
PHILOSOPHY 350
Pelletier

On Writing Term Papers for Pelletier

(These remarks apply to writing papers for me, and not necessarily to other courses, although I
do believe you will find them helpful in other courses, especially other philosophy courses.
Furthermore, they are geared to Philosophy 350 "Ancient Greek Philosophy", and hence are
especially relevant to historically-oriented courses.)

The purpose of a term paper in Philosophy 350 (Pelletier) is to make some point about the
philosophies of the people under consideration with a maximum degree of clarity, coherence,
and historical soundness.  In Philosophy 350 this term the relevant people are: the pre-Socratics,
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.

For me, the thing that sets a historical course in Philosophy apart from a historical course in
some other field (like history or classics or anthropology or cultural studies …) is its emphasis on
the philosophical views of the people under consideration.  The emphasis on the philosopher's
views means that papers written are to be about the philosophical views rather than about
cultural or sociological or geographical or… matters that may in some way have influenced the
philosophers.

Thus the point of a paper should be strictly philosophical.  It should not be one of determining
the social or cultural influences exerted upon or by a philosopher; nor should it be merely
comparing one philosopher's views with those of another.  (At the least, the comparison needs to
be evaluated as to which is correct, or how one view influenced or morphed into the other.)

A legitimate point of a paper may be one of determining what a philosopher meant by some
important phrase, or of reconstructing one of his/her arguments [put into explicit
premise–conclusion form] and evaluating it [validity, soundness], or of completing one of his/her
lines of thought, or pointing out serious ambiguities, or serious flaws in some argument, and so
on.

Whenever a philosopher (or anyone else, for that matter) gives reasons for a view of theirs that
they want you to employ in your coming to believe that view also, those reasons can be re-cast in
the form of an argument with explicit premises and conclusion.  Once you have that
organization, you are in a position to evaluate each reason (premise) independently to see if it is
true, and you are able to determine whether or not the premises necessarily guarantee the truth of
the conclusion.  (I.e., whether it is right to say: if the premises were true, that would ensure the
truth of the conclusion).  Since the conclusions of philosophers are often reached through a
complex series of reasons and sub-conclusions, the overall re-statement of their argumentation
might take some considerable work.  But it is nonetheless a worthwhile way to proceed in trying
to evaluate a philosopher’s position.

Any hypothesis about what a philosopher means should be formulated according to present-day
standards of clarity, and not in the philosopher's own special jargon.  All statements about what a



philosopher meant should be supported by specific pin-pointing references to his/her texts, using
the relevant scholarly method of reference (and I always check them).

Commentators may be used to suggest ideas (and they must be credited by an appropriate
citation), but they should never be used as a final support for a claim about what a philosopher
meant.  In beginning history of philosophy courses, I do not strongly recommend using
commentators; instead, I encourage you to try to determine what the philosopher you are writing
about is saying based on a reading of his/her writings.  And I encourage you to try to evaluate
your interpretation by using just your own thought.  (In more advanced Ancient Philosophy
courses there of course is a clear use for commentators.)

The main outlines of the organization of your paper should be kept very clear and heavily
exaggerated.  If for some reason your paper makes two unconnected points instead of a single
one, indicate this fact clearly and do not try to press the two points together into one.

Ordinary standards of grammar and style should be observed.  Use a spell-checker; read it
over carefully (or ask someone else to read it) for grammar and style.  Literary flourishes,
jokes, exhortations, etc., should exhibit a “light touch” if you indulge at all.

DIRECTIONS FOR THIS PAPER:

As I said in the class syllabus, this paper is optional.  If you do write a paper, I will employ the
method given in the syllabus, and that will be your mark for 40% of the course.

There is a list of paper topics on the web page for this course.  You can choose any one of them
or you can come to talk with me about some other topic that you find interesting and we will
jointly work out something.  (Be sure to do this far enough in advance that you have time
actually to research and write the paper!)

These papers should be 8-10 pages in length (double-spaced Times 12-point font, or equivalent).
These papers are due in class on the last day of class, April  6th.  Since the papers are not a
required part of the course, I will not be accepting late papers.  If you are going to be sick at the
end of the course, or get married then, or have other papers due then, or if you have a
"chronically late" personality (like I do), then get your paper done well in advance.

You are encouraged to submit your papers electronically as Word, pdf, dvi, ps, tex, txt, rtf.  I
cannot read WordPerfect, so if you use that system, please save as rtf or pdf and submit.  If you
want to submit as a physical paper, put it in my mailbox in the Philosophy Department before the
door is locked (4pm? 5pm?) on April 6th.  Otherwise electronically before midnight on April 6th.


