
Your term paper is a chance to delve deeper into one of the topics 
that we’ve explored in this course. Your job will be to clearly explain 
a debate in metaphysics and, if one position in that debate appeals 
to you, explain what you take to be the decisive argument for it. (If 
you think that the debate is unresolved, you should explain the 
best arguments on either side, and why they aren’t decisive.) In 
order to do this, you will have to read more of the relevant litera-
ture than we’ve covered in class, and this will require independent 
research in order to find and read the major primary sources on 
your topic.  The assignment is broken down into five components: 

1. Abstract  |  5% of Course Grade  |  due April 28th 
First you will create a brief abstract in which you’ll explain your 
plan for writing the paper. You’ll submit this abstract through this 
google form, which is similar to the ones that you use to submit 
assignments. There will be three questions for you to answer: 

• What debate are you planning to discuss?  
You should describe the debate, and tell me which one of the 
required readings you learned about it from. 

• What will your thesis be? 
What claim will you be attempting to defend? Which side of 
the debate will you take in your paper? 

• Roughly, how will your argument for this thesis go? 
It’s okay if this part isn’t entirely fleshed out yet, but it should 
have a rough plan that you can explain in a few sentences. You 
can write this in point form, or as a brief paragraph. 

• What primary sources will you rely on?  
You are required to do some research into the topic that you 
choose and engage with least a couple of relevant sources. 
These should be the most relevant things that have been writ-
ten on the debate that you choose. You should give me enough 
information about these works that I can find them for myself. 
A good idea would be to do this section as an annotated bibli-
ography, with a short explanation of how each source fits into 
the debate. 

2. Meeting  |  5% of Grade  |  week of April 28th 
You’ll have to make an appointment with me to discuss your ab-
stract. The purpose of the meeting is to talk through your term pa-
per idea, to give you suggestions about how to adjust your thesis, 
and to help you to find the most relevant sources. 

I am planning to using google hangouts for these meetings. This 
requires that you have a google account, but it doesn’t require that 
you have any software (other than a web browser) on your com-
puter. If you would prefer to use facetime, zoom, or skype, I am fine 
with that. You can just let me know when we set up the appoint-
ment. 

3. Penultimate Draft  |  15% of Grade  |  due May 12th 
This should not be a rough and sloppy first draft. You should have 
already spent time editing and revising it by this stage. The draft 
should be about 2000–2500 words (about 8–10 pages). You should 
email it to me by midnight on May 12th with the subject line “PHI-
LO 36000 Draft”. 

It is very important that you hand in this draft on time. If your 
penultimate draft it late, you forfeit your ability to participate in the 
peer-feedback assignment (and so automatically lose 10% from 
your final grade in the course). 

4. Peer Feedback  |  10% of Grade  |  due May 17th 
Once I have received the drafts, I will distribute each one to two 
other randomly selected students. Each of you will be responsible 
for providing peer feedback on two other students’ drafts.  

The goal of providing your fellow students with feedback is to im-
prove their papers through collaboration. (I won’t grade on a curve, 
so you can’t harm your own grade by improving someone else’s.) 
Good writing is almost always a collaborative endeavor, and most 
good philosophy papers will have been read, and commented-
upon, by many of the author’s colleagues and acquaintances be-
fore it is published. This assignment is our attempt to reproduce 
that process, if only in miniature. In addition to making all of the 
term papers better, it should also help you to get better at provid-
ing useful feedback. 

Each comment should begin with a 200-word summary of the es-
say’s argument. What is the essay’s main point? How does the au-
thor try to establish this point? After summarizing the paper, spend 
at least 300 words offering constructive criticism. Which parts 
were hard to follow? Which aspects of the argument were uncon-
vincing? Could you think of any counterexamples to the author’s 
conclusions? Where would an extra example or two have been 
helpful? In general: what changes or additions would make this a 
better essay? It’s okay to be critical in your comments; pointing out 
a flaw can help the author to fix it in the next draft. And there’s not 
much point in merely giving out compliments, since that likely 
won’t lead to improvement. But you should also be respectful.  

My main grading criterion will be helpfulness. Are your comments 
likely to help the author to improve their paper? You will lose points 
if you make an inadequate effort to understand the author’s argu-
ment, if your suggestions are unhelpful, if you are disrespectful, or 
if you seem not to have put much effort into the whole thing. 

5. Final Draft  |  15% of Grade  |  due May 22nd 26th 
Your final draft should be a polished, carefully edited, and proof-
read finished product. It should show evidence that you have taken 
into account the the feedback that you received. 
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The final draft should be about 2500–3000 words (around 10–12 
pages, double spaced). You should email it to me by midnight on 
May 22nd 26th with the subject line “PHILO 36000 Term Paper”. 

Advice on Choosing a Topic 
Choosing a topic is one of the most important and difficult parts of 
writing any paper. Perhaps the biggest challenge is to choose a top-
ic that that has the right size scope. In practice, I have found that 
students almost never choose a topic whose scope is too small, but 
they very often try to do too much in a paper. For example, a stu-
dent might try to defend an entirely new theory of the metaphysics 
of race and gender. That’s a project that it would be hard to fit into 
a PhD thesis, and is way too big for a 3000-word essay!  

In practice, it is best to choose as narrow and specific a thesis as 
you can, and give a more comprehensive defense of it. When 
choosing between a narrower and a broader thesis, you may worry 
that you won’t have enough to say about the narrower one to fill 
3000 words. But in practice, I don’t think that this is likely—partic-
ularly once you’ve properly explained the debate, responded to 
counterarguments and objections, and carefully made your case. 

How to find sources 
The sources that you cite should be primary sources. This means 
journal articles or monographs, not encyclopedia articles or survey 
articles that summarize primary sources. However, encyclopedia 
articles can be a very useful place to find information about prima-
ry sources. This includes Wikipedia, the Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, and the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, and Oxford 
Bibliographies Online. I would also recommend using the PhilPapers 
website to find articles. And I would suggest using google scholar 
to see which papers cite the ones that you’re reading. And of 
course, if you’re discussing a debate that is covered in one of our 
textbooks, you should check out the suggestions for further read-
ing at the end of the chapter. 

Finally, of course, you can talk to me! I may not have what you’re 
looking for at my fingertips, but I will do my best to help you find it. 

How to get help 
I am happy to help you in a variety of ways. You can reach out to 
me on slack (either publicly or privately). If you would prefer to 
talk, we can do so electronically (on facetime, or zoom, or google 
hangouts, or skype, or whatever works). And if you just want to 
email me, that will work too. 

There are also a couple of other resources available: 

• Hunter’s Writing Center is offering both live online and asyn-
chronous tutoring sessions. See this link for more information. 

• The philosophy department’s in-house writing tutors should 
still be operational. To get in touch with them, you should send 
an email to philosophy.tutor.hunter@gmail.com 

Some Frequently Asked Questions 

How should the penultimate and final drafts be formatted? 
I don’t care about whether they are single- or double-spaced, or 
how big the margins are, as long as they are easy to read. 

What kind of citation style should I use? 
It doesn’t matter, as long as it is consistent and I can tell what 
sources you’re using. APA, MLA, and Chicago are all fine, for ex-
ample. 

Can I write about a topic that not covered in the required readings? 
Maybe. You should check with me. But I want to keep the subject 
matter of these papers connected to the course somehow. 

Can I get feedback on a draft before the penultimate draft? 
Yes! Definitely!
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