Imitation Paper, Entry 1: Producing a Thesis
Background:

Philosophical communication at this point in history is largely (though not exclusively) in terms of claims and arguments. By a claim, I mean a statement about reality offered publicly as correct, at least within the specified or implied context. It is not merely a statement about what I happen to believe, feel, or think; it lays claim to your belief, as well. Claims that are supported by evidence call for either agreement or the identification of a problem (this may be in the form of counter-evidence, re-interpretation, or pointing out a logical error). By an argument, I mean a set of reasons (the set could have one member) accompanied by a conclusion (the claim in question) that is both supposed to follow from them and is contentious. This “following” could be strong or weak, strictly deductive or merely suggestive, or somewhere in between.

The Assignment:

Please come up with a claim of which you are strongly convinced. (Topic suggestions below.) It should be about something important (don’t waste your time); it should not be trivially decidable by further investigation (example: “the Gobi Desert is the largest desert in the world” is relatively easily determined by stipulating what counts as a desert, then measuring different ones); and it should be contentious – meaning that you must be able to imagine what someone who thought your claim was wrong would semi-reasonably say. (If you’ve met someone who disagrees, all the better.) It would probably be best if it concerned something you want to think more about, since you are going to be revisiting it twice more this semester. Then:

1. State this claim. You may say something clunky, like “My thesis is that…”. We’re usually pretty cool with clunky in philosophy, especially for beginners. Note: it is always okay to use the first person in philosophical writing.
2. Explain some personal motivations for thinking your claim is true. These are probably not necessarily reasons that would be convincing to other people (you’ll deal with those in subsequent assignments), but reasons that are significant to you.
Length: a paragraph or two.
Example

Here is a not-very-serious example:

My thesis is that nature just is change. I understand this to mean that the way of everything natural is to change; nothing is permanent except nature as a whole and some human-made artifacts. Nature as a whole, however, gives a structure to the particular changes of natural things. The more that things resist change, the more they deviate from their natural courses.


I first heard this claim in a movie called Ratatouille. It struck me at the time as clearly correct, and I identified with the rat’s struggles to convince his father about the appropriateness of his species-defying life choices. This line, along with one about reading books because they are filled with things his father doesn’t know, sums up those struggles. I think this especially moved me because I was brought up among French rats, impressed by both their stubbornness and their gradually emerging insistence on clean paws. Furthermore, I have always dreamed of one day becoming a great chef, even though everyone in my family is convinced that I should be a doctor like both of my parents.

[Notice, in this example, that the motivations given in the second paragraph are personally important but not offered as persuasive for anyone else. (A movie about an animated rat is only somewhat incidentally related to a thesis about nature.) They are, however, self-reflective – perhaps the person or rat writing this discovered something about herself in the process.]
Here is a (serious) list of possible topics to get you thinking, but please work on something that matters to you, rather than just picking an item from the list that sounds good.

Your claim could be about…

Education (is it possible? is everyone entitled to it? are other animals included in the entitlement? how does it happen best?)

Human existence (is it the same as, or different from, the existence of other things? In what way?)

Death (what is it? Is it survivable? Is it bad?)

God (who or what is or isn’t God? Do we all necessarily serve something as god?)

Reason/emotion (how are they related for most people? How should they be related?)

Discrimination (good? Bad? When and depending on what kinds of circumstances?)

Freedom (do we owe each other positive freedom, or only negative freedom? What would it take for my choices to be free? What is involved in liberating a person’s thinking – and from what does it need to be liberated?)

Knowledge (does it require certainty? Can I turn out to be wrong about something I know?)

Persuasion (is it reducible to propaganda? Or is there some more acceptable kind with distinguishable characteristics?)

Music (why does it speak so deeply to us? Are there better and worse forms of music, or only better and worse composers/performers within those forms? Is it the highest form of art?)

Capitalism (is everything really for sale? Can or should it be?)

Anything else important that you want to talk about (are wanting and loving the same? Can we change what things we want? Is there a universally shared sense of what counts as important, or only various locally shared senses? Is there anything that exceeds what we can talk about? Why does language have such a broad reach?)
