PAPER GUIDELINES

I will evaluate papers under three headings:  as a piece of writing, as evidence of understanding some philosophical position, and as an attempt at a convincing argument.

WRITING 

Mechanics:

· Avoid grammar mistakes, of course. A sentence fragment is the most serious grammar mistake I usually encounter. This occurs when a dependent clause is  punctuated as though it were a complete sentence (e.g. WRONG: “Rawls’s arguments for his principles of justice are convincing.  Although in practice these principles will be difficult to implement.”)  

· I consider it OK to use first and second person pronouns (e.g. I, you, etc.).  I also don’t mind if you split infinitives (e.g. “...to boldly go...”) or end a sentence with a preposition.  (If there is an easy way to avoid these, though, do so.)

· If you use someone’s exact words, enclose them in quotation marks and give a reference (include a page number!).  If you paraphrase someone’s ideas without using their exact words, don’t use quotation marks, but still give a reference with a page number.  I’m not picky as to the form of references (e.g. footnote or parenthetical), so long as you are consistent and give the necessary information. 

Style:

· Be wary of ambiguity and vagueness. One way to avoid these is by providing examples (I love examples!), since examples show what implications your claims have for our everyday lives.  Also, avoid technical terms or jargon if you can.  If you must use a technical term, be careful to explain it.

· I regard a paper’s substance more highly than its entertainment-value.  The aim is first and foremost for you to display your original thoughts on a subject, not to display your wit.  Note, too, that while sarcasm has its place in everyday life, it rarely works well in papers.  One can still be interesting without being sarcastic.

· Make your sentence structure clear (e.g. by keeping related words and phrases together).  Avoid unnecessarily complex and long sentences, but vary structures occasionally so that the style is not monotonous.  Also avoid an overly conversational tone (e.g. “And so after I read this statement, I began to think to myself that...”).

· While it is fine to disagree strongly with a position, refrain from caricaturing your opponents (e.g. don’t simply dismiss a writer on the left as a “bleeding heart liberal” or one on the right as a “fascist”).

Organization:

· Introduce the topic and your own position near the beginning of your paper.

· A good paragraph should have a central point, properly emphasized (usually stated in the first or second sentence), and its parts should be related to that point.  If your paragraphs run more than three-quarters of a page in length, they probably need to be broken into more coherent units.

· Be sure the flow of ideas from one paragraph to the next is clear.

· End on a concluding note; the reader should not be left expecting more.  A brief  summary of your arguments is usually effective in this regard. 

UNDERSTANDING

· Assume your audience has neither read the article you are discussing nor heard the professor’s lectures.  Identify the author’s central claims, and support your interpretation with explicit textual references that include a page number.  Check to be sure you have not overlooked an alternative interpretation which better fits the author’s actual words.  When more than one interpretation seems to fit the author’s actual words, be charitable and choose the interpretation that attributes to the author the most intelligent or sensible ideas.

· Philosophers often use technical terms (or use familiar terms in special ways).  Be sure you understand what the philosopher means by any term which seems to play an important role in the argument.

· Try to identify the structure of the author’s argument for her central claims.  Which claims are fundamental and which are derived from others?  What assumptions is she making?  How are those assumptions related to her conclusion?

ARGUMENT

General Advice:
· As far as possible, avoid simply asserting your beliefs (e.g. don’t just declare “I believe abortion is murder” and leave it at that).  The goal is to attend to the author’s reasons for his view, and to offer reasons for your own view which stand a chance of convincing a reasonable opponent.

· A good paper should contain some original thought.  I do not want a book report that simply describes an author’s views.  Don’t read an article and think, “This is an exciting article.  I understand it. I think it’s clear and exactly right.  I’ll write my paper about this.”  In this case the author has done the work for you—there’s nothing new for you to add.  A good student paper will either present a novel argument (or a novel application of an argument) or offer some new thought on someone else’s argument.  Examples of the latter type are papers that describe a damaging problem with an author’s argument, or papers that describe a potential problem but then show how to overcome this problem.  

· Exploring one or two small ideas thoroughly is better than, say, trying to present a full theory of morality in six pages.  Resist the temptation to give The Final Word on an issue.   I don’t expect you to do this; there is a limit to what I can reasonably expect you to do in so short a space.

Analyzing an Argument:

· You should ask yourself whether you think the author’s conclusions really follow from the assumptions he makes.  Are there assumptions which are not explicit in the article, but seem to be needed to make its argument go through?  Does the author unwittingly use the same word in more than one sense?

· Are the author’s assumptions reasonable ones? If assumptions about what certain words mean seem to be crucial to the argument, do those assumptions square with your understanding of the language? If they are empirical assumptions, do they square with your experience or with things you might have learned from other reading?  (I don’t require you to do background research for your paper, but if you cite statistics in opposition to an author’s claim, or relate some event that is not common knowledge, you must give a reference.)

· A good philosopher will usually try to state fairly the most persuasive objection(s) to her thesis that she can think of, in order to reply.  Look out for these objections.  Ask yourself whether the author’s reply really meets the objection (and if it does, whether the objection could have been stated more forcefully).

· Are there plausible objections which the author fails to consider?  If so, can they be met, or do they damage the author’s argument?  Are there alternative solutions the author overlooks? Are the author’s claims vague?  If so, can they be expressed more precisely, or does the argument’s surface appeal vanish when the claims are made concrete?  

Pitfalls to Avoid


Avoid insubstantial criticisms.  In his textbook Reason and Argument, Richard Feldman discusses several types of insubstantial criticisms.
  The paragraphs that follow are adapted from his discussion.


Sometimes a premise is criticized simply by saying, “Well, that might not be true.”  Merely expressing the possibility that a premise is false, however, is not an adequate criticism of the premise.  In criticizing a premise as unacceptable, you should offer your reader specific reasons to think the premise really is false, or reasons to think that it is best to suspend judgment rather than accept the premise.


Avoid “argument stoppers.”  Argument stoppers are rhetorical questions such as “Who’s to say that that’s true?” or statements such as “That’s just a subjective judgment.”  These criticisms are too diffuse to be effective.  Perhaps people who make such statements dimly perceive some more specific criticism that might be made, but if that is so, they should make the effort to express this more specific criticism.


Additionally, before you criticize a premise for being vague, stop and reflect on the fact that not all words or phrases subject to some vagueness are unacceptable.  For example, the sentence “Wealthy people typically have fewer financial anxieties than poor people” contains vague terms, for the borderline between wealthy and non-wealthy people, and between poor and non-poor people, is fuzzy.  The sentence, however, is meaningful enough to be evaluated as true or false.  I advise you to reject a premise as unacceptably vague only if the author’s meaning is fuzzy for a significant range of cases, not just borderline cases.  For instance, suppose an author writes that “Religious principles should not influence government action because they don’t comport with objective public rationality.”  If the author does not explain what “comport with objective public rationality” means, a charge of vagueness would be appropriate.


A good test you can use to determine whether your criticism is substantial is to consider how a reasonable defender of the argument would respond to it.  If the defender would acknowledge that he or she needs to revise the argument significantly or even give it up entirely, then the criticism is a good one.  If the defender could escape the criticism simply by clarifying or making minor changes to the argument, then you should not think your criticism defeats the argument.  Instead you should ask, “What criticism could I make against this clarified or slightly revised argument?”  For instance, consider an argument with the premise, “No one enjoys pain.”  You could point out that some people are masochists who enjoy pain.  You shouldn’t reject the argument solely on the basis of this observation, however, for although the observation is true, it is not a weighty criticism.  The author could revise the premise to read “With the exception of a few special cases, no one enjoys pain.” With this revised premise, the argument would probably be able to reach much the same conclusion as it originally did.  You would then need to ask whether you could criticize this revised argument.

� Richard Feldman, Reason and Argument (Englewood, Cliffs, NJ:  Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1993), 187–191.






