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Is life absurd? In this paper you will answer this question, offering a persuasive defense of your answer by considering the best arguments for and against it, then evaluating them according to the standards of logic and experience. All told, your paper will have three sections: (1) a section presenting the best argument (from either Sartre or Camus) that life is absurd; (2) a section presenting the best argument against this argument (from Colin Wilson); (3) a section presenting your own assessment of these arguments, their relative strengths and weakness, and your decision upon their basis alone whether or not life is absurd. What follows in this prompt is a more detailed analysis of your task.
Begin with an introduction of one paragraph that states the question, outlines the structure of your particular paper, and then anticipates the answer you will defend. (Good introductions are usually written after the paper is finished, since only then will you know exactly what you will say.) After this concise introduction, use about three pages to present the best case that life is absurd, using the texts of either Sartre or Camus, whichever appears to make the better case for the absurdity of life. The relevant texts are: for Sartre, the excerpts from Nausea (pp. 214–18) and Existentialism is a Humanism (pp. 206–14); for Camus, the excerpts from The Myth of Sisyphus (pp. 187–96). 

Choose one philosopher and stick as close to his texts as possible, citing or quoting them whenever you make a claim about their content. Since these texts are often allusive, and sometimes poetic, for the sake of rigor and clarity you must supply many of their unstated assumptions. In other words, endeavor to make their arguments clearer than they themselves did. I have sought to do this in my lectures, implicitly providing you with a model, and you are welcome to use points that I introduced there. The recommended readings from Weston’s A Rulebook for Arguments will also help you to reconstruct and present arguments, especially if this is your first time doing so.
Once you have made the best available argument to the effect that life is absurd, use your next three pages or so to present Colin Wilson’s rebuttal of this argument. The relevant text here is Anti-Sartre (pp. 343–52). Be sure that you have chosen the portion of Wilson’s essay that addresses the precise argument you marshaled from Sartre or Camus. As with those arguments, strive to make this one as clear and rigorous as possible. With Wilson’s text this is a much easier task, since he writes in a style more akin to the style I expect of you in this course.
In sum, the goal of your paper’s first two-thirds is to present the best argument for life’s absurdity, and then to attack it with the best critique of this argument. Now, in the final third of your paper, so long as you have accomplished this goal, you will be in an ideal position to decide which argument is superior: the argument for life’s absurdity, or the argument against this argument. Using your own reasoning—informed, ideally, by the canons of logic explained by Weston, but also by your own life’s experience—make a persuasive case for your decision. 

Before sitting down to write this essay, you will benefit from a review of the guidelines recommended in Strunk & White’s The Elements of Style. I will expect good English prose, as well as a thoughtful answer to the philosophical question at hand. There will be as little indulgence for poor prose as there will be for superficial interpretation, sloppy argumentation, or inadequate documentation.
Specifications: no more than 10 pages, double-spaced, 1-inch margins, 12-point font.

