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Lesson Notes | Philosophy 12 | TomKertes.ca 

What is philosophy & Tools for philosophers  

I. What philosophy is for this course 

a. Philosophy is the body of scholarship that helps you understand and explain 

reality, using a process for understanding and explaining that is: 

i. systematic (looks at things holistically, parts to whole, connections and 

interactions) 

ii. rigorous (logical, using critical, process of inquiry) 

iii. scholarly (dialogue, constructive, collective, aimed at knowing, aimed at 

gaining and sharing knowledge) 

iv. based in reality (philosophy develops theories that explain reality, that 

make sense, that stand up to scrutiny, and therefore serve the practical 

purpose of knowing, being based in truth/reality ~ which is not easy and 

we are often wrong) 

b. The purpose of this course is to help you: 

i. Understand complex things 

ii. Explain complex things 

iii. Discuss complex things with other people 

iv. Clarify your thinking, to improve how you solve problems 

v. See how philosophical ways of thinking are built into society 

vi. See how philosophical concepts shape you and your society (your ways 

of thinking, and your own behaviour) (even without you knowing) 

vii. Answer questions about things that you are curious about 
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c. You will learn how different approaches to philosophy provide ways to think 

about and understand reality 

II. How philosophy is generally understood 

a. “Philosophy pursues questions in every dimension of human life, and its 

techniques apply to problems in any field of study or endeavor” (American 

Philosophical Association1). 

b. “It is a reasoned pursuit of fundamental truths, a quest for understanding, a 

study of principles of conduct. It seeks to establish standards of evidence, to 

provide rational methods of resolving conflicts, and to create techniques for 

evaluating ideas and arguments” (American Philosophical Association2). 

c. “Philosophy develops the capacity to see the world from the perspective of other 

individuals and other cultures; it enhances one's ability to perceive the 

relationships among the various fields of study; and it deepens one's sense of the 

meaning and variety of human experience” (American Philosophical 

Association3). 

III. Tools of philosophy: 

a. READING 

i. High school reading 

1. Use features of text to skip and skim 

2. Use features of text to identify the main points 

 
1 https://www.apaonline.org/page/undergraduates 
 
2 https://www.apaonline.org/page/undergraduates 
 
3 https://www.apaonline.org/page/undergraduates 
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3. Take notes (including outlines) when reading 

4. Read to understand (use reading to learn about things) 

5. Read to remember (meaning: what you read results in you 

learning about it) 

6. Summarize key points 

ii. Pre-university reading 

1. Pre-university reading builds on high school reading (meaning that 

it builds on features of text, reading process [re-reading], note 

taking, reading to learn, reading to remember, etc.) 

2. Pre-university reading is reading “between the lines” using text, 

context, subtext, and meta-text 

3. Pre-university reading is a rigorous and systematic process, you 

read as part of a system (scholarship, the production of knowledge) 

and through systematic and rigorous analysis (LOAs, theory) you 

use reading to research (to understand, to explain, to know, to 

produce knowledge) 

4. Pre-university reading is a synthesis of the text, context, subtext, 

and meta-text 

iii. University reading4 

1. Conceptual/empirical distinction 

a. Conceptual refers to theory (thoughts, ideas) 

i. Explain: Why? How? 

 
4 Read more at https://miamioh.edu/howe-center/hwc/writing-resources/disciplinary-writing-
guides/philosophy.html 
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ii. Connect: How does it connect? 

iii. Reflect: Why does it matter? 

iv. Meta-cognition: How do I know? 

v. Synthesis: How does it combine? 

b. Empirical refers to evidence (facts) 

i. Describe: Who? What? Where? When? How many? 

2. Transformative/conceptual reading 

3. Critical/interpretive reading 

b. WRITING5 

i. High school writing 

1. Summarize 

2. Identify key points 

3. Paraphrase (put into your own words) 

4. Comprehend 

ii. Pre-university writing 

1. You use evidence (filler) to support your thesis (and your thesis 

must be theoretical) 

2. Your thesis is a synthesis of the key ideas and the evidence of your 

research 

3. The writing process demonstrates that applied the Levels of 

Analysis and the Six Stages 

 
5 Much of the writing section comes from https://miamioh.edu/howe-center/hwc/writing-
resources/disciplinary-writing-guides/philosophy.html.  
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4. Your writing/research centred on reading-to-know and writing-to-

think, which is evidenced in your notes, outline, drafts, and 

revisions 

iii. University writing 

1. Distinguishing between the conceptual and the empirical6 

a. “conceptual” is another term for “theoretical” 

b. conceptual questions cannot be answered using facts alone 

c. “a concept is the object of a thought, not something that is 

present to the senses” 

d. “empirical” means “gained through experience” 

e. Examples of concepts: justice, truth, beauty 

f. Conceptual questions ask about the nature of something, 

how something is the way that it is 

g. “In papers, you will often be asked to consider concepts, to 

analyze and unpack the way in which philosophers use 

them, and perhaps to compare them across texts. For 

example, you might be asked, ‘Do animals have rights?’ 

This question asks you to consider what a right is, and 

whether it is the sort of thing an animal ought to or even 

could have. It does not ask whether or not there are laws on 

the books that actually give these rights. It also does not ask 

for your opinion on this question, but for a reasoned 

 
6 Read more: https://miamioh.edu/howe-center/hwc/writing-resources/disciplinary-writing-
guides/philosophy-methods-tools.html 
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position that draws on philosophical concepts and texts for 

support” (Howe Writing Center). 

2. Distinguishing between descriptive and normative statements 

a. Descriptive statements describe (how things are) 

b. Normative statements say what something should be (how 

things should be) 

3. Other aspects of university-level writing: 

a. Assuming something for the sake of argument 

b. Logical validity 

c. Thought experiments 

d. Making conceptual distinctions and connections 

e. Tracing the genealogy of ideas 

4. University level writing criteria: “We find writers to be credible 

when they: 

a. situate themselves within a scholarly debate, 

b. use conceptual analysis, 

c. present a logically valid argument, and 

d. charitably consider opposing positions” (Howe Writing 

Center)7. 

5. “Effective writing in our field tends to walk you through a 

sequence of thoughts about a question or problem, and may 

consider multiple sides, even those that the author disagrees with. 

 
7 https://miamioh.edu/howe-center/hwc/writing-resources/disciplinary-writing-guides/philosophy.html 
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Ultimately the goal is to draw you in and transform your thinking” 

(Howe Writing Center8). 

c. REASONING 

i. Knowledge 

1. We will spend lots of time on the meaning(s) of “knowledge” – as 

this is one of the major questions of philosophy (what is 

knowledge?, what is the nature of knowledge?, does knowledge 

exist?, etc.) 

ii. Inquiry 

1. Inquiry simply means “looking into something” and you must 

inquire to learn… scholarship is a rigorous and systematic form of 

inquiry that can lead us to knowledge (to know, to understsand, to 

explain, and to predict/prepare for reality) 

iii. Dialogue* (also see the dialogue tool below) 

1. Dialogue is the process of listening to the perspectives and 

reasonings of others 

2. Dialogue is part of how you come to an understanding and 

explanation of things (dialogue is a both a reasoning tool and a tool 

in its own right, see below for more on dialogue) 

iv. Theory (conceptual thinking) (thoughts, concepts, ideas) 

 
8 https://miamioh.edu/howe-center/hwc/writing-resources/disciplinary-writing-guides/philosophy.html 
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1. Theory is simple and yet powerful. The word “theory” has 

different meanings. In this class, theory means “a systematic and 

rigorous explanation of how things really are”. 

v. Other reasoning tools: 

1. Logic 

2. Evidence 

3. Systems and models 

vi. Critical thinking 

1. Critical thinking is the objective analysis and evaluation of an 

issue to form a reasoned judgment. 

9 

 
9 https://www.criticalthinking.org/files/Concepts_Tools.pdf 
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10 

d. DIALOGUE  

i. At its simplest, dialogue is mutual listening (Rinaldi11): 

 
10 https://www.criticalthinking.org/files/Concepts_Tools.pdf 
11 The quote by Rinaldi is from a conference speech at University of Victoria in 2012. For more from her on 
listening read https://docdrop.org/static/drop-pdf/The-Pedagogy-of-Listening_Retyped-Qh7xS.pdf 
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ii. “Listening plays an important part in achieving an objective that has 

always characterized our experience in Reggio: the search for meaning” 

(Rinaldi): 

 

 

 

 


