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Why Study Philosophy at an
Engineering School?

WHAT PHILOSOPHY IS NOT

The old stereotypes of philosophy are no
longer accurate. No longer are philosophers only
ancient white men sitting in chairs, stroking beards that
they do not believe exist. Philosophy is quickly
becoming an academic discipline represented by men
and women of all ethnic backgrounds. The wvast
majority of them do in fact believe beards (and chairs)
exist.

Philosophy also gets an undeserved reputation for
dwelling endlessly on doubt and questions that can
never be answered. But contemporary philosophers
believe their job is to be critical, but also to be
constructive.  They are just as easily frustrated by
uncl ear questions (“in
normal folks and prefer to think about what kinds of
areas science has not yet been able to reach.

Finally, many peopl e
attitude to philosophy. Philosophy could not be more
opposed to such an attitude. At all times, philosophy
insists upon a dedication to reason, careful observation,
and logic. Sometimes the picture that results is quite a
bit more complex than we may have originally thought.
But in this respect, philosophy shares much more
affinity with science, in which it is certainly not the case
that “anything goes”

WHAT PHILOSOPHY IS

Contemporary philosophy is enormously
practical. The dominant trends in the discipline are
to take seriously the results of science, mathematics,
At its root,
philosophy is a methodology for discovering things
about the world through the use of reason. This
methodology can be projected on many areas. When it
is focused on the natural world, we get science. When
it is focused on the divine, we get theology. When it is
focused on numbers, we get mathematics.

Philosophy as an academic discipline simply tries
to focus this methodology on very tough questions and

social science, and common-sense.

problems: “What is the
science give us knowl
work when it takes the
free will?”, “What is t
and the body” . tstbdlvethaec t

problems, it is not at all unlike engineering in its
methods, and philosophers are some of the best
problem-solvers you will ever meet. What is unique
about philosophy is its excitement about solving
problems for which there is very little in the way of
empirical data, or very little idea about what an
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experiment would look like that would get one
“anything

Thus philosophy is very much at home in an
environment that focuses on science and engineering.
Philosophers are very excited about scientific data and
technological solutions, but philosophy can help
scientists and engineers understand their methods and
how to learn at a much deeper level. However, unlike
many other purely practical disciplines, philosophy
can also deepen on e 8 s
aspects and give one a head start towards developing
strength of character and an enjoyment of learning
and life. And of all academic disciplines, philosophy
has the best jokes.

THE PHILOSOPHY MAJOR

The philosophy major gives students the ability to
concentrate a significant portion of their study on
philosophy and using the philosophical methodology.
It is good preparation for many careers, but it is also
flexible enough to combine with other majors if
planned early on. For a philosophy major, students
must take Introduction to Philosophy and the very
important Introduction to Logic. In addition, students
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apoher impjoy with tphilgsqlppy not only gains a
knowledge of philosophy, but also a much deeper
knowledge of his or her other major. Consulting
with a phil os oph yadvisoflewli
on is a good idea. To take a typical example, the BA
biology major gives students five classes worth of
electives, with one required philosophy course. If these
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electives are devoted to philosophy, only four other
philosophy courses would give the student a
philosophy major. These courses can easily be spread
over eight semesters.

THE PHILOSOPHY MINOR

The philosophy minor is easy to work into
almost any complicated plan of study. For the
philosophy minor, students must take Introduction to
Philosophy and four (4) other philosophy courses, two
of which must be at the 300 level. Recipients of a
philosophy minor enjoy an increased understanding,
not just of philosophy but of everything else they will
subsequently study in their major.

PHILOSOPHY AND SUCCESS

The major in philosophy prepares students for
further work in philosophy, law school, or advanced
research in many other areas including artificial
intelligence research, linguistics, politics, or ethical
advising. Those who couple their study of philosophy
with another major emerge as particularly strong
candidates for graduate school in the sciences and
social sciences.

Even a philosophy major by itself can make one a
strong candidate for jobs in non-profit organizations,
governmental organizations, and educational
institutions. Since philosophers understand that one of
the best (and perhaps only) ways to truly understand
something is to teach it, they make excellent candidates
for teaching positions and positions as educational
professionals.

ETHICS AT UMR

Many areas of philosophy line up nicely with
scientific disciplines. For psychology, there is the
Philosophy of Mind and the Philosophy of Psychology.
For biology, there is the Philosophy of Biology. For

linguistics, there is the Philosophy of Language. For
mathematics, there is Logic.

But one area that is still relatively unique to
philosophy is Ethics and/or Moral Philosophy.
Philosophers who study ethics concentrate on
questions such as 0 H 0 W
should
finer level on particular ways to live and work in
business, engineering, the biological sciences, the
environment, and so on.

UMR is strengthening its program in ethics
with new faculty and the beginnings of a Center for
Applied and Professional Ethics. Already courses are
being offered in Business Ethics (How moral are free
markets?  What responsibilities do multinational
corporations have?), Social Ethics (What should society
think about abortion, euthanasia, capital punishment,
etc?), Bioethics (What are the ethical implications of
genetic engineering, human cloning, animal research,
etc?), and the Ethics of Engineering Practice (What
ethical questions are internal to engineering?) In the
near future, we hope to add even more, including
Environmental Ethics and specialty courses on single
topics (such as stem-cell research).

WHAT CAN I EXPECT FROM A PHILOSOPHY
COURSE?

You should not expect a course in which
anything gwess are “
this were the case, philosophy would hardly be worth
deep and prolonged study.

You should come to a philosophy class expecting
readings that are challenging and thought-
provoking. Philosophers are not people just musing
about anything but smart people who have dedicated
their lives to focusing and furthering understanding of
specific questions. As you get better at philosophy, you
will come to understand what counts as an important
insight and you will start making them yourselves.

Thus, philosophy classes are often highly
discussion-based. The best way to learn to use the
philosophical method is to try it out oneself, and
discussion allows students to do that. The professor
will try his or her hardest to moderate the discussion,
keeping it on track and holding people to account for
standards of logic and reason.

Additionally, you should expect the professor to
spend non-discussion time trying to explain some of
the harder details, presenting the big picture, or
discussing historical background. Sometimes the
professor will present original ideas from his or her
research and ask students for constructive criticism.
This is far more possible in a philosophy classroom
than in other disciplines where it takes much longer
and costs much more to start to make contributions to
ongoing research.
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