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Philosophy 1200: The Meaning of Life 
Topics, Instructions and Guidelines for Term Paper 
Summer Semester 2012
Format
· No title page is needed; just give the title of your paper, your name, student number  (or, if you prefer, only your student number) on the first page 
· 5-7 pages (1,200-1,500 words) in length 
· 12 point font, double-spaced

· Do not enclose your paper in any folder – just staple the pages together
· Your paper may not require any references apart from the course pack (this depends on which topic you choose), but, if there are any, I suggest you put them at the end of your paper. (You may use any standard format for this – just make sure the reference is detailed enough for the grader to check it if necessary.)
· Any Internet sources used must be cited, with complete address, as follows: <http://www.search.yahoo.com/....

Due Date
The term paper is due in class on Tuesday, June 19, our last class of the course class. Although I do not like to impose penalties for late submission, fairness requires it. A penalty of one mark (out of 30) will therefore be deducted for each day your paper is late (without any properly documented justification, such as a medical note).
Topics
Choose one of the topics given below, explain it clearly, and then critically discuss/evaluate it in detail. In each case, readings are indicated which are directly relevant to each topic. (Please show clearly on the first page of your paper which topic you are writing on.)

1) Discuss in detail whether Camus’ or Nagel’s account of the absurd is more accurate or plausible. Readings 4 and 6.
2) Must human life have a meaning or a purpose in order to be valuable and worth living? Why, or why not? Reading 34 by Cahn explicitly defends a negative answer to the question, but many other readings in the course will be at least indirectly relevant to this topic. Reading 14 by Baier, section 2, is especially relevant to this issue.
3) Do you think that the fact of death is, on the whole, a good thing or a bad thing? Support your view by detailed arguments. Readings 15 and 16, but you should be able to find some other useful sources as well.
4) It has sometimes been argued that anything that possesses genuine, intrinsic value and importance has to be permanent. (This view was held, for example, by Schopenhauer (see Klemke, page 116) and is also endorsed by William Lane Craig in Reading 9.) If this view is correct, then it follows that human life can have intrinsic value and importance, only if there is afterlife. Explain as clearly as you can why there might be thought to be a connection between something’s possessing intrinsic value and it’s being permanent, and then discuss in detail whether this view is correct. This issue is also discussed in Reading 13 by Baier, Section 3.
5) Explain as clearly as you can Nozick’s main criticism of the religious conception of the meaning and purpose of human life, and then assess in detail how convincing it is. Reading 11 and Reading 13, Section 2.
6) In Reading 24 Robert Nozick uses a thought experiment involving what he calls the experience machine in an attempt to refute/undermine the hedonist view that pleasure is the only thing that is intrinsically valuable. Explain Nozick’s argument against hedonism as clearly as you can, and then discuss in detail how convincing Nozick’s it is. In addition to reading 24 by Nozick, the other readings on hedonism will be relevant.
7) In Reading 19 the philosopher A.J. Ayer tries to “dissolve” the problem of the meaning of life (that is, to show that there is no genuine problem about the meaning of life that needs to be solved) by arguing that the very question ‘What is the meaning and purpose of human life?’ has no clear meaning. Explain Ayer’s strategy in more detail and then assess in detail how convincing it is. In addition to Reading 19, many other readings may be relevant to this topic.
8) Choose either one of Chapters 1, 8, 11, 14, or 15 from Klemke’s anthology, and critically discuss in detail the main theses defended in it. 
You may write on some other topic of your own choice, but you must clear it with me first to make sure that it is both manageable and sufficiently relevant to the course. 
Further Guidelines, Instructions, Advice, etc., for Writing Your Essay

Before Writing
The key to writing a good paper, as well as enjoying the task of writing it, is to have something interesting that you want to say. You should, therefore, try to get as clear as you can about your topic before you start writing. Your views might evolve as you go along – that is to be expected – but, if you don’t have clear objectives in mind before starting to write, you will have nothing to give you direction. 
You should definitely make an outline of your essay, and you should plan on writing several drafts. You cannot expect to write a good paper in one draft. I also encourage you to discuss your topic with other students in the class, as this is often a very helpful and enjoyable way to develop ideas. In the end, of course, you must write your paper yourself. 

Points of Style
Remember that you are writing an essay and so, obviously, you must write in complete sentences with appropriate paragraph breaks. Other than this, there is no special format that you must conform to. It sometimes helps the reader to follow what’s being said if an essay is divided into different sections with appropriate headings and sub-headings. This is up to you, though there shouldn’t be too many, otherwise your paper will appear too fragmented. You may use a somewhat informal writing style if you wish. For example, use of the first person is acceptable, as in “My own view is ..” or “I am inclined to think that …” However, be careful not to overwork such phrases, and avoid being too colloquial. It is best to write in a clear, straightforward style. Don’t try to sound too intellectual or too academic, especially if you don’t feel comfortable or natural writing in such a style. 
Organization

It is probably best to start your essay by stating as clearly as you can what issue you are going to be discussing. You may have to provide some background before you begin to develop your own position, and you may also need to clarify the question you are addressing. But you should do this as concisely as you can so that the bulk of the essay consists of your analysis of the issue.

Comments about Content
Remember that this is a discussion paper, not a research paper. It is okay to consult library or internet sources for additional information about your topic, but, in the case of most of the topics, at least, this isn’t necessary and is not what I am looking for. I want you to think carefully about the topic or reading you are discussing, and try to come up with interesting ideas of your own. 
In writing your essay your main goal should be to say something interesting about the topic you have selected. To say something interesting about it, you must say something that is original and creative. This is another reason why you must think long and hard about your topic before you begin writing; you must determine whether you have any interesting ideas about it. If you can’t seem to come up with anything, you’d better choose another topic to write on. 

Give Arguments

Remember that this is a philosophical paper, not an exercise in rhetoric. I want you to present your own views, of course, and to do so as forcefully and persuasively as you can. But you must not engage in overstatement or exaggeration. It is not enough merely to express your opinion, regardless of how elegantly or forcefully you do so. To be persuasive in writing a philosophical paper means supporting your views by good, carefully reasoned and detailed arguments. 
Some Things to Avoid

· Repetition, except very selectively for emphasis 

· Being too colloquial, although an informal writing style that uses the 1st person is acceptable 

· Lengthy, elaborate, artificial introduction

· Sentences that are too long or complicated to be clear, 

· Vagueness, ambiguity, clichés 

· Overstatement, exaggeration, hyperbole, appealing to emotion or popular belief 

· Grammatical mistakes (no excuse for this now that we have computers)
· Too many quotations – only quote when there is a need to

· Padding to get the required length

Do not plagiarize – the penalties are severe. It is the responsibility of each student to understand the meaning of 'plagiarism as defined in the Carleton University Calendar, and to avoid both committing plagiarism and aiding/abetting plagiarism by other students.

A Helpful Online Source about How to Write a Philosophy Paper
For similar, but more detailed, advice about writing a philosophy paper you might want to consult the following online source: Ashley McDowell, “How to Write a Philosophy Paper” (just Google the name and title to get the web page) 

Evaluation of Your Paper
Your essay will be evaluated on the basis of the following criteria (The percentages are approximate):

20% - Presentation of your ideas, e.g. writing style, organization, clarity of expression

30% - Strength of your arguments and analyses of the issue 
30% - Creativity in addressing the issue
20% - Overall understanding of the issues being discussed 

Good luck!
