
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Review Article: Philosophy Behind the Headlines 
 
Sunil Manghani 
 
 
Making Sense: Philosophy Behind the Headlines 
Julian Baggini 
Oxford, Oxford University Press: 2002 
ISBN: 0192803395, pp. 296 
 

Julian Baggini’s Making Sense: Philosophy 
Behind the Headlines examines the enduring 
philosophical debates lurking behind our day-to-
day news reports, as well as considering what role 
philosophical analysis itself can play in an 
understanding of current affairs. Its subject matter 
is clearly pertinent to the interests of Situation Analysis.  I will provide here, 
in broad strokes, a review of the book with the express hope that it will 
encourage others to read it, and galvanise further discussion. This account 
can also be read as a little companion piece or supplement to the preceding 
article ‘Philosophy and Public Life’. Baggini’s article can obviously be read 
as a stand-alone piece; it is a tightly composed treatment and incisive 
taxonomy of the philosopher’s public plight. But it is also a response to a 
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number of questions I put to him after reading Making Sense.  It might have 
been possible to have set our ‘dialogue’ in chronological order, to have first 
prefaced the article with my set of questions. However, in reality, there were 
no direct answers. Baggini wrote, when sending me the article: “I have 
addressed most of the questions you put to me, though not directly. 
Hopefully it's an interesting stimulus”.  It is undoubtedly a valuable, 
thought-provoking contribution to the journal, and I hardly think it matters 
whether or not it comes as a direct response to my questions. However, what 
I have done in this overview is interlace a few of the questions I originally 
raised. I hope by re-circulating the thoughts and queries I held immediately 
after reading Making Sense, I can add another layer of ‘interesting stimulus.’ 

Thus, my aim in restaging a private correspondence is to prompt 
further public discussion, or at least intervene with respect to the preceding 
article’s level of ‘publicity’. I applaud Baggini’s wonderful note of honesty 
and sincerity in which he wryly confronts “the uncomfortable fact that [his] 
paper is itself destined for publication in a small academic journal;” and 
adding, “if we are to believe the statistics, is likely to be read by fewer 
people than are currently waiting for a bus at the end of the road”. 
Refreshingly he allows the mere act of writing to offer genuine gain; 
whether in helping his own development of thought, or with “the hope that a 
few people may read it and get something from it themselves”.  In the 
inaugural issue of Situation Analysis, in the rather ambitiously titled ‘What 
is Situation Analysis?,’ I tried to suppose a way of writing to an audience 
even where there is none to face, or at least none to be relied upon. What I 
argued was that Situation Analysis “be thought of as that moment ‘right from 
the start’ … [i]t is the debates, whether internal or external … which bear 
witness to the precise moment of engagement Situation Analysis itself 
wishes to nurture”.  Thus, in keeping with the spirit of this argument, the 
idea of reinserting my initial questions (made ‘right from the start’) with this 
overview of the book is a way of keeping dialogue and debate open still 
further (that’s the theory anyway!).  

Making Sense fits into a genre of ‘popular’ philosophy aimed at the 
uninitiated. The emphasis throughout is not so much on offering a path to 
studying philosophy, but rather on imparting something of the rigor of its 
methods as applied to a host of news topics that range from issues of GM 
foods to religious cults, from the ‘War on Terror’ to euthanasia. There are, 
Baggini argues, ongoing philosophical concerns and disputes lurking behind 
the news headlines, and he shows that with a philosophical mode of enquiry 
it is possible to gain much greater insight into the debates and disputes that 
make up the news. With great clarity, precision, and honesty, he 
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demonstrates not simply the powers of a philosophical approach in 
understanding current affairs, but equally its limitations. The opening 
chapter examines the problematic issue of relativism by examining the way 
in which (at the time of writing) the ‘War on Terror’ had been presented and 
discussed.  The central concern relates to how we might regain some 
confidence in the way we deal with two very difficult terms: ‘truth’ and 
‘knowledge’. The temptation, as has been all too evident in recent global 
affairs, is to respond to world events and news dogmatically or militantly, to 
have a hard-hitting response at the ready. Baggini’s overall wish is to undo 
the shaky philosophical premises which underpin such responses.  His 
alternative is to accept “something we rightly call truth”, but with the 
knowledge that such a truth can never be infallible or certain. It is of course, 
as he states, “harder to struggle to make sense of the news following this 
path than it is to suspend judgement or dogmatically cling to a fixed 
viewpoint,” yet it is, he posits, “the only philosophically justifiable way to 
proceed”. The task of developing a more humble discipline of thinking 
things through is what unfolds with each chapter.  

Baggini pitches philosophy as being both a technical, specialised 
discipline, as well as equally relevant to all aspects of daily life. It is thus 
characterised as something the reader can develop as a body of knowledge 
or tool that will be of proper use in ‘real life’. In each of the chapters, which 
cover different news stories, it is the habit of thinking, whether our own or 
those involved in the events reported, that comes in for examination.  Thus 
key philosophical concepts such as ‘rights’, ‘freedom’, ‘value’ and ‘truth’ 
are pursued with different case studies. So for example, ethics, private life, 
and the relationship between an individual’s actions and character are 
explored with regard to the Clinton-Lewinsky story. Elsewhere, the 
presentation of ‘New Labour’ is discussed, throwing light upon the 
complexities of rhetoric, and the concepts of freedom and equality. In this 
case the need to get beyond an emotional and habitual politics is made clear. 
The morality of war, and the difficulties in making the decision to go to war, 
are a topic of another discussion, made in relation to the ‘War on Terror’ 
following the strikes in Afghanistan.  

Science and technology is examined in relation to the often hyperbolic 
news stories of BSE and cloning, making apparent the need to assess the 
claims of science from a more informed and analytic perspective. This, it is 
pointed out, is especially important if we are to break out of an unhealthy 
boom-bust cycle of over-excitement and hysteria when reporting on the 
latest innovations or health scares. And the debate is taken further with a 
discussion of GM food technology, which probes more specifically our 
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underlying conceptions of the environment. In another case, the clash 
between faith and reason is brought into light with a consideration of the 
Waco siege and the infamous Branch Davidians cult. A serious challenge is 
made here to all religious ‘believers’ who might otherwise think their own 
‘type’ of beliefs different to that of a member of a cult. Here the application 
of philosophy to current affairs amply demonstrates how we might reflect 
back upon our own lives and habits of thinking. The concept of ‘value’ is 
explored with the case of the Millennium Dome. All too familiar, the cry has 
been of ‘a waste of taxpayers’ money’, and so here we are offered a 
consideration of the different factors that we take into account when 
‘calculating’ value. The differences we stress between ‘needs’ and ‘wants’ 
are examined, as well as how power structures influence decisions. This 
includes how news-makers themselves impose their own interests and value 
judgements when constructing news reports, often influencing what 
priorities are later emphasised in wider public debates. The penultimate 
chapter presents a philosophically informed discussion of the concepts of the 
Self, and the legalities of ‘life’ with a discussion of how issues of abortion 
and euthanasia have been reported in the news. This discussion makes clear 
how Locke’s notion of the ‘intelligent being’ remains a deeply ingrained 
precept.  

In writing about the philosophical issues and contests that lie behind 
the headlines, Baggini is certainly doing something dynamic with the 
discipline of philosophy. Not only does the book examine how stories in the 
news take shape, and how philosophical ideas are either drawn upon or more 
often neglected, but it also leads the reader to re-think their own 
argumentative strategies. Baggini is quite clear on what a philosophical 
approach to life must entail. As he argues, rather than seek a philosophy or 
meaning to life, or build one’s own metaphysical system, the application of 
philosophy is about two key things: subjecting all beliefs to rational 
argument, and doing this in conjunction with others. The latter point seems 
to me to be particularly important, as it flags up the more commonly ignored 
social aspect of doing philosophy. When I invited Baggini to contribute to 
this journal, I specifically asked if he could elaborate on this aspect. At the 
close of the book is a discussion on three different types of ‘philosophical 
person,’ labelled as the non-, the pseudo-, and the genuinely philosophical 
person. Each of these he acknowledges as being stereotypes that help make a 
point, with the ultimate aim to put forward a positive role-model: the truly 
philosophical person in possession of a broad and modest outlook – “They 
do not always expect final answers, but follow Aristotle’s advice to expect 
only that degree of precision which each subject matter allows”. Overall key 
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issues are already raised over the status of philosophy in everyday life, the 
extent to which philosophy might be taught or placed in culture, and 
regarding the figure of the intellectual, whether this person is a specialist, or 
bears a responsibility open to anyone. Baggini’s article on the philosopher in 
public life elaborates with great acuity upon these matters by presenting 
social models of participation within which the philosophical individual can 
be situated, and so taken together these discussions are especially 
illuminating (although perhaps the role and status of the non-professional 
thinker remains difficult to place).   

The relationship between knowledge and power is obviously implied 
by the models Baggini discusses, with the emphasis altering slightly 
depending on an individual’s status, and whether a thinker is seen to be 
‘inside’ or ‘outside’ of their immediate professional context.  However a 
query I held, and continue to hold is over the more primary status of both 
news information and the rational response extolled by Baggini. Of course 
on one level there is a need to accept the news as the source of debate, but 
there is also a problem of access, and the value attributed to this information. 
The status of the news report has not necessarily changed over the years, but 
perhaps the significance of the journalist and the media corporations have. 
Journalists now spend more time than ever before reporting upon their own 
practice; in other words incorporating journalism itself into the debates and 
events as they take place. So-called ‘embedded’ journalists in the recent Iraq 
conflict are an obvious example of this, but I think the effects go much 
further than that, and apply to many more mundane aspects of journalism. In 
this context the basic questions must again be asked, what is news, what 
really constitutes news, and how informative is it? Taking this further, we 
might begin to question what role as a spectator of news we really fulfil, and 
even if a wholly rational response is at all feasible, or at least the only 
remedial response. To illustrate this problem further, an example can be 
given with Sontag’s recent book Regarding the Pain of Others. In her 
discussion of photographic depictions of war and atrocity Sontag comes to 
the bleak conclusion that ‘we’ (those who have never been in a war zone, 
and have only vicarious knowledge) will never know the pain others suffer 
in terrible situations. On one level her argument is of course irrefutable, yet 
what remains unchallenged is precisely what we do see and feel. The images 
of war zones that ‘we’ receive are obviously only representations of distant 
harsh realities, but that does not empty them of all meaning. Instead they 
bear a set of different meanings. And the same, in varying degrees, is true of 
news and current affairs. Our lived experience of the news involves, I think, 
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a huge range of issues and dilemmas which may in fact require a radical, 
renewed sense of critical thinking itself.  

Baggini draws distinctly upon an analytic tradition of philosophy, 
which inevitably led me to consider some of the divisions between so-called 
analytic and continental philosophy. In this case where the subject under 
consideration is current affairs, I am inclined to think the different critical 
methods arising within these different perspectives do play distinct roles. For 
example, where continental philosophy meets with critical theory, the 
emphasis is upon an emancipatory philosophy.  This of course is the one 
model of philosophical engagement – the unifying model – that Baggini 
seems quick to dispose of.  Yet if we turn to the writings of European 
thinkers such as Benjamin, Sartre, Barthes, Lyotard, and Derrida, to name a 
few, there is evidently a mode of philosophy concerned specifically with the 
‘moment’ (with ‘current affairs’ as it were), or more technically aktualität – 
theirs is a critical philosophy alert to an action of critical thinking.  For 
example, Benjamin’s ‘Denkbild’, or Barthes’s ‘pleasure of the text’ are each 
a mode of literally re-reading, a reading that becomes perpetually a form of 
writing. The move is towards introducing the ‘body’ into thought, producing 
texts that enter, and not just reflect, upon a materialism of the world. Put 
another way, one might say these philosophical ‘texts’ operate more along 
the lines of literature, underpinning a culture of thinking.  Importantly (and 
despite much that is urged in secondary literature), there is much less of an 
emphasis upon a theoretical system of thinking; thinking is a matter of 
context, subjectivity, and tactics, and is an approach that generally leads to a 
cultural engagement that the analytical philosopher is less inclined to make.  
 Of course whatever direction one chooses in pursuing the 
philosophical life, a call for greater humility, explicit in Baggini’s writing, is 
most definitely of core importance. In Making Sense the philosophical 
approach is shown not simply to make better sense of the information 
presented in the news, but is also applied in order to reflect upon the ways in 
which our thinking structures our concerns, fears, and hopes. Baggini 
accepts, in many instances, the limitations of philosophy. In part this is to 
make clear how philosophy can work to open out all issues, even showing 
our limitations of knowledge, whether due to the failure of individuals, or 
simply due to ‘the way the world is’. At its close, this book asks questions of 
the discipline of philosophy and of its traditional philosophers. It asks too 
whether in fact we might become a philosophical person ourselves, someone 
who is willing to be informed, to consider all perspectives, a person who 
“treats their own views with as much scepticism as those of the people they 
read about”. A person that is “ready to subject any belief to rational scrutiny, 
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not as a game, but in order to understand more”. In a period of much 
uncertainty and purported ‘evil’, the need for greater reflection, intelligence, 
and humility could not be more wanting. At its heart this book contains key 
questions about how we respond to the media and the news of the world 
around us, reminding us that there can never be simple answers, but that 
greater precision is still worth attaining. Making Sense is a key primer to be 
recommended to anyone contemplating for the first time that perilous 
exercise ‘analyse de la situation’ in which we try to make sense of our 
‘current historical conjuncture’. 
 

 




