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What is Philosophy?

An introduction to IB Philosophy



What is Philosophy?

 Brainstorm anything 
that comes into your 
head when you think of 
“Philosophy”

 What interests you 
about philosophy?

 Why did you choose it?



IB Philosophy

STANDARD:

1. CORE THEME: 
“What is a human 
being?”

2. OPTIONAL THEME: 
“Ethics”

3. PRESCRIBED TEXT: 
“Descartes’ 
Meditations”

4. COURSEWORK

HIGHER:
1. CORE THEME: “What 

is a human being?”
2. OPTIONAL THEMES: 

“Ethics” and 
“Philosophy of 
Religion”

3. PRESCRIBED TEXT: 
“Descartes’ 
Meditations”

4. COURSEWORK
5. UNSEEN TEXT: “Meta-

philosophy”



Core Theme: What is a 
human being?

 Discussing questions like:

 How can I really be sure that I know what you are thinking?

 What makes me me?

 What specific meaning does our consciousness of being mortal 
give to our life?

 Are we composed of mind and body?

 Are we self-conscious beings?

 How do we use language?



The Ship of Theseus

 In ancient Greece, there was a 
legendary king named Theseus who 
supposedly founded the city of 
Athens. Since he fought many naval 
battles, the people of Athens 
dedicated a memorial in his honor 
by preserving his ship in the port. 
This “ship of Theseus” stayed there 
for hundreds of years. As time went 
on, some of the wooden planks of 
Theseus’ ship started rotting away. 
To keep the ship nice and complete, 
the rotting planks were replaced 
with new planks made of the same 
material. After several years, there 
was not one original part of the ship 
left, yet still the Athenians called it 
the ship of Theseus.

Questions:
1. If you replace one of the 

planks, is it still the same 
ship?

2. How do things stay the 
same even after they 
change?

3. The same dilemma could 
be posed about the 
human body. The cells of 
our body are constantly 
regenerating. Supposedly 
every 7 years we have an 
entirely new body. So 
what stays the same?

4. What do we mean when 
we say “me”?



Optional Theme: Ethics

 Discussing issues like:
 Are there fundamental moral principles that apply in every 

situation?

 How do we decide if a particular action is right or wrong?

 How should we treat people?

 Are moral decisions culturally influenced?

 What do we mean when we say something is right or wrong?



The Trolley 
Problem

 Imagine that you are hurtling down a 
track in a runaway train. In front of you 
on the track are three people, that if you 
do nothing, will certainly be crushed to 
death by the train.

 Your only option is to pull a lever on the 
train which will switch you onto another 
track. The catch is that there is one 
person stood on the alternative track. 
Should you pull the switch, thereby 
saving three lives but killing one?

 Now imagine a different situation. This 
time you are not on the train, but on a 
bridge overlooking the train. In front of 
you on the bridge is a fat man. You know 
if you push him off the bridge he will 
stop the train and save three lives. 
Should you kill him?

Questions:

1. What, if anything is the 
difference between the two 
scenarios?

2. Is it always right to act in 
the best interests of the 
majority? When might it not 
be?

3. How do we decide what is 
the morally right thing to 
do? Can we ever all agree on 
what is right, or is it all just 
a matter of opinion?



Optional Theme: 
Philosophy of Religion

 Discussing issues like:
 Can God be defined?

 Can we prove the existence of a higher being through 
reasoning or experience?

 What is the nature and scope of religious language?

 Is spirituality possible without religion or belief in a higher 
being?

 Could religion be seen as a purely social phenomenon?




