Medieval Philosophy

Paper Assignment

Spring 2015
Assignment

Write a 5 page paper addressing a topic of your choice in medieval philosophy.  You may choose to write on a topic that we have discussed in the course or one that we have not discussed.  If you choose to write on a topic discussed in class, your paper may not be a mere summary of class notes, powerpoints and discussions.  Your paper must go beyond the analysis of the topic presented and discussed in class.  
The paper must make use of at least one primary source written by a medieval author and two secondary sources.  
Your paper cannot be mere exposition or summary of a medieval author’s views or secondary literature.  You must argue for some thesis in your paper.
Three general approaches you might take in your paper:

(1) Attack or defend some argument or claim made by a medieval philosopher.  You may also defend or attack a medieval philosopher’s solution to a particular philosophical problem.  If you choose to attack an argument, be sure to focus your criticisms on either the argument’s form (validity) or particular premises.  If you choose to defend an argument, you should focus on demonstrating that the argument is in a valid form and/or argue for the truth of particular premises in the argument.  If you are defending an argument, you may choose to identify a specific objection and defend the argument against it.

(2) Compare the approaches taken by two medieval philosophers to the same problem.  Evaluate the approaches, explaining whether you think they work, or whether you think one is better than the other.
(3) Find some debate in the secondary literature over the interpretation of a medieval philosopher, where something of philosophical importance hinges on the interpretation.  Take a side in that debate.  Argue for that side.  Explain its philosophical import.

There are other acceptable approaches to the paper.  Please consult with me if you are uncertain about whether your approach would satisfy the paper’s requirement arguing for a thesis.

Stylistic Guidelines

1.  Your paper should have your name and a title on the first-page.  

2.  Papers should be double-spaced with normal margins and written in a standard 12 pt. font.  

3.  References and/or bibliography should be done consistently according to a standard manual of style.  You may choose the citation style that you use, but please use the chosen style consistently.
Features of good papers:

Content:


(1) Clearly define an issue that is narrow enough to be thoroughly treated in 5 pgs

(2) Write an introduction that succinctly explains the thesis of your paper and how you will argue for it.

(3) Employ valid arguments to advance your thesis.

(4) Defend premises of your argument.  Identify any assumptions that your argument presupposes.

(5) Define key terms to avoid confusion.
(6) Cite primary and secondary texts frequently.
(7) Include well-chosen relevant quotations from primary sources.  Quotes should be properly introduced and their significance should be explained.

(8) Consider objections to your argument and reply to them.
(9) Include a conclusion paragraph.
Style:

1. Papers should be free from grammatical and spelling errors.

2. Papers should have clear and logical organizational structure,

3. There should be smooth transitions between the various sections and paragraphs of the paper.
Possible Topics

Here are some topics that we addressed (or will address) in the course, which can be approached in the paper according to the three ways listed above.  This is certainly not an exhaustive list and there are many other good topics that you may come up with on your own.
· Defend/Attack an argument, claim or view 

(a) Anselm’s ontological argument

(b) One of Aquinas’s five ways

(c) Augustine’s claim that evil is a privation

(d) Abelard’s theory of universals

(e) Boethius’s view of God’s knowledge of contingents

· Comparing and evaluating approaches to same problem

(a) Scotus, Aquinas, Maimonides on knowing and speaking about God

(b) Aquinas and Scotus on whether the ten commandments belong to the natural law

(c) Al-Gazali and Aquinas (or another philosopher) on causality
(d) Boethius and Aquinas on God’s knowledge of contingents

(e) Aquinas, Bonaventure, Siger on the eternity of the world

· Debate in secondary literature

The best way to get ideas on topics for writing a paper like this is to begin finding and reading secondary literature on an aspect of a philosopher’s view in which you have interest.
Due Dates

March 27th:  Turn in one typed page with the following information: (a) your paper topic; (b) the 
thesis which you intend to defend; (c) a list of potential sources.  You may also choose to 
submit an overview of the argument which will support the thesis or an outline of the 
sections which the paper will move to advance the thesis.  The more detail you provide 
concerning the structure and argument of your paper, the more helpful the feedback I 
will be able to provide.

May 8th:  Paper due

