First Paper


Fate and Freedom


Due: 10.02.06

After reading over a dozen selections of ancient philosophy about the problem of fate and freedom, we discussed in class the merits and demerits of each position. In this, your first paper for this class, you will pick the position that seems to you most defensible (fatalism, compatibilism, or libertarianism), and defend it by presenting the best argument in its support from our readings. 

This initial presentation should take two pages. Presenting an argument is always easier when you have first schematized it. Thus, if you use either the argument from Aristotle for fatalism that was the subject of your schema assignment, or one of the arguments from Aristotle and Alexander that I schematized for you on the handout, you begin with an advantage. However, if you find other arguments more defensible, you should first schematize them on your own before you begin to write.

Once you have presented in crystal clear prose the argument of your choice, with an additional page you must then present the best possible objection to it you can muster. This objection can come from the assigned readings, or from your own critical meditation on the argument. For simplicity’s sake, do not consult outside sources. Focus your energies instead on the materials we have discussed—there is plenty there for you to grapple with already. 

There are different kinds of objections—those which work with premises to which the argument is implicitly committed, for example, versus those which import alien premises—and some kinds are better than others. You may wish to discuss your objection with me, insuring that you have chosen one that is maximally effective. Needless to say, you may wish to discuss any aspect of this assignment with me.

Now that you have mastered basic informal logic, moreover, when you present the argument and your objection be clear about precisely what you are doing. In your objection, for instance, decide whether you are disputing the truth of a premise, the validity of the reasoning, or both. Make wise use of the logical terms more generally, calling fallacies by their correct names, or labeling an argument from analogy as such. 

In a final two pages, develop a reply to the objection you have leveled against the argument. Choosing the argument you consider most defensible is therefore crucial, since your paper will conclude with its defense. Beware of choosing an argument that is easy to present but difficult to defend. With an appropriate introduction and conclusion, your paper should be between five and six pages. 

If you harbor any doubts about the best way to write a philosophy paper, review the selections from Weston that have been assigned so far. These provide invaluable hints to students of your level—hints that, if followed, will immediately improve your performance on this assignment.
