
The Giant Philosophy Paper Packet

This packet doesnÕt contain everything you need to know about writing. It doesnÕt even contain
everything you need to know about writing philosophy papers. But it should help you get started
writing your Þrst few philosophy papers. In it, youÕll Þnd the following:

(1) A summary of the criteria that I use to grade your papers

(2) A discussion of the writing process, especially for writing philosophy papers

(3) Some templates of a few basic types of philosophy paper

(4) A diagram illustrating the structure of a debate-type paper
Feel free to use this structure as the basis for your own papers in my class. (In fact,please
use this structure as the basis for your own papers in my class!)

(5) Some good examples of actual long response papers written by students who were taking my
class at the time
The Þrst paper is a good example of an interpretive-type paper. The second paper is a good
example of a debate-type paper. DonÕt worry so much about the content of these papers.
Instead, read them with these three questions in mind:

• How are these papers di!erent from the papers I wrote in high school or other college
classes?

• According to the six criteria, what do these papers do well?
• According to the six criteria, what could these papers do better?



Grading criteria

I grade your papers by looking at five factors. Each gets a rating between 1 (a D) and 4 (an A). I
then average these to determine your final grade. The list below has some of the most important
things I look for in each factor. It’s not exhaustive!

U Understanding and explanation

• Present ideas and arguments – both your own and those of others – in a precise, explicit,
and easy to understand way.

• Your interpretations of the views of others should be fair and accurate. Think twice
before attributing views to them which are obviously false.

• Present your own views using a definite thesis, supported by arguments and evidence.

• Give concrete examples to illustrate abstract claims.

D Debate and dialogue

• Don’t just summarize. A philosophy paper isn’t a book report. While you should
have some summary (see factor S), the summary is only one aspect of one part of your
whole paper. A paper that is all summary will not be accepted and will have

to be rewritten.

• Engage with all sides of the issue by considering both objections and replies. A

paper that does not do both will not be accepted and will have to be rewritten.

• Avoid the shotgun strategy! If you’re arguing against an author, give the single

best objection, stated clearly and fully developed. Don’t give 5,000 half-assed objec-
tions. Remember that the goal of philosophical dialogue is mutual understanding

and common ground, not rhetorically beating your opponent into submission.

• When you disagree with someone, adopt the Principle of Charity, and assume that
they are not crazy or stupid or evil, and do have reasons for their views.

O Originality

• Don’t just regurgitate the readings and lectures. I already know what the readings
say and what I say about them in class; I want to hear your take on things. That
also means don’t just summarize. When you do give a summary of a text or lecture,
give an active summary. For example, don’t just quote a sentence; also analyze the
sentence, and briefly explain what it means in your own terms.

• A paper that doesn’t say anything original will not be accepted and will have

to be rewritten.

• Support criticisms with arguments, not just assertions.

• When you agree with the readings, extend and adapt the ideas to novel situations and
critiques, don’t just say that you agree.

S Structure and organization

• Think of your paper as composed of four basic working parts:

– an introduction that prepares the reader for your paper,

– a summary and analysis of the ideas and arguments of others,

– an extended argument for your thesis, and

– a conclusion that summarises the major results of your paper.



• Your introduction should do only three things:

(1) put your paper into context by identifying the topic and relevant thinkers,

(2) go on to state your thesis, or the primary claim of your paper, and

(3) give a brief road map, outlining the plan you will use to argue for your thesis.

• Your introduction does not need and shouldn’t have a ‘hook’ or ‘grabber’ opening
sentence. Here are two good phrases to open a philosophy paper:

– ‘In [reading], [author] argues that . . . ’

– ‘In this paper, I argue that . . . ’

• Similarly, your conclusion should not make sweeping pronouncements about the
fate of the world. Just reiterate your primary claim and the plan of the paper.

• I recommend starting your summary with a reconstruction of the argument you’re dis-
cussing in premise-conclusion form. Use this reconstruction to help structure your
summary: ‘Longino thinks premise (1) is true because . . . . Next, Longino thinks premise
(2) is true because . . . .’

• In general, every part of your paper – every section, every paragraph, and every sentence
– should do exactly one thing, and your reader shouldn’t have to guess what that one
thing is.

M Mechanics and style

• Your paper should be free of spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors. Papers

with more than five mechanical errors may not be accepted and may have to

be rewritten.

• Make sure your paper satisfies the word count requirement.

• Keep your sentences short and to the point. Break up complex sentences into
several simpler sentences. Using active voice and first-person pronouns usually
simplifies sentence structure. And starting sentences with prepositions and con-

junctions is acceptable in philosophy.

• Don’t be wordy. Avoid using foreign words, unfamiliar or antiquated words, and long
words when short, familiar English words will do.

• For example:

Bad The move from a structuralist account in which capital is understood to structure
social relations in relatively homologous ways to a view of hegemony in which power
relations are subject to repetition, convergence, and rearticulation brought the ques-
tion of temporality into the thinking of structure, and marked a shift from a form of
Althusserian theory that takes structural totalities as theoretical objects to one in
which the insights into the contingent possibility of structure inaugurate a renewed
conception of hegemony as bound up with the contingent sites and strategies of the
rearticulation of power. (An infamously bad sentence from Judith Butler, discussing
the history of political philosophy and social science.)

Better As political philosophers and social scientists began to think about social rela-
tions as changing over time, they began to emphasize the di! erent ways social groups
struggle for power.

.



The writing process

Many students try to write their papers by just sitting down at the computer and typing whatever
they think. This is a sure-fire way to write a mediocre, if not horrible, paper. Think of writing
a paper like baking a cake or building a fence: the end result will be much better if you take the
time to prepare and plan out the project first. Here’s a procedure to follow for a debate-style long
response paper.

(0) Start early

You can’t bake a cake an hour before the birthday party starts. And you can’t write a decent
paper the same day it’s due. I recommend starting long responses about one week before
they’re due.

(1) Reconstruct the argument in the reading

One of the most common problems students have with philosophy papers is spending way
too much space on the summary. Reconstruct the argument you’re considering in premise-
conclusion form first, and use this as the basis for your summary and criticism.

(2) Formulate one objection to one part of the argument

Your paper should focus on the single best objection, not every complaint that came to mind
while you were doing the reading. Make your objection as precise as possible by putting it in
terms of the reconstructed argument: ‘I will argue that premise (2) of David Hume’s argument
is false.’

(3) Formulate a reply

Whether you agree or disagree with the author, it is absolutely necessary that you consider
both objections and replies.

(4) Write the summary and argument sections

Now that you have the general idea, fill in the details.

(5) Don’t be afraid to change your mind

Often, after thinking through both sides of the debate, you’ll realize the other side had a
stronger position than you thought. Don’t be afraid to switch sides or moderate your thesis:
‘While premise (2) of David Hume’s argument might appear false, I argue that it is actually
true.’

(6) Write the intro last

Since the intro summarizes your whole paper, there’s no reason to include it until you’re
almost done and know exactly what’s going to happen.

(7) Get a fresh pair of eyes

Ask someone – a tutor, a friend – with good writing skills to proofread your paper. Here are
two good questions to them ask: Are there any grammar or punctuation errors? Are there
any sentences or paragraphs that are unclear or confusing? Or, if you don’t want someone else
to read your work, set it aside for a day or two. When you come back to it, read it through
carefully, with those same two questions in mind.



So what am I going to write about?

You may not have had a writing assignment without a set prompt before. Here are some basic
types of philosophy paper – templates you can use for your long responses. This list isn’t exhaustive;
if you have another idea for your paper but aren’t sure if it would work, feel free to ask me for help!

Interpret The author says “[quotation]”. It’s not entirely clear what she or he means by this.
Here are some possibilities:

(1) p

(2) q

(3) r

In this paper, I’ll argue that p and q don’t really make sense; r seems to be the best interpre-
tation of what the author was trying to say.

If you had trouble understanding the reading, write an interpretive paper.

Debate The author gives the following argument:

(1) p

(2) q

∴ (3) r

But, I argue, this argument is unsound: q is actually false. (Or: A critic might challenge this
argument by claiming that q is actually false. But I’ll defend the author, and show how a
slight modification to q is actually true.) (Or: But p and q doesn’t support r as well as the
author thinks. These same reasons actually support a rival conclusion, s, even better.)

Extend The author defends their view, p, by examining a case C. p doesn’t quite work in a
somewhat di! erent case, D. I’ll describe D in more detail, and go on to show how a modified
version of p works in both C and D. (Or: I’ll consider di! erent ways the author might modify
p to accommodate D, and show how none of them really work.)

mailto:dhicks1@nd.edu


Example: The structure of a basic, debate-type paper

Introduction (1/2 page)

Context
Thesis

Roadmap

Summary & Analysis (1 page)

Reconstruction in premise-conclusion form
Evaluate validity
Identify most controversial premise

Argument (2-3 pages)

Best objection to controversial premise

Response to objection

Modified objection

Conclusion (1/2 page)

Thesis
Roadmap



Long Response: The Racial Contract (pgs. 62-89)

In his 1997 book The Racial Contract1, Charles W. Mills argues that Immanuel Kant, the 

Òmost important moral theorist of the past three hundred years,Ó is the father of both modern 

moral theory and modern racial theory (72).  In this paper, I will interpret and clarify MillsÕ claim 

regarding KantÕs involvement in the rise of modern racial theory.  First, I present a summary of 

the evidence Mills draws upon to make his claim.  Then, I analyze the conclusion Mills draws 

from his evidence, as it seems to imply additional, broader statements about KantÕs views on 

race.  I present four possible interpretations of MillsÕ conclusion. I go on to identify which are 

supported by the evidence Mills presents in the preceding pages.  I approach this task by 

presenting the four alternative interpretations, simultaneously explaining the flaws in each 

interpretation (if any).   I expose and explain flaws in two of the four possible interpretations of 

MillsÕ conclusion, deeming them invalid.  I explain why the third and fourth interpretations are 

correct and most accurately represent MillsÕ argument.  Ultimately, I conclude that Mills is 

implying that Nazi Germany borrowed ideals regarding a hierarchy of races from Kant, and that 

no additional claims about KantÕs feelings towards other races are made with this conclusion.

I start by introducing the evidence Mills presents to make his claim.  Mills begins by 

stating that Kant is Òwidely regarded as the most important moral theorist of the modern periodÓ 

and is Òin a sense the father of modern moral theoryÓ (70).  This claim itself is debatable, but for 

the purposes of analyzing MillsÕ argument, I assume it is true.  Next, Mills cites KantÕs 1775 

essay ÒThe Different Races of MankindÓ, referencing a section where, according to George 

Mosse, Kant posits that race is the Òfoundation of all physical appearance and human 

development, including intelligenceÓ (70).  This quote is significant to MillsÕ claim, as it brings 

to light that Kant is using race as an indicator of a humanÕs worth.  In the next paragraph, Mills 



cites a quote from KantÕs Observations on the Feelings of the Beautiful and Sublime where Kant 

states that the race of a person seems to be a clear indication of that personÕs mental capacities. 

Mills presents this information to further prove that Kant saw race as a determiner of a humanÕs 

worth.  Mills goes on in his next paragraph by introducing the reader to KantÕs idea of the Òcolor-

coded racial hierarchy of Europeans, Asians, Africans, and Native AmericansÓ (71).  Mills cites 

philosopher Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze who explains that Kant proposed that ÒwhitesÓ possess 

the most ÒtalentÓ of the races, followed sequentially by the Òyellow,Ó Òblack,Ó and finally the 

ÒredÓ race.

Citing the information I have restated in the last paragraph, Mills makes his first sub-

claim: Ò[F]ull personhood for Kant is actually dependent upon race.Ó  This claim is obviously 

true as is demonstrated by the evidence Mills presents.  Mills moves on to his next paragraph to 

state that Kant was the first to draw a distinction between the ÒHerrenvolkÓ and 

ÒUntermenschenÓ (master race, and sub human, respectively).  Mills is quick to point out that the 

ideology of the Nazi regime in Germany drew from this idea.  Mills reaches his conclusion at the 

end of the same paragraph: ÒModern moral theory and modern racial theory have the same father 

[Kant]Ó (72).

As I previously stated, the context of MillsÕ claim that Kant is the father of modern moral 

and racial theory is misleading, because the juxtaposition of this claim with statements about 

Nazi Germany might imply additional claims about KantÕs racial views.  Mills compares KantÕs 

involvement with the ideas of race with the ideals of Nazi Germany.  Historically, the leaders and 

supporters of the Nazi regime such as Hermann Goering, Rudolf Hess, and most notably Adolf 

Hitler took racism to extremes, asserting the superiority of the self-invented ÒAyran raceÓ over 

that of Jews and other racial minorities.  Someone who supports the views and actions of the 



Nazi party would argue that not only the persecution, but the extermination of the 

“Untermenschen” should be encouraged.  Some may believe Mills is declaring Kant to also be a 

blatant racist who believes non-white “Untermenschen” should be ethnically cleansed.  This is 

first of possible interpretations of Mills’ conclusion.  Upon further analysis of Mill’s claims, 

though, it is clear that Mills is not attributing the aforementioned Nazi views to Kant.   Mill’s 

ensures the reader that Kant would not encourage the obviously racist actions of Nazi Germany 

with his statement “One needs to distinguish theory from actual practice, of course, and I’m not 

saying that Kant would have endorsed genocide” (72).  Therefore, interpreting Mill’s statement 

“Modern moral theory and modern racial theory have the same father” as a claim that Kant 

supports the genocide of who he deems subhuman is incorrect.

 Even if Mills believes Kant would not have endorsed genocide, Mills never explicitly 

denies that Kant has a deep-seated hatred for the races he considers subhuman.  Another 

interpretation of Mills’ statement (the second interpretation I will discuss) includes the 

assumption that Kant is a personal racist. I will take personal racism to mean personal feelings 

of hatred towards a human race (this is the infamous mindset that surrounded racists during the 

1960’s civil rights movement in the United States).  Reading Mills tie the ideas of Kant’s 

thoughts on a racial hierarchy to the race-related thoughts of the Nazis seems to promote the idea 

of Kant’s personal racism.  Upon closer inspection of Mill’s argument, though, one finds that 

Mills does state that Kant believed in a racial hierarchy, but he neither states nor denies the 

existence of Kant’s personal racism.  Therefore, it is incorrect to assume that Mills is attributing 

a personally racist view to Kant.

What then, is Mills implying about Kant’s views on subhuman races when he says 

“Modern moral theory and modern racial theory have the same father”?  While Mills does not 



argue either way for Kant’s personal racism, he does suggest that Kant believed that the “white” 

race is superior to other races.  This claim (the third interpretation I will discuss) is clearly 

supported by quotes and interpretations of Kant’s writings that Mills provides.  Although he says 

that Kant’s views on race are the foundation of the Nazi idea of “Herrenvolk and 

Untermenschen,” Mills does not draw any additional ties between the ideas of Kant and the ideas 

of the Nazis.  It seems that Mills is simply stating that the idea of one race being superior to 

others is an idea that Nazi Germany borrowed from Kant (and not implying that Kant had any 

additional ties with the racist views of the Nazi regime).  Therefore, when Mills juxtaposes Kant 

with the ideas of Nazi Germany, one should not conclude that Mills is attempting to make any 

additional correlations between the two (the fourth and final interpretation).  

In this paper, I have interpreted the conclusion “Modern moral theory and modern racial 

theory have the same father [Kant]” made by Charles W. Mills on page 72 of his book The 

Racial Contract.  I presented the evidence Mills draws upon to make this conclusion, then stated 

his conclusion.  Then, I deemed Mills’ conclusion in need of clarification because it is unclear if 

Mills is implying additional claims in his conclusion.  I presented four interpretations of what 

Mill’s conclusion may be stating, and then concluded two of the interpretations are false. I 

conclude that the remaining interpretations are the correct way to interpret Mill’s conclusion. 

Ultimately, I conclude that Mills is implying that Nazi Germany borrowed ideals regarding a 

hierarchy of races from Kant, and that no additional claims about Kant’s feelings towards other 

races are made with this conclusion.
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Long Response to Daniel Sarewitz’s Article “Curing Climate Backlash”

In his article “Curing Climate Backlash,” Daniel Sarewitz argues for political progress 

rather than scientific progress for effective action on climate change and formulating policy.  In 

this paper, I first analyze Sarewitz’s article, exposing key points and clarifying his argument.  I 

present the entirety of his argument in premise- conclusion format along with his idea of a policy 

that promotes effective action. I argue that his argument is both valid and sound, but his vague 

conclusion could be much stronger with a stipulation.  I identify this vagueness, propose my 

stipulation, then address what Sarewitz’s counter would be.  Finally, I conclude by refuting his 

counter and arguing that he should include my proposed stipulation in his conclusion.

First, I will summarize and clarify Sarewitz’s argument.  According to Sarewitz, the 

current policy agenda regarding climate change entails short-term economic costs for “long term 

and highly uncertain” benefits.   This proves to create a division between the two political 

parties.  Traditionally, conservatives do not support major wealth transfers in government 

policies and do not believe the government has the ability to change citizens’ behaviors in order 

to achieve the government’s aims.  Therefore, any climate science that supports a policy that 

requires major wealth transfers or the changing of citizens’ behaviors becomes suspicious. 

Conservatives will then use this suspicion to present the evidence as “shoddy” and “dishonest,” 

deviating from scientific certainty.  They undervalue the validity of the scientific facts and 

evidence. On the other hand, supporters of the climate policy regime “[count] on science to 

deliver progressively greater certainty about the reality and consequences of climate change.”  In 

other terms, those who support drastic action against climate change use scientific evidence that 

appears to progressively become truer/less uncertain.  When no progress is being made, they 
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become more insistent, substantiating their claim with more overly distorted facts and claiming 

that the science only supports their “side.”  They overvalue the validity of the scientific facts and 

evidence.  Sarewitz illustrates that on each side, the same scientific evidence for climate change 

is present.  It is “plenty good enough to support action.”  However, it is being adapted to fit each 

side’s policies.  The science is therefore viewed as indecisive by both the politicians and the 

public due to the opposing political views on climate policy.  Because the science is viewed as 

indecisive, a result of “bad politics,” policy against climate change is not as effective. 

After clarifying the first four premises of Sarewitz’s argument, I will now present the 

entirety of his argument in premise-conclusion form:

1) Conservatives portray deviation from scientific certainty as evidence against climate 

change.

2) Supporters of the climate policy regime “[count] on science to deliver progressively 

greater certainty about the reality and consequences of climate change.”

3) Science alone can decisively support climate policy only after fundamental political 

differences have been resolved.

4) The fundamental political differences cannot be resolved (1,2).

5) !Science alone cannot decisively support climate policy (3,4).

6)!Climate policy requires better politics, not just better science, to support it. (5)

Sarewitz goes on further to present his idea of a better climate policy.  Instead of the current 

short-term economic cost that entails long-term benefits policy, he argues for a policy with short-
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term costs entailing short-term benefits, citing examples such as those in New York City and 

China.  The short-term benefits include “reducing vulnerabilities to climate impacts and 

increasing security and wealth.” This, he portrays, will satisfy the needs of both the 

conservatives and the liberals while ensuring action against climate change.  

Sarewitz’s claims, I argue, are both valid and sound.  All of his premises support his 

conclusion.  However, there exists a problem with his conclusion, particularly its vagueness 

when referring to “better politics.”  Throughout the course of the article, Sarewitz repeatedly 

says that effective action against climate change requires better politics. But what exactly does 

that entail?  Ideally, the short-term cost, short-term gain, bipartisan policy will arise from it, but 

how? Sarewitz provides no answer to these questions other than a hypothetical situation where 

an “imaginative” politician will be “courageous” enough to create a truly bipartisan climate 

policy.  But even he says this is not very likely to happen, especially since bipartisanship has not 

worked thus far. So how can we satisfy the conservatives and the liberals on this issue while still 

combatting the climate crisis?

What I believe the main concern here is that the opposing sides are too focused on the 

debate of the validity of the scientific evidence.  Each viewpoint, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, misconstrues the evidence and these misinterpretations then shape their policies. 

One can call this “bad politics” because it results in a short-term gain, long term-benefit policy 

that proves to be politically divisive and results in a stalemate.  But if the conservatives and 

liberals come to a consensus about the facts or science behind climate change, this would entitle 

“better politics” than the politics that are happening now.  Currently, as more scientific 

knowledge becomes available to us about the causes and consequences of the climate crisis, it 

appears that the debate becomes more trivial. The majority of the time, we hear politicians like 
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Glenn Beck and Al Gore arguing with each other over whether or not climate change is even 

happening rather than what needs to be done.  By creating a unbiased model or models (like 

Perterson argues) that both parties can agree on, it eliminates any misinterpretations and 

ultimately prevents the science from being adapted to fit each party’s argument.  This would 

allow the opportunity for more effective policy and advancement in our struggle with this crisis. 

Sarewitz’s conclusion of requiring better politics for effective climate policy should therefore 

require a stipulation.  “Better politics” must refer to the bipartisan initiative to come to a 

consensus about the validity of the scientific evidence before politicians make policy.  This 

would make his conclusion much stronger.

However, Sarewitz would counter this claim by focusing mainly on premises 3 and 4 of 

his argument. If science alone can decisively support climate policy only after fundamental 

political differences have been resolved, and the fundamental political differences have been 

resolved then it would be concluded that science alone can support climate policy.  This would 

negate his conclusion.  He would argue that this is a situation involving “value-free” science, or 

science without interference of political values.  This is highly unlikely as it is almost impossible 

to eliminate the influence of politics in the debate over the climate crisis.  Sarewitz would also 

say that the accumulated knowledge about the climate crisis does support each conflicting 

political viewpoint like Longino’s pluralism. Therefore, it would be harder to come to a 

consensus over which facts are true and which ones should be used in establishing policy.

I disagree with Sarewitz’s counter.  In addressing his latter statement, it is important to 

note that increased knowledge can lead to science supporting different political values in some 

cases.  In the case of the climate crisis, I do not believe this is so. The pure evidence given from 

climatologists (and not delivered to the public from politicians) points towards an increasing 
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trend of temperatures due to the increased burning of fossil fuels, a clear sign of climate change. 

How then, can it support the people who argue that climate change isn’t even occurring? 

Because the science that is being used by each side is misconstrued, it does not accurately reflect 

the true facts and therefore cannot support both sides. Politicians need to acknowledge this in 

order to make any effective, long-lasting policy against climate change. In regards to his former 

claim, while he says the political differences have been resolved, they actually are still standing. 

While the opposing sides may have come to terms on the science aspect shaping their policies, 

the differences in views on economics and course of action are still existent.  Politics are 

involved, for instance, deciding on the right balance between short-term costs for the 

conservatives and long-term benefits for the liberals.  By concluding the debate over the validity 

of the science (what I refer to as “better politics”), it allows for more opportunity to take 

effective action by being one step closer to creating policy.  Therefore, I conclude that the 

stipulation added to Sarewitz’s conclusion is necessary.

In this paper, I presented Sarewitz’s argument that effective policy against climate change 

requires better politics rather than just better science.  I clarified the premises and his idea of a 

short-term cost, short-term gain policy. I claimed that his argument is both valid and sound, but 

his conclusion was too vague because he did not specify what “better politics” meant.  I 

proposed that better politics should refer to the bipartisan initiative to come to a consensus about 

the validity of the scientific evidence before politicians make policy.  I created what Sarewtiz’s 

counter would be, noting “value-free” science and Longino’s pluralism. Finally, I concluded by 

refuting the notions in his counter, arguing that he should include my proposed stipulation in his 

conclusion because it would make his conclusion stronger, leading to effective action against 

climate change.


