
Final Paper: Instructions
Isaac Wilhelm (iwilhelm@nus.edu.sg)

1 Summary

For your final paper, choose one of the three provided selections. Then write a
paper about that selection. There are several things which your paper should do;
these instructions explain exactly what.

For starters, you should begin with a short introduction, in which you explain the
basic topic of the article and what you plan to discuss. And your paper should
end with a short conclusion, in which you summarize what came before.

Most of your paper, however, should be dedicated to the following.

1. Extract the author’s argument in the assigned passage: roughly put, tell me
what the argument’s premises are and what the argument’s conclusion is.

2. Justify that argument: roughly put, tell me why the author thinks that each
of the premises are true.

3. Evaluate the argument: roughly put, tell me what you think of the premises.

In the rest of these instructions, I explain what I mean by ‘extract’, ‘justify’, and
‘evaluate’.

2 Extraction

In this section, I explain the basics of argument extraction. Then I explain a few
other things which you should do in the ‘extraction’ part of your paper.

Extracting an argument means reformulating an argument in order to capture,
as clearly as possible, what the author has in mind. For the purposes of this
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assignment, the extracted argument must be logically valid: so the truth of the
premises must guarantee the truth of the conclusion. And the extracted argument
must be more-or-less what the author was thinking, when they wrote the passage.

For example, suppose you were to extract an argument from the passage below.

People have become lazy when walking their dogs. Sometimes, they
neglect to pick their dog’s poop up off their neighbors’ grass. Those
people should read up on the local laws regarding domestic pets. The
laws are extremely reasonable. They cover many different things, in-
cluding proper dog-walking etiquette. So whenever I walk my dog, I
always follow the law: do not leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn!

A first attempt at an extraction might be this.

The author claims that the local laws are reasonable. In addition, ac-
cording to the author, the local laws imply that it is wrong to leave
dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn. Therefore, the author concludes, it
is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn.

The first two sentences of this extraction are the premises of the argument in the
original passage, and the final sentence is the argument’s conclusion. Note that
neither the second premise nor the conclusion is explicitly stated in the original
passage. That is fine: in many cases, your extracted argument will have state-
ments which the original passage leaves implicit. And note that it may be possible
to extract a different kind of argument from the original passage. That is normal:
in general, the argument in the original passage will be compatible with several
different extracted arguments.

This first attempt is no good, because it is not valid. The first and second premises
do not logically imply the concluding line 3. To make the argument valid, another
premise is required. So here is a second attempted extraction.

The author of the passage commits, implicitly or explicitly, to three
claims. First, the author claims that the local laws are reasonable.
Second, according to the author, the local laws imply that it is wrong
to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn. Third, the author seems to
accept the following: if the local laws imply that it is wrong to leave
dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn, then it is wrong to leave dog poop
on your neighbor’s lawn. Therefore, the author concludes, it is wrong
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to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn.

Note that this is just one way of making the original attempted extraction valid.
There are others: for instance, the “If . . . then . . . ” premise could be replaced by
“Everything that the local laws imply is true.”

The second attempted extraction is better than the first, because it is valid. But
it is still not good enough, because the first premise—about the local laws being
reasonable—is superfluous. That is, the conclusion follows from the second and
third premises alone: the first premise is unnecessary. So that premise should be
cut. The resulting extracted argument is as follows.

The author of the passage commits, implicitly or explicitly, to two
claims. First, according to the author, the local laws imply that it is
wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn. Second, the author
seems to accept the following: if the local laws imply that it is wrong
to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn, then it is wrong to leave
dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn. Therefore, the author concludes, it
is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn.

This final extracted argument is great. It is valid, since it has the logical structure
indicated below:

1. A
2. If A then B
3. Therefore, B

where A is “the local laws imply that it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neigh-
bor’s lawn” and B is “it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn.” In
addition, this final extracted argument is good because it represents, fairly well,
what the author of the original passage had in mind. In other words, this final
extracted argument is a good precisification of the line of thought in that passage.

To make the extracted argument maximally clear, it often helps to express it in
the format above. For instance, to clearly express the final extracted argument
about walking dogs, it should be written like this.

1. The local laws imply that it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s
lawn.
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2. If the local laws imply that it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s
lawn, then it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn.

3. Therefore, it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn.

It is not absolutely necessary that you present the extraction in this format. But
doing so helps a lot: it forces you to be extremely clear about exactly what the
extracted argument is, for instance. So I suggest that you write your extraction
out in the above form, in your final paper.

Along with featuring an extracted argument, the ‘extraction’ part of your paper
should include several other things. It should include more details than the ex-
tracted argument in this example, for instance. The reason is straightforward:
the passages from which you will extract an argument—taken from various course
readings—are more involved than the passage upon which this example extraction
was based.

In addition, the ‘extraction’ part of your paper should contain lots of other in-
formation as well. For instance, you should explain all the relevant parts of the
author’s argument: the terminology that they use, the principles that they invoke,
and so on. So if the author uses an important term, in the argument which you
extracted, then you should state the definition of that term, and explain what the
definition says in an everyday, colloquial sort of way.

Of course, this might require that you cite other parts of the article in question:
perhaps the author defined the relevant terms earlier, for instance. If so, that is
fine. Be sure to talk about those other parts of the article, if they connect to the
original passage in important ways.

In this ‘extraction’ part of your paper, it is often worth describing how the ex-
tracted argument connects to the rest of the author’s article. So be sure to explain
the role that—in the context of the author’s article—the extracted argument plays.
How does the extracted argument connect to the author’s larger project, in the
article at issue? What purpose, for the author, does the extracted argument play?

In general, your extraction will probably be around one or two pages. It is fine,
however, if your extraction is longer or shorter than that. Just make sure that it
is reasonably clear and complete.
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3 Justification

Justifying an argument means presenting the arguer’s reasons for endorsing the
premises. To justify your extracted argument, go through the premises one by one,
and tell me why the author of the original passage thinks that each premise is true.

For example, consider the final extracted argument from the previous section. To
justify that argument, you must say why the author of the original paragraph
thinks that the first and second premises are true. Presumably, the author thinks
the first premise is true because the author has read the local laws, and according
to those laws, it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn. The author
thinks the second premise is true because, for instance, the author thinks that
the local laws are generally reasonable, that the local laws are generally just, and
that the local laws correctly capture the moral facts about dog-walking etiquette
in particular.

This part of the assignment relies on an important distinction: namely, the dis-
tinction between premises and justifications of premises. Note that the premise
“The local laws are reasonable,” which appeared in the first extracted argument
in Section 2, did not appear in the third extracted argument. That fact about
the laws—though it was quite prominent in the original passage upon which the
extracted arguments were based—is not the sort of fact that features as a premise
in the final extraction. But it is the sort of fact that can justify one of the final
extraction’s premises. In particular, it justifies the second premise: since the local
laws are reasonable, we can trust them to tell us what is right and what is wrong.
So do not be surprised if the argument you extract, from the original passage,
leaves a great deal of that passage out. The other bits of the passage are still
relevant to the extracted argument, because those other bits serve to justify the
extracted argument’s premises. So you can talk about the rest of that passage in
the justification section of your paper.

4 Evaluation

In the last substantive part of your paper, you must evaluate the extracted ar-
gument. In particular, you must determine whether or not you think that the
premises are true. And depending on what you say about the premises, you
should do a few other things as well.
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Here is one way that your evaluation section could go. Suppose you think that
the argument’s conclusion is false. Then you must say which premises are false:
for since the argument is valid, if the conclusion is false then at least one of
the premises must be false as well. In addition, you should explain why those
premises are false: give your reasons, that is, for rejecting those premises. Finally,
you should respond to the author’s justification for the premises which you reject:
that is, explain why the author’s justifications of those premises—as presented in
your section on justification—do not succeed.

For an example of this, take the argument from earlier. Suppose you think that
the conclusion is false. Then you must think that at least one of the premises is
false as well. So say which ones: perhaps you claim that the second premise—“If
the local laws imply that it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn,
then it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn”—is the false one.
Then tell me why that is: in other words, give some reasons for thinking that the
local laws are not as reasonable as the author of the passage suggests. Finally,
respond to the author’s justification of this premise: explain why, in other words,
that justification fails.

Here is another way that your evaluation section could go. Suppose you think
that the argument’s conclusion is true. Then there are two further things which
you might think: that all of the premises are true, or that at least one of the
premises is false. If the former, then provide your own justifications for each of
the premises; and in addition, think of an objection to one of the premises which
someone might give, and defend that premise against that objection. If the latter,
then say which premise is false, and explain why; and in addition, explain how
the argument could be fixed up, in order to avoid invoking a false premise.

For an example of this, take the argument from earlier. Suppose you think that
the conclusion is true. In addition, suppose you think that all of the premises
are true as well. Then provide your own justifications for each of the premises,
and in addition, defend one of the premises against an objection which someone
might raise. For instance, you might justify the first premise – “The local laws
imply that it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn” – by saying that
the mayor recently told you as much, and you might justify the second premise
– “If the local laws imply that it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s
lawn, then it is wrong to leave dog poop on your neighbor’s lawn” – by arguing
for some sort of connection between laws and moral facts. In addition, pick one
of these premises, think of an objection to it, and then defend that premise from
that objection.
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Alternatively, suppose you think that—even though the conclusion is true—at
least one premise is false. Then say which premise does not hold, describe why,
and explain how to fix the argument so that it no longer invokes that premise. For
instance, perhaps you reject the second premise. Then say so, and explain your
reasoning: perhaps you think that there is no compelling connection between laws
and moral facts. Finally, think of a way to fix the argument, so that it establishes
its conclusion, but does not invoke that problematic second premise.

Since this all might seem somewhat complicated, here is a condensed description
of the ways—described above—that your evaluation section could be structured.

(1) You think that the conclusion is false.
‚ Say which premises are, in your view, false, and explain why.
‚ Respond to the author’s justification of those premises. That is, explain

why those justifications of those premises do not succeed.
(2) You think that the conclusion is true.

(i) You think that each premise is true.
‚ Provide your own justifications for each of the premises.
‚ Think of an objection to one of the premises, present that objec-

tion, and defend the premise against that objection.
(ii) You think that at least one premise is false.

‚ Say which premises are, in your view, false, and explain why.
‚ Find a way to revise the argument, so that it no longer invokes

the purportedly false premise; then justify the premises in your
revision. If you think there is no way to revise the argument, in
that way, then explain why.

Note that in the evaluation section of the paper, you should not merely express
your own opinions. You should give lots of reasons that support what you think.

7


