for both relativism 
and scepticism, there is no truth as such. The difference between both is, somehow, a 
question of degree. For relativism, there is not absolute truth, no valid truth no matter 
the time nor the place; truth only has a relative value, a related value to the subject that 
makes the statement, his/her society, history, personal moment, culture... As Protagoras 
puts it: Man is the measure of all things: of things which are, that they are, and of things  
which are  not,  that  they are  not.  Scepticism is  different  because it  does not  longer 
defend the existence of truth. For it, human beings are not able to attain any form of 
truth, so the best thing that can be done is just to keep quite, to refrain from making 
any statement nor any claim to truth.

One  of  the  main  alternatives  to  the  correspondence  theory  of  truth  is  the 
pragmatic theory of truth, a derivation of the general principles of pragmatism. It claims 
that an ideology, a theory or a proposition is  true if it  works satisfactorily,  that the  
meaning of a proposition is to be found in the practical consequences of  accepting it. 
This means that truth is equivalent to useful, and that scientific theories are instruments 
or tools for coping with reality. As John Dewey explained, the utility of a theory is a 
matter of its problem-solving power measured in a long-term perspective. So if a theory 
“works” practically, it makes sense to keep using it: we will maintain it until we are able 
to find a better theory, a theory that will work better, that will be able to solve more 
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problems.

The consequence of these principles  for  our  conception of truth are evident. 
Truth is no longer absolute and unchangeable for it depends on the utility a proposition 
or theory has, its capacity to solve problems, and this is a characteristic that can change 
over time. Even more, as some pragmatists have some times defended: truth has no 
nature or essence; it is a kind of empty concept forged under the illusion of a mind that 
mirrors reality. But we do not know what reality is as such. We can only know what the 
consequences are from adopting a given theory and following it.
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ENDING ACTIVITIES.

1.- MATRIX SCENE (Chapters 8-12)
After watching the selection of the film, answer the following questions:

1. If you were dreaming a dream you could not wake up from, would it be 
possible to know the difference between that dream and the real world? 
Why? What could then be your conception of reality?

2. If you could ever wake up from that dream, what would you think was real 
at first? Wouldn't you think at first that the real world was the one you 
were  experiencing  when  dreaming  and  that  you  were  now  dreaming? 
Why? Would you fill confused? Why?

2.- Look for the following information above and answer the questions:
a) Define rationality.
b) What is theoretical rationality? What is practical rationality?
c) Develop the main points of Realism.
d) Summarize Kuhn's sociohistoricism. Take care to define paradigm, as well as 
the moments through which science develops.
e) Summarize the correspondence theory of truth. Do not forget to define truth 
from such theory.
f) Summarize the relativistic position about truth.
g) Define scepticism.
h) Summarize the pragmatic theory of truth.
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