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Helpful Hints for doing Philosophy Papers 
 

(1) The standard sort of philosophy paper is what is called an “explicative/critical” paper. It 
consists of four parts: (i) an introduction (usually one paragraph); (ii) an explication of some 
philosophical argument or doctrine: (iii) some critical remarks; and (iv) a conclusion (also 
usually one paragraph). The explicatory and critical parts together make up the body of the 
paper, and the proportion of explication to criticism is approximately as follows: two-thirds of 
the body of the paper devoted to explication, one-third to criticism. Critical remarks may be 
either positive or negative; that is, they may either defend and extend the explicated argument or 
doctrine, or else attack it. 

 
(2) The main virtue of a first-rate explicative/critical philosophy paper is clarity; there is no 
need to strive for profundity in a paper of this sort (the doctrines or arguments being studied will 
provide a more-than-sufficient supply of profundity). The best way to attain clarity is by trying 
hard to avoid unclarity in your explication and criticism. Unclarity typically has two distinct 
forms: superficiality, and sloppiness. Explicative superficiality consists in either the failure to 
give sufficient detail and supporting references when explicating doctrines or arguments, or else 
in failing to explain doctrines carefully in your own words. Critical superficiality consists in 
either merely accepting the philosopher’s arguments or doctrines without scrutiny, or else in 
being unfairly negatively critical (see also (4)). Both explicative and critical sloppiness consists 
simply in poor organization of the points you want to make. The logically coherent ordering of 
points is extremely important and will determine the cogency of your overall account. 

 
(3) An argument or doctrine is best positively criticized by responding to an actual or imaginary 
critic of the philosopher being studied. In defending the philosopher, the critic is used as a foil 
for bringing out or reinforcing the most important features of that philosopher’s position. 

 
(4) An argument or doctrine can be negatively criticized in two ways: by attacking the truth of 
one or more of its premises, or by attacking the validity of inferences from those premises. 
Either is sufficient to show that the argument is unsound. Charity should always be exercised in 
negative criticism: assume that the philosopher being studied is extremely clever and will 
always use the strongest possible argument consistent with her assumptions to defend any claim 
she makes; then attack only that argument. Then try to imagine what the philosopher might say 
in response to your counterargument. Does your counterargument stand up to the imagined 
response? If not, then you had better strengthen your counterargument. 

 
(5) Do as many rough drafts as you can possibly manage, given the usual constraints on time 
and energy. Above all, seek answers to your questions, and comments and criticism on 
successive drafts, from the instructor. 
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Essay Checklist 

I. Introduction 

1. Is my introduction concise? Yes __ No __  
2. Does it contain a clear statement of my main thesis? Yes __ No __  
3. Does it indicate very briefly my main line of argument? Yes __ No __  
4. Does it explain the overall structure of my essay? Yes __ No __  

II. Logical and Perspicuous Structure 

1. Is my essay organized into sections in a logical fashion? Yes __ No __  
2. Have I made the overall structure of my essay clear by using informative 
headings for sections? Yes __ No __  

III. Offering of Reasons 

1. Have I set out an argument (or at most two arguments) to provide reasons 
for thinking that my thesis is true? Yes __ No __  
2. Have I made all of my premises clear and explicit? Yes __ No __  
3. Have I developed my argument in a full and detailed way, so that all of my  
reasoning is clear to the reader? Yes __ No __  

IV. Consideration of Objections to my Arguments 

1. Have I carefully set out the most important objection to each of my arguments? Yes __ No __  
2. Have I then responded, in a careful way, to that objection (or objections)? Yes __ No __  

V. Consideration of Objections to my Thesis 

1. Have I considered the most important objection against the thesis that  
I am defending? Yes __ No __  
2. Have I responded carefully to that objection? Yes __ No __  

VI. Setting Out Arguments, Objections, and Responses 

1. Is every argument, every objection, and every response that I set out always 
contained in a separate paragraph? Yes __ No __  
2. Is every objection that I consider always followed immediately, in a separate 
paragraph, by a response? Yes __ No __  

VII. Dispassionate and Unemotional Discussion 

1. Have I made use of emotionally charged language? Yes __ No __  
2. Is my discussion dispassionate and fair throughout? Yes __ No __  

VIII. Overall Clarity and Conciseness 

1. Is my writing clear and straightforward, and concise? Yes __ No __  
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Abbreviations Used in Grading Papers 

What follows is a list of typical marginal comments on style, spelling, and argument-form. You can employ it as a 
“checklist” for the proper mechanics of paper-preparation (but the preceding page is better and more explicit about 
what to check before submission of any paper). Most importantly, the use of these abbreviations simply speeds up 
the grading process and allows more time and space for comments on the content of your arguments or analyses. 

 
AGR Lack of agreement in number, gender, or tense 

 
AWK Awkward; ill-sounding or ungrammatical construction 

 
CIT No citation or improper citation; footnote or page reference required 

CN Inappropriate contraction: please write out the entire phrase 

D This symbol or word should be deleted 
 

EX This term or phrase is not self-explanatory: please explicate it 

INF Split infinitive 

ME  Please be more explicit; give more details 
 

MS More support needed; this claim requires more defense than you give it 

NP! Nice point!; an interesting remark or persuasive argument 

NS Non-sequitur; this claim does not follow from its premises 

NT  I question the truth of this claim 

PG Start a new paragraph here 
 

RF The referent of this word is not obvious: please disambiguate 

RP Repetitious or redundant 

SE Sentence error; a sentence fragment or run-on sentence 

SP Spelling error 

TC Word or phrase is too colloquial; slang 

AL  This sentence is too long: break it up 

UN  Unclear meaning 

VA Too vague: please be more precise 

WW Wrong or clumsy choice of words 

X Apparent typographical error 
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A Very Brief Survey of Informal Logic 
 

(1) All philosophy--indeed, rational inquiry of any sort--is carried out by means of 
argumentation. Informal logic is the study of argumentation. 

 
(2) A statement is an indicative sentence uttered or written and asserted by someone. An 
argument is a series of statements or assertions (the premises) put forward by a speaker or writer 
with the intention of establishing another statement (the conclusion) through one or more steps 
of inference. 

 
(3) An inference is how a speaker or writer relates the premises of an argument to its 
conclusion. An inference can be either good or bad. A good inference is called “valid.” An 
inference is valid when it is such that no inference of that form can lead from true premises to a 
false conclusion. We might call this valuable property of an inference “truth-preservation.” 

 
(4) A bad argument is called “invalid.” An inference is invalid when it is such that some 
inference of that form can lead from true premises to a false conclusion. An invalid form of 
inference is called a “formal fallacy.” Formal fallacies are not truth-preserving. 

 
(5) Arguments as a whole can be either good or bad. A good argument is called “sound.” A 
sound argument is an argument in which all of the premises are true, and all of its inference- 
steps are valid. A sound argument has the following valuable feature: Since validity implies 
that one can never go from true premises to false conclusions, and since all of the premises are 
true, in a sound argument the conclusion must be true. We might call this valuable property of 
an argument “the truth-guarantee.” 

 
(6) A bad argument is called “unsound.” An argument is unsound either when not all of its 
premises are true, or when some of its inferences are invalid, or both. Unsound arguments do 
not possess the truth-guarantee. 

 
(7) I have said already that informal logic is the study of argumentation. More specifically, it is 
the analysis of arguments. Argument-analysis has three parts: (1) identification or recognition 
of an argument; (2) reconstruction of an argument; and (3) evaluation or criticism of an 
argument. 

 
(8) The main issue of argument-identification is the following: looking at a piece of writing, or 
listening to a stretch of speech, how are you to tell whether an argument is taking place or not? 

 
(9) The first consideration is to look for statement-indicators such as `I assert that’ or `I believe 
that’. This will tell you that statements are being made. 

 
(10) The second consideration is to look for premise-indicators such as `because...’, `for...’, 
`since...’, `the reason being that...’, and `follows from the fact that...’ (there are others as well). 
This will tell you that premises or reasons are being put forward in support of some conclusion. 
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(11) The third consideration is to look for conclusion-indicators such as `therefore...’, `so...’, 
`hence...’, `thus...’, `I conclude that...’, `consequently...’ and so-on. This will tell you, of course, 
that conclusions are being drawn from the premises. 

 
(12) The fourth consideration is to realize that language can be used in ways other than to make 
statements or arguments-for example, to express emotion, to issue commands, make promises, 
ask questions, and make wishes (there are many others). Sometimes one of these other uses of 
language masquerades as an argument or part of an argument, so you will have to be sensitive to 
the nuances of the speaker’s or writer’s intentions. 

 
(13) The fifth consideration is that people, even when arguing, do not always state explicitly 
everything they mean. For that reason there will often be implicit premises or an implicit 
conclusion which the speaker or writer expects you to be able to fill in on your own. 

 
(14) Once you have identified an argument, you are already moving into the domain of 
argument-reconstruction. The best way to reconstruct an argument is to write out an argument- 
schema, numbering the premises and flagging the conclusion. 

 
(15) When doing this you will come to realize that in most written texts and verbal arguments, 
the best way of reconstructing the argument is usually not the same way that the arguer has put it 
forward. You will also realize that most arguments have intermediate conclusions, which 
themselves function as premises for the main conclusion. 

 
(16) Also, any given premise may have further reasons or evidence to back it up, and this should 
be also indicated in your argument-schema. 

 
(17) If you have successfully identified and reconstructed an argument, then you can move on to 
evaluate and criticize it. As we have seen already, a good argument must be sound (=true 
premises + valid inferences). So there are two basic ways of criticizing/evaluating an argument: 
testing the truth of the premises; and testing the validity of the inferences. 

 
(18) In testing the truth of premises, you will have to decide whether the premise in question has 
sufficient support for its truth. Has any evidence been supplied by the arguer for her claim, and 
is that evidence compelling? If no evidence has been supplied, then you will have to decide 
whether the truth of the premise is so obvious as to need no special support, or whether there is a 
reasonable hope of supplying sufficient support. If not, then the premise can be rejected. 

 
(19) In testing the validity of the inferences, you will have first to decide whether their forms are 
valid or invalid (this is part of the task of formal logic, which I will not go into here). All 
inferences possessing invalid forms (formal fallacies) are to be rejected. 

 

(20) But just because an argument has a valid form does not mean that it will establish the 
conclusion in question. For valid forms can be misapplied to the subject-matter at hand. A 
misapplication of a valid inference-form to the subject-matter is called an “informal fallacy.” 



(21) In identifying, reconstructing, and evaluating/criticizing an argument, charity must be 
exercised at every stage. The aim of informal logic is not to destroy your opponent’s argument 
by any means: that is sophistry (debating tricks). The aim of informal logic is to bring out 
argument-structure with an eye on the truth. 

 
(22) So you want to be as fair as possible to your arguer in order to see the rationale behind 
what she is saying (that is, to understand the point of her remarks) and to see whether what she 
says--on its most favorable construal--stands up to the way things really are (to assess the truth 
or falsity of what she says). 

 
(23) Since we all care about understanding other people and about the truth (although of course 
that is not all we care about), informal logic cannot help being important to you. 
--Not to mention that its study will improve your ability to understand and criticize arguments in 
every academic discipline! 

 
(24) The preceding remarks are meant to provide only the barest of outlines of informal logic. 
Each remark needs to be supplemented with explanations and examples. Please ask the 
instructor or your teaching assistant for clarification. Moreover, many books have been written 
on this subject and are easily available at the library. But here is a particularly good one: Alec 
Fisher, The Logic of Real Arguments (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988). This 
book also contains a helpful brief appendix on formal logic. 
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