
Paper 1:

You will write a paper on one of the two topics presented below. You are limited to 1600 words, 
with a 100 word margin of error (i.e., your grade will be affected if you are not between 
1500-1700 words). Use standard conventions: standard fonts, 12 pt, double spaced, title, etc. 
Please use footnotes to cite and always give page numbers when relevant. Your paper must 
include the following sections:

1. A short introduction, giving your explicit thesis somewhere in the first paragraph. 
Remember that a thesis tells your reader exactly what you will be arguing. A good thesis 
also alludes to why or how you will make that argument. (Note: as is clear from our 
readings, the use of first-personal pronouns and meta-language in philosophy is fine; for 
example, feel free to use phrases like, “In this paper I will argue...” or “I will first 
show...next, I will consider...” etc.)

2. An argument section, where you give any necessary background information (for 
example, the relevant argument(s) of the philosopher you’re examining), and then spend 
most of your time articulating your own argument. For example, perhaps you want to 
criticize a premise in one philosopher’s argument. If that were the case, you would need 
to explain that philosopher’s argument to your reader, but would then spend the bulk of 
your time trying to convince your reader why the premise in question should be rejected. 
You may have more than one argument. If you’re criticizing someone’s specific 
argument, make sure you state what the implications are of your argument (e.g., does 
this mean the other philosopher is completely wrong, or merely slightly off? Does your 
criticism have broader implications? etc.)

3. An objection and response section, where you consider objections to your argument. For 
example, if you spent most of your time in section 2 trying to convince your reader that 
premise two of Singer’s argument is wrong, then you need to consider objections to 
YOUR argument(s) that premise two is bad, and not objections to premise two. This is 
just as true if you’re trying to defend Singer – consider objections to your argument, not 
Singer’s.

4. A conclusion, where you reiterate your main points, showing how your thesis was 
supported. You might also want to articulate questions still to be answered in the wake of 
your argument, discuss further implications, or further contextualize what you’ve argued.

Some of you will have a creative itch and want to invest stylistic flare (think Nussbaum). That’s 
fine. Utterly dry is fine too (think Rawls). Also, you do not need to be absolutely rigid with the 
above. For example, rather than having clearly defined sections 2 & 3, you might want to 
intermix them, positing various objections as you develop your actual argument. What’s critical 
is that I can clearly identify a specific thesis at the beginning, that you in fact defend that thesis 
with your own original arguments, and that in doing so you consider various objections to what 
you’re saying.

Here are the possible topics:

1. We’ve looked at several different approaches to and theories of what justice is. Take a 
stand with regard to one of these. For example, explain Rawls’s approach and two 
principles of justice, and then argue in favor of or against them; or articulate An-Na’im’s 
approach and claims concerning justice and human rights, and then argue in favor or 
against it. Given the brevity of this paper, you will not be able to give an in-depth 



discussion or evaluation of any overall approach or theory of justice. Instead, narrow in 
on one specific argument and evaluate it.

2. Peter Singer argues that we ought to prevent some absolute poverty. Evaluate this 
claim. You may attack his premises or conclusion, or you may defend his argument from 
a potential attack. Be sure you read carefully the objections and responses he lists – not 
only would it be embarrassing, but you will lose points if you repeat an objection or 
defense that Singer already gives. On the other hand, you may want to further develop 
one of the objections he considers – and then either use that more developed objection 
to criticize him, or else give a more adequate response.

3. Select your own topic: find a specific argument being made by one of the authors we’ve 
read and discussed in Unit I, and propose your own paper topic. Email me for approval.

 


