Philosophy 4340 – Final paper assignment

Paper format
Failure to comply with any of the formatting requirements will result in a 1/3 grade reduction (e.g. from a B+ to B).

Papers will be graded anonymously. To facilitate that:

· The paper should be turned in as a .doc file (see below), with the following file name: [your student id number].doc

· ID page: after the last body page, add a new page with nothing on it except your name; put your name at the bottom of this page.
· Do not put your name, or any other identifying marks, anywhere on the paper except for your ID page.

· Please submit by email. Please send papers to my bigfatgenius.com address (see syllabus). If I have to ask you to resubmit your paper in the correct format, or to the correct address, it may be marked late.
· Your paper must be at the most 3 pages, single spaced, 1” margins, 12 point times new roman font.

Paper content 

You must write about one of the topics below, (unless you and I have previously agreed otherwise); failure to do so will get you an F. 

In your paper, you must clearly specify a thesis, give an argument that shows this thesis to be reasonable, give a strong objection to your thesis, and then defend your thesis from that objection.  

Note:  Your argument must be plausible on its own merits before you make your objection.  That is, if there are any quite obvious objections to your view, especially ones we talked about in class, you must address them before moving on to your objection.
For each of the following, answer the question, argue for your answer, and defend it against a good objection.  To get an A, your paper must go beyond what we discussed in class, but must also be grounded in a plausible theory of justification.  The papers should be at most 3 pages long, single spaced, 12 point Times New Roman font, 1” margins.

Note:  Your argument must be plausible on its own merits before you make your objection.  That is, if there are any quite obvious objections to your view, you must address them before moving on to your objection.
· We’ve discussed psychological/evolutionary arguments that religious experience can or cannot justify religious belief.  Don't talk about them for this topic.  These arguments to the side, can religious experience justify religious belief?  You might argue that, even before we have any insight into the psychology of religious experience, religious experience cannot justify religious belief, or you might argue that religious experience can justify religious belief (perhaps if one doesn’t know about the psychological mechanisms involved).  If you want to argue along the latter lines, your arguments should be largely focused on responding to worries about the justification of religious belief by religious experience.

· Does religious experience justify religious belief, given our current understanding of the psychological mechanisms involved?

· If A has a religious or moral experience (pick one), can disagreement with someone who has never had such an experience ever pose an epistemic problem for A (e.g. could it defeat A’s justification for some religious belief)?  One might think, for example, that the views of someone who has not had such experiences don't need to be taken seriously by someone who has, as the person lacks some important information.  If your answer is “sometimes,” you should explain why it does in those cases and not in other cases.

· Pick a not-obviously-false theory of the justification of empirical beliefs (preferably the one you think is most plausible, but that’s not necessary).  What would this theory say about the justification of beliefs about either morality or religion (your answer should take into account possible defeaters of the sort we have discussed in class)?  Do these conclusions count for or against this view of justification?  

· Consider a scenario of the following sort:  upon much reflection, philosopher P comes to the conclusion that theory of justification T is the best theory of justification of beliefs about the physical world.  He then realizes that T has certain consequences about the justification of religious or moral beliefs, and finds those consequences unacceptable.  On those grounds, he rejects T as a theory of justification of beliefs about the physical world.  Are these epistemically appropriate grounds for rejecting T?

· Is it responsible for philosophers who use intuitions as evidence about philosophical matters to do so without doing research into the psychological, cultural, or evolutionary mechanisms that may affect intuitions?  Your paper should focus on philosophers who are reasonably familiar with the material we have covered in this class.

· A and B are both philosophers who are reasonably equal (as far as they can tell) in their training and cognitive ability.  They disagree about an area both have researched substantially (one believes P and the other either believes ~P, or believes that there is insufficient evidence to believe P or ~P).  Does this act as a defeater to their justification for their beliefs sometimes (and if so, when)?  Always?  Never?

· Are there areas of philosophy where disagreement, or an inability to convince others using your best arguments, is more or less likely to be defeaters for justification than in others?  If your answer is yes, you should do this by picking two areas that differ in this respect and discuss them.

· Are there areas of philosophy where intuitions are better reasons for belief than in others?  If your answer is yes, you should do this by picking two areas that differ in this respect and discuss them. 

· If you want to write on something else, ask me ASAP.  No novel topics will be permitted without my express written approval of the specific topic.

Deadlines
· Email me your thesis (to my bigfatgenius email address):  Tuesday, Dec 4, by 10pm.  Put your thesis, and any questions you have about it, into the body of an email, with the subject line "4340 Paper 2 Thesis."

· Outline due (in class):  Monday, Dec 10.  Your outline should begin with a formalization of your main argument.  This should be comprehensible to me without having to read the rest of your outline.  I will grade this formalization, but I won't read the rest of your outline (I'll just glance at it to make sure that you did enough work on it).

· Draft due to partners:  Monday, Dec 17, 8pm.  Cc. a copy to me at my bigfatgenius email address; subject line "4340 Paper 2 Draft."

· Comments due to partners:  Wednesday, Dec 19, 8pm.  Cc. a copy to me at my bigfatgenius email address; subject line "4340 Paper 2 Comments."

· Final paper due:  Friday, Dec 21, 8pm, via email.  Subject line:  "4340 Paper 2 Final."

