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"RITIN' A )ORAL PHILO.OPHY PAPER1 .O)E HINT. 
 
23  )a5e sure :ou understand t?e @uestion or topic as posed3  If t?e @uestion contains 
ambiguous or t?eoretical termsI eJplain clearl: K?at :ou understand b: an: suc? terms 
K?en :ou first use t?em3  As51 "?atLs t?e point of t?e @uestionM  "?at underl:ing issue 
or issues is t?e @uestion calling on :ou to addressM 
 
N3  OnoK K?at course materials--readingsI ?andoutsI lecturesI etc3--are relevant to t?e 
@uestion as :ou understand it3 
 
R3  If t?e @uestion as5s :ou to interpret a course readingI be c?aritable3  A c?aritable 
interpretation of an argument in a teJt renders t?e argument as strong and plausible as it 
can be under t?e constraint of compatibilit: Kit? t?e Kords of t?e teJt3  A c?aritable 
revision or reconstruction of an argument c?anges t?e argument so t?at it is stronger 
t?an it Kas as presented b: aut?orI :et t?e revised argument is consistent Kit? t?e 
aut?orLs fundamental assumptions3  An unc?aritable interpretation of an argument 
renders t?at argument Kea5er t?an it Kould turn out to be on an alternative 
interpretation t?at fits t?e teJt e@uall: Kell or better3  SAn unfriendl: interpretation or 
revision of an argumentI compared to some standard interpretationI renders t?e 
argument stronger and more plausible from t?e interpreterLs standpointI but not from t?e 
aut?orLs3  T?e ultimate merit of an unfriendl: interpretation or revision ?inges on t?e 
merits of t?e standpoint from K?ic? it is made3T 
 
U3  In developing :our position on an issueI 5eep in mind K?at an intelligent opponent 
Kould sa: in response3 
Tr: to ma5e :our position responsive to :our opponentLs best case3  At bestI :our essa: 
s?ould include a 5noc5doKn rebuttal of :our opponentLs best case3  A secondar: but ver: 
important ideal is t?at :ou eJ?ibit in :our essa: :our aKareness of t?e limits of :our oKn 
arguments3  HoK damaging is t?e criticism I am ma5ing of position VM  HoK mig?t a 
defender of position V attempt to fend off m: criticismM  Can I defeat t?is furt?er moveM  
Assume for t?e sa5e of t?e argument t?at ever:t?ing I sa: in criticism of position V is 
accepted as true3  "?at t?en folloKsM  Xo m: criticismsI if correctI s?oK t?at position V is 
falseM  Or do t?e: s?oK t?at a common reason given in support of V is inade@uate or 
inconclusiveM  Or K?atM  Anot?er Ka: to put t?is point is t?at it is a merit in a p?ilosop?: 
paper t?at t?e aut?or be able to ta5e a detac?ed and obYective vieK of ?er oKn 
argumentsI be self-consciousl: aKare of K?at eJactl: t?e: s?oK and do not s?oKI and be 
able to Krite so as to manifest t?is sop?isticated understanding of ?er oKn position3 
 
Z3  [e sure t?at K?at :ou sa: is pertinent to t?e topic :ou are discussing3  SHit t?e nail on 
t?e ?ead3T 
.ometimes oneLs favorite t?oug?t is unfortunatel: not relevant to an: of t?e @uestions 
posed3  T?e temptation to include t?e favorite t?oug?t in :our essa: an:Ka: s?ould be 
firml: resisted3 
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\3  XonLt t?ras? around3 
.ometimes :ou ?ave t?e inner conviction t?at :ou are close to a deep trut? on some 
topicI but :ou canLt @uite put it in Kords3  You ma: be correct in K?at :ou feel--:ou ma: 
indeed be on to somet?ing important3  [ut if :ou canLt clearl: articulate :our insig?t in 
plain KordsI it is probabl: better to leave it out of :our paper3  If t?e dept?s loo5 inviting 
but mur5:I sta: out of t?e deep Kater Sin Kriting papers--t?is advice need not ?old for 
lifeLs activities generall:]T 
.ometimes :ou ?ave a t?oug?t t?at sounds as t?oug? it s?ould be connected some?oK to 
t?e topic3  T?in5 t?roug? t?is supposed connection before including t?e t?oug?t in :our 
paper3  Your initial responses to a topic ma: Kell be scatters?ot and unfocussedI but b: 
t?e time :ou finis? :our final draft :ou s?ould ?ave organi^ed :our t?oug?ts and 
presented t?em in an orderl: Ka:3 
 
_3  Notice slippage betKeen t?e t?oug?t in :our ?ead and t?e Kords :ou ?ave Kritten3 
A disciplined Kriter Kill read over a roug? draftI as5ing ?erselfI `"?at Kould I t?in5 t?ese 
Kords meanI if an:t?ingI if I ?adnLt Kritten t?em m:selfM`  T?e ansKer to t?e @uestion 
Kill indicate needed revisions3  Often t?e Kords Ke Krite Yust donLt sa: K?at Ke Kis? 
t?em to sa: and believe t?e: sa:3  T?e: donLt ade@uatel: conve: our t?oug?ts3  At ot?er 
times t?e t?oug?t in m: ?ead sounds sensibleI but on paper it loo5s inco?erent or 
obviousl: mista5enI and t?e eJplanation of t?is discrepanc: is t?at m: initial t?oug?t Kas 
confused even t?oug? it didnLt seem to be3 
 
a3  "ords li5e `T?us` and `T?erefore` are used to signal t?e conclusion of an argument3  
T?e sentences t?at precede a `T?us` s?ould form an argument to t?e conclusion sentence 
t?at folloKs suc? a Kord3 
 
b3  .ome sample Ka:s to critici^e a moral position1 
 
a3  T?e position relies on a concept t?at is inco?erent or blurred3 
EJample1 .t3 T?omas A@uinas ?eld t?at ?omoseJual acts are unnaturalI ?ence morall: 
Krong3  .ome p?ilosop?ers ?ave critici^ed t?is vieK on t?e ground t?at A@uinasLs concept 
of t?e `unnatural` is unclear andI insofar as Ke do understand itI cannot bear t?e moral 
Keig?t ?e places on it3  Is farming Kit? innovative tec?ni@ues natural or unnaturalM  Is 
using a comb as a musical instrument natural or unnaturalM  If m: arms are inYuredI is it 
natural or unnatural to eat toast Kit? m: toesM  Is it natural or unnatural to ma5e love to 
a Koman 5noKn to be infertileM  "?at pic5s out t?e class of natural acts and K?: s?ould 
t?is class be in an: Ka: morall: privilegedM 
 
b3  T?e position ?as unnoticed undesirable implications3  Once t?ese implications are 
draKn outI t?e aut?or must eit?er revise t?e initial position or accept t?e implications t?at 
folloK from it3  [ot? alternatives ma: be unattractive to an aut?or3  T?e c?allenge ?ere is 
t?at one cannot accept a principle and reYect K?at folloKs logicall: from a principle3  And 
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if :ou accept a principleI :ou must accept K?at folloKs from t?at principle conYoined to 
furt?er true premisesI suc? as true factual claims3 
 
c3  T?e position is internall: inconsistent3  To regain consistenc:I somet?ing must give3 
Crude eJample1 If I ?old `Oilling is alKa:s Krong` and `It is not Krong to fig?t for oneLs 
countr: in a Kar of self-defenseI` m: position is inconsistent3 
 
d3  T?e position relies on a factual claim t?at is false3 
EJample1 A person mig?t defend pacifism on t?e ground t?at Kars alKa:s bring about 
more ?arm t?an good3  First Ke need to get clear K?at is meant b: `?arm` and `good3`  
It ma: t?en turn out to be falseI demonstrabl: soI t?at no Kar ever brings about more 
good t?an ?arm so construed3 
 
e3  T?e position relies on a metap?:sical SnonempiricalT claim t?at t?ere is good reason to 
reYect3 
EJample1  .omeone mig?t ?old t?at criminal punis?ment is inappropriate because 
criminals lac5 Sor ?aveT free Kill3  To evaluate suc? a claim one Kould need to in@uire 
K?at t?e assertion about `free Kill` amounts to3  On some interpretationsI it could be a 
factual claim Sone t?at observation could prove or disproveT3  On ot?er interpretationsI 
t?e claim Kould turn out to be metap?:sical or nonfactual3  If soI observation could not 
refute itI but t?ere mig?t be ot?er reasons against it3 
 
f3  An argument from analog: can be critici^ed b: s?oKing t?at in morall: important 
respects t?e analog: does not ?old3 
 
g3  Xeductive arguments can be critici^ed as invalid or unsound3  A valid argument is suc? 
t?at if all its premises are trueI t?e conclusion must be true3  A sound argument is a valid 
argument Kit? true premises3 
EJamples1  
23 All men are mortal3   N3 All mammals are fis?3  
 .ocrates is mortal3    A cat is a mammal3 
 T?ereforeI .ocrates is a man3  T?ereforeI cats are fis?3  
   
R3 .ome flounders are tast:3 
 All flounders are fis?3 
 T?ereforeI some fis? are tast:3 
Comment1 2 is invalidI as Ke see b: noting t?at t?e premises can be true :et t?e 
conclusion is false Ssuppose .ocrates is m: pet spiderT3  N is valid but unsound3  R is 
sound3 
 
2d3 It ma: ?elp to distinguis? tKo levels of understanding a teJt3  You understand a teJt 
on t?e first level if :ou can accuratel: summari^e t?e teJt in :our oKn KordsI pic5 out and 
eJplain t?e s5eleton of t?e argument t?e teJt ma5esI correctl: appl: t?e position t?e teJt 
asserts to ?:pot?etical situationsI etc3  SIf :ouLre not sure K?et?er or not :ou understand 
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a passage in a teJtI :ou mig?t tr: t?roKing t?e teJt in t?e corner and seeing if :ou can 
eJplain K?at t?e aut?or is sa:ing in :our oKn Kords to :our roommate3T  You understand 
a teJt on t?e second or critical level K?en :ou ?ave an idea ?oK to go about arguing for 
or against t?e position ta5en in t?e teJtI can evaluate t?e arguments put forKard b: t?e 
aut?orI can assess t?e force of criticisms broug?t forKard against t?e position ta5en in t?e 
teJtI etc3  [ot? levels of understanding are important3  )ost @uestions posed in t?is class 
call for understanding on bot? levels3 
 
223  It ?elps to be as clear as :ou can be in :our oKn mind about t?e structure of :our 
paper3  You s?ould be able to Krite an introductor: paragrap? to :our essa: K?ic? 
outlines t?e structure of :our argument3  Having Kritten a clear and accurate outline of 
:our paperLs main line of argumentI :ou ma: or ma: not Kis? to include it in :our final 
draft3  "?et?er or not :ou decide to include itI Kriting t?e summar: outline ma: Kell alert 
:ou to Kea5nessesI unclaritiesI or ot?er matters t?at need revision in :our paper3 
 
2N3  Course readingsI carefull: eJaminedI can give :ou increased understanding of ?oK 
p?ilosop?ical argument proceeds3  You can use t?e readings as ?oK-to-do-it manuals3 
T?is point per?aps applies more straig?tforKardl: to readings t?at are recent or 
contemporar: anal:tical p?ilosop?ical essa:sI and less directl: to classic p?ilosop?ical 
teJtsI K?ic? tend to be obscure as Kell as interestingeinsig?tful3 SXonft tr: to Krite li5e 
OantI HegelI or )arJ3T 
 
2R3  "?at sort of reader s?ould one ?ave in mind in Kriting an essa: for a classroom 
assignmentM  T?e @uestion is important because a c?aracteristic Kea5ness of student 
papers is t?at 5e: ideas and concepts are left completel: uneJplained3  ST?e student 
mig?t t?in5 to ?erselfI `ILm Kriting for t?e TA K?o 5noKs it all an:Ka:3`T  To avoid t?is 
pitfallI it Kould be ?elpful to address :our paper to a ?:pot?etical reader K?o is bot? ver: 
smart and entirel: uninformed on t?e topic3  As :our imaginar: reader is ver: uninformedI 
:ou must eJplain t?e p?ilosop?ical termsI conceptsI and principles :ou emplo:I but as 
:our reader is presumed to be ver: @uic5 on t?e upta5eI :ou need not go on at great 
lengt? about t?e basics3 


