1
5

Philosophy 48








Prof. Nancy Bauer

Feminist Philosophy







nancy.bauer@tufts.edu

Tufts University








Miner 1 (basement)


Fall 2008








617-627-2343











Office Hours:  Thurs, 11 – 1

10 Steps to a Compelling Philosophy Paper
Students frequently lament that each of their teachers has different “rules” about writing a paper.  What follows are suggestions, not rules. If you do not find that what I have to say below (a) coheres with common sense and (b) will vastly simplify the writing process, then ignore it.  And of course if you have any questions or concerns about my suggestions, please let me know.

1. Pick a topic that will sustain your interest and about which you think you genuinely have something to say.  If none of the topics inspires you, write up your own.

This is the hardest part of writing a good paper.  Don't make the mistake of trying to pick the "easiest" topic at the last minute.  The easiest topic is going to turn out to be the one that inspires you the most.  The goal of the paper will be, simply put, to make a point, and so you need to have a point to make.  This might seem like a ridiculously obvious thing to say.  But you’d be surprised how many people write papers that make no point at all and instead just meander all around a topic. 

Most students wait until topics are handed out (at the earliest) to think about what they want to say in a paper.  They then spend a tiny percentage of their paper-composing time picking a topic.  This is a huge mistake.  If you’re truly motivated to write about the topic you’ve picked, then the paper will practically write itself.  If none of the assigned topics gets you going—inspires you to take some sort of point of view—try to make up one of your own.  (You need to run it by me or Laura first, simply because it's very tempting, even for professional academics, to pick a topic that's far too grand for the intended length of one’s essay.)

2. Figure out the point you want to make very early in the process and well before you begin writing a polished or even semi-polished draft. 

The goal of the paper will be to present your viewpoint as clearly and cogently as you can.  As soon as you have the faintest idea of what point you wish to make—maybe even before you go back and reread the piece of writing you’re intending to engage—compose a very rough draft, only a handful of sentences long.  Use this very rough draft to make a first pass at refining your paper topic and to figure out what task you wish to accomplish in the paper.  Pretend you’re writing an e-mail to someone else in the class.  Make sure you have the basic idea down, but don’t worry too much about detail at this point.

Here’s a sample of the sort of thing I have in mind:

MacKinnon looks like she is an essentialist insofar as she claims that all women are treated as sex objects.  But if you look at what she says about women who disagree with what she sees as the feminist point of view, then she seems to be trying to ward off essentialism.  I think that she’s unsuccessful at the end of the day—that she really is an essentialist—because her way of explaining why some women disagree with her is unconvincing.  But I also think that her essentialism can accommodate disagreement.
Notice how loose and informal this first draft is  (—and, psychologically, it’s important for you to think of it as a genuine first draft).  But if you can articulate what your main point is, then you’ll be less likely to go astray as you work on turning this draft into a decent final paper.  Also, if you can articulate the main point before you begin to re-read any text for your paper, then you’ll approach the text with a sense of purpose and will be less likely to get bogged down in extraneous details.

3. Use your introduction to state the topic of your paper without ambiguity.

It's much more important to be clear and informative in the opening paragraph than to be fancy.  You should first try to motivate the topic in a sentence or two.  Here is an example right off the top of my head; I’m not sure I even believe it.  Just pay attention to the form of what I’m doing.

In “Method and Politics,” Catharine MacKinnon claims, on behalf of feminism, that to be a woman is, by definition, to have the experience of being treated as a sex object.  At the same time, however, she acknowledges that not all women will agree with her, and she refuses to insist that these women are wrong.  These views seem to be in tension with each other:  if some women claim not to have been treated as sex objects, and if MacKinnon will not say that they are wrong, then how can she claim that to be a woman is to treated as a sex object?

Then, state clearly exactly what the goal of your paper is and how you intend to achieve it.  

In this paper [Yes!  This is okay!  Why not??], I [Same here:  why use the passive voice?  You’re announcing what you are going to try to show, after all…] will show that all of these claims of MacKinnon’s can in fact be reconciled, once we grasp the role of consciousness-raising in her view.  I will conclude, however, that this reconciliation forces MacKinnon to adopt a problematic form of gender essentialism. 
4. Try to give your reader all and only the information that he or she needs to understand what you are doing in the paper.  Here are some specific ways you can achieve this goal:

(a) Make frequent announcements about what’s going on. “I will begin by explaining what MacKinnon means by ‘consciousness-raising’.”  “The reason MacKinnon’s view is problematic is that…” And so on.  Do not introduce a new topic or concept without first announcing that and why you’re going to do so.  (“To see why MacKinnon makes this point, we need to think about what she says about epistemological method.”)

(b) Do not attempt to summarize an author’s entire view.  Almost invariably, your summary will be either inadequate, or beside the point, or both.  Moreover, do not organize your paper according to anything other than the main points you wish to convey.  In other words, make sure that each of your points is motivated by a concern of the paper overall and is connected in a reasonable and clear way to your previous points.

(c) Do not make dogmatic statements without either arguing for them or providing textual evidence for them or both.  It’s not okay to announce that “MacKinnon hates men” without supporting this claim.  Similarly, do not assume the truth of general statements like, “No good feminist philosopher endorses essentialism.”

(d) Do not use a fancy word when a plain one will do, unless you’re sure that the fancy word is (a) a word you thoroughly understand how to use and (b) better than the plain word.

(e) Do not overstate your own case.  Avoid adverbs like “absolutely,” “never,” “totally,” etc.  Do not get carried away.  It is better to make a modest point well than to proffer a shaky and bombastic defense of an earth-shattering claim.  Also: do not wax overly polemical when the goal of your paper is to try to explicate a philosophical idea.  (Avoid claims such as:  “MacKinnon’s view is worthless.”)  Don’t make your job more difficult than it has to be.

(f) Very uneven paragraph lengths (e.g., four five-line paragraphs in a row, followed by a paragraph that spans almost two pages) are almost always a sign of poor organization.  If a semi-final draft of your paper manifests this feature, make sure that you’re linking ideas in a crystal-clear fashion and that you’re giving sufficient shrift to each of the important ones.  Also, if you find yourself writing something like “as I’ve already argued,” especially in a short paper, you probably need to reorganize your thoughts. 

5. Remember that the point of your citing a text is to help you make the point you’re trying to make in the paper. 

If you are claiming that MacKinnon said p, then it is helpful to provide evidence that he said that p, especially when the reader might have reason to believe that she didn’t.  Sometimes, however, the best evidence is not a direct quotation.  Here are some specific suggestions about how to cite a text:

(a) Use evidence from the text whenever necessary but make sure that the point of your references to the text are crystal clear: you’re engaging someone else’s arguments; your opinion happens to coincide with an author’s; you got an idea from reading an author’s work; the author’s opinion strikes you as fallacious—whatever.  Some examples: 

· “If MacKinnon is right about these assumptions, then she is justified in concluding (as she does on p.  x) that (blah, blah) follows.”

· “MacKinnon makes this point absolutely explicit when she says that “feminism aspires to represent the experience of all women as women see it” (115).
And so on.  Don’t just throw in a footnote to your own restatement (or lack thereof) of someone’s view and then say, “See MacKinnon, pp.  114 – 120.”  Make sure that the reader does not have to look up a citation to figure out why you’re using it.

(b)  Do not use direct quotations from a text unless the way an author puts something is either sublimely eloquent or otherwise perfect for your purposes.  Ordinarily, haphazard use of quotations hurts your writing in (at least) three ways:  (1) it interrupts the flow of your own argument; (2) (especially with longer quotations) it forces you to tailor your ideas to the author’s way of putting things, which often won’t be exactly right for the purpose at hand; and (3) it diffuses the force of the author’s exquisitely phrased bon mots that you really would benefit from quoting.  You can always paraphrase an author’s ideas and cite the appropriate page number(s) from the text.  Often, offering your own interpretation of an author’s views in your own words is a more effective way of proving that you really understand a text than is massive over-quoting.

(b) If you do use a direct quotation, set it up and exit from it so that your reader doesn’t have to work to fit it into your prose.  Difficult to follow:  “Britney Spears’s songs are stupid:  ‘Oops, I did it again.’  This is the decline of civilization.”  Better:  “Britney Spears’s songs are stupid.  Consider the title of one of her biggest hits:  “Oops, I did it again.”  The popularity of this song is a sign of the decline of civilization.”

6. Think of objections to your argument.  

Mention any important ones.  You want to acknowledge in a serious way that there are approaches to your topic other than the one your paper manifests.  Make the best possible case for the objections you choose to discuss, so that your dismissal of them does not leave doubts in the reader’s mind.  If you are arguing against a specific individual’s position, lay out that person’s viewpoint in the most flattering possible way.  Try, for example, to present MacKinnon’s opinions in a way that she would agree is accurate.  Think about why MacKinnon makes the moves she makes, or makes them in the way she does, and perhaps even discuss your conjectures in the paper.  (“MacKinnon seems to hold this counterintuitive view because she misreads Marx at a crucial juncture.”) Make the job of criticizing opposing views as difficult for yourself as possible.  The most compelling philosophical work is work that takes opposing positions as seriously as the opponents do.

7. Be open to the possibility that you may change your views as your write.  

Try to leave yourself enough time to backtrack in case this happens.  Do not doggedly finish the paper if you lose conviction in what you’re trying to say.  In some cases, you’ll simply have to tone down your view—to make it more modest.  (So you go, for example, from “Essentialism is a hopelessly muddled view” to “At first, the very idea of essentialism can seem hopelessly muddled.  But on further examination it turns out to be remarkably coherent and compelling.”) Of course, you might have to scrap everything and start from square one.  The silver lining in the prospect of having to start over is that you’ll already have figured out how to make an objection to your new view in the form of your (scrapped) writing on your old view.  You can even acknowledge in your new paper that you were initially attracted to your old view.

If you get stuck while you’re writing, you can actually write through the moment:  “I’m not sure what I want to say right here.  I’m confused.  I think MacKinnon means to say x on p. 30, but she could also mean y.”  And so on.  Ordinarily, you’ll find a way through the difficulty and can just edit the report on your confusion; in any event, either make something of it or edit it out. 

8. Make the conclusion the most rhetorically powerful part of your paper.  

Do not simply trail off.  In a paper that’s less than 10 pages long, you should also avoid the temptation to summarize what you’ve said, since your reader can hold the contents of a short paper in his or her head.  Instead, try to say something reasonably profound without being gooey or hokey.  Think about what has moved you most in writing the paper and try to express it in a dignified and scholarly way.  This is the place to throw in one or two (but not ten) of those ideas that didn’t fit in the paper or to point out explicitly what you didn’t have time or space to address or to point toward future things to think about.

9. Read the final draft of your paper.  

Make sure you have done everything you promised to do in the introduction (and elsewhere).  If not, either make good on your word or excise it.

10. Run your paper through a spellchecker.  If possible, have a friend who knows nothing about the subject of your paper (or, even better, someone at the Academic Resource Center in Dowling) read your last draft.  

Spellchecking your paper is a really simple, fast thing to do.  If your paper has lots of stupid little spelling errors, your reader may wonder if you’re on top of what you’re doing with respect to the content of the paper.  And there’s nothing more valuable after you’ve given it your best shot than to have a fresh eye look over your work.  Take your reader’s misunderstandings seriously.  Go back and revise your paper.  Then ask for a second reading. 

Gender-inclusive language

At best, the word “man” these days only ambiguously signifies the concepts “human being” and “person.” Similarly, “he” (alone) is problematic as a placeholder for the generic person.  When you are tempted to use “he” this way, select instead “he or she” (“she or he” is also fine, but some readers are bothered by “s/he” and “she/he”).  If you find gender-neutral locutions cumbersome, try writing around them in one of the following ways: (1) write in the plural: (2) use “she” in one example and “he” in the next; (3) use the pronoun “one.”

Documentation

It is always a good idea to give the reference information for any texts you cite or mention in a paper.  If you use one text as your primary source, footnote your first reference and indicate in the footnote how you intend to make references to this text within the body of the paper.  An example:  “I.  M.  Board, Handout Fetishes (Medford, MA: Perfection Press, 2008), 3.  Future references to this text will be cited in the body of the paper by page number only.” 

You should try to use a standard citation form when you cite texts or web addresses in footnotes.  Most “collegiate” dictionaries contain brief sections on footnote form.  More exhaustive accounts can be found in The Chicago Manual of Style, The MLA Handbook, and other reputable style sheets.  You can find some of these resources online by googling “footnote form.”
Short papers do not need bibliographies.  At  most, provide a list of references cited.

Mechanics

1. Please number your pages.

2. Papers should be double-spaced.  There should be no extra space between paragraphs.  

3. Margins should be one inch or more on all sides. 

4. Justifying the right margin tends to make your paper harder to read. 

5. If you are tempted to quadruple-space between paragraphs, to use one-and-a-half line spacing, or otherwise to fudge the length of your paper, resist.  If the paper is as good as you can produce, a page or two more or less is unimportant.

Little stuff that helps your paper look professional

1. Periods and commas go inside double quotation marks.  “It’s like this,” said Fred.  “Piece of cake.”

2. Book/movie titles emphasized; article/chapter title titles quoted.  So it’s Meditations on First Philosophy or Meditations on First Philosophy but “The Cartesian Masculinization of Thought.”

3. An ellipsis consists of three periods.  If you use an ellipsis … it should look like this.

4. Use two hyphens to make a dash.  Your reader will have an easier time of it—really—if you make a dash this way.  (My computer automatically converts two hyphens to a long (“em”) dash.  Even better.

5. Check to see that your pronouns (especially “it”) have antecedents and that you don’t use “this” as a demonstrative without a noun following it.  Difficult to follow:  “There was once a boy who had a little sister and a little brother.  He was sad.  This shows how easy it is for older siblings to become depressed.”  Better:  “There was once a boy who had a little sister and a little brother.  The boy was sad.  His sadness is typical of older siblings, who can easily become depressed.”

6. If a quotation you’re citing is five lines of typed text or longer, indent it by roughly a half-inch on both the right and left lines and use single-spacing.  These conventions replace quotation marks, which should not be used.

7. If you are putting a citation in parentheses at the end of a quotation, the convention is to do things this way:  “Here we go with an example” (Bauer, 5).
8. Use the present tense when discussing an author’s views.  “MacKinnon says [not ‘said’] that women invariably are treated as sex objects.”






























