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Instructor: Paul Bali

Term Paper 2

Assignment

In the attached excerpt from his book Monologium, the medieval philosopher St. Anselm of Canterbury offers a version of the cosmological argument.  Your task is to write a critical exposition of Anselm’s argument.  

You can think of your task as the sum of the following two sub-tasks:

1. Clearly explain Anselm’s cosmological argument.  Your goal here is concisely, clearly and accurately to explain both Anselm’s conclusion and the reasoning he presents in support of it.  You may find it useful here to set Anselm’s argument into standard form, and then to explain it, premise by premise.  I imagine this first section should take about 65 - 75% of your paper.

2. Clearly and convincingly assess the success of Anselm’s argument.  In this section, I want you to focus your efforts on one or two objections, the best that you can think of, against Anselm’s argument.  Be specific.  Each objection should focus on a specific aspect of Anselm’s argument, such as a questionable premise or inference.  Quickly identify the potentially problematic premise or inference, and then explain the objection to it.  You may ultimately decide that Anselm’s argument is successful, despite the stated objection(s).  In this case, you will have to explain why the objection(s) you raise, though they might have an initial plausibility, are unsuccessful.  In other words, even if you ultimately agree with Anselm, you must defend him against at least one objection.

     This second section should take the remaining 25 - 35% of your paper.

You are neither required nor encouraged to examine philosophical sources beyond the attached Anselm reading to do well on this assignment.  For more detailed guidance on preparing your essay, see the attached “Essay Guide”.

Handing Your Paper In

· The paper is due in class, or by the end of my office hours (12pm), on March 30.  Emailed papers will not be accepted.  Late papers will be dealt with according to course policy for all written assignments (please see course syllabus)

· As in the first semester, all papers must be submitted to turnitin.com, prior to being submitted to me. You must use a class ID# and class enrolment password, in order to submit your papers for the course. The class ID# is 1086312 and the class enrollment password is mullin.  Please staple to your paper a copy of your turnitin.com digital receipt
· I reserve the right to interview students on their papers, and to base their paper grade, in part or in whole, upon their oral demonstration of understanding of the paper's content

· For information on how to avoid plagiarism, see http://www.utoronto.ca/writing/plagsep.html 

Value

· The paper is worth 10% of your final course grade

Format

· Double-space lines, in an easily readable 12 point font; print single-sided 

· Put 1-inch margins on top, bottom, and sides of each sheet

· Write between 900 and 1100 words.  Include, on your title page, a word count.  Papers in excess of 1250 words may not be accepted
· Use an accepted scholarly method of citation for quotes and ideas from other authors (including Anselm), should you include them.  See The Chicago Manual of Style or The MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers for detailed information on scholarly documentation.  At http://www.utoronto.ca/writing/document.html  you will find a brief overview of acceptable documentation styles
· Include a bibliography as the final page of paper, even if you only refer to the excerpt from Anselm

Essay Guide

     There are many types of philosophy essay, but perhaps the most common type is the critical exposition.  A critical exposition comprises two basic tasks:  (I) an exposition (i.e. explanation) of a particular philosophical position; and (II) a critical appraisal of that position.  We will examine first how to go about preparing for each component of a critical exposition, and then how to organize and actually write it.

I: Preparing Your Exposition

     Your task in the expository component of the essay is simple to describe, but difficult to execute well:  clearly and accurately explain the philosophical position that you intend to later put under critical scrutiny.  This task is difficult because first, philosophical positions are often difficult to comprehend fully, and second, even when you do understand a position it is difficult to explain it to your audience in a clear and well-organized manner.

     It perhaps goes without saying that there is little point in trying to write a first draft of your paper until you feel that you have attained a precise comprehension of the position in question.  A necessary condition of writing philosophy well is thus reading philosophy well.  There are more and less effective ways of reading a work of philosophy, but there is something to be said for simply doing it a lot.  Even professional philosophers need to read a work at least twice to attain a minimally sufficient grasp of the position exposited in it; to prepare for your essay I suggest that you begin by sitting down and reading through the work in question several times.  Don’t stop until you have that "A-ha!" moment of clarity in which everything (or mostly everything) snaps into place.

     Start by reading through the work once to get a general feel for the terrain covered; don't worry if there are sentences or sections that don’t make much sense to you.  The question that you want to be able to answer at the end of your first read is:  What is the author trying to convince his/her audience of?  That is, what is the author's thesis?  On subsequent readings you should focus more on how the author tries to support that thesis.  You should focus, in other words, on the author's argument.  It might help to write out this argument in standard form, if the author hasn't already done so.  Fill in any "hidden" premises, which are unstated but implicitly relied upon by the author.  Determine whether the argument is more plausibly taken as inductive or deductive in intent.

     Pay special attention to central terms employed in the discussion.  How are they used? Are they intended in their ordinary sense, or are they endowed with a special, technical meaning?  Philosophers sometimes take pains to define their terms carefully at the beginning of a discussion, but even in this case you should read carefully and ensure that the author is indeed sticking to the stated definition throughout.  Ambiguity or vagueness of terms and expressions are often at the heart of long-standing philosophical disputes.

II: Preparing Your Critical Appraisal

     The primary question that you need to answer in the critical component of your essay is: Is the philosophical position plausible?  Are you convinced of the author's conclusion?  Of course, a simple "yes" or "no" answer will not suffice.  Think about why the position is a good one or not.  If you are not convinced of the position, you will need to express your dissatisfaction in the form of an objection.  Perhaps you believe that one of the objections that the author responded to was not in fact successfully rebutted; in this case you ought to think about why the rebuttal fails.  Or perhaps you have thought of an objection that the author has failed to consider.  In either case, the central critical questions you must ask are:  Are the premises of the author's argument true?  Do the premises provide adequate support for the conclusion?  Remember that in the case of a deductive argument, such support entails that the conclusion must be true if the premises are all true.  In the case of an inductive argument such support entails that the premises, if true, render the conclusion probable.

     If you are ultimately satisfied with the position under examination, you still ought to consider objections to it.  No philosophical position of interest is so obviously true that objections cannot sensibly be made against it.  If you have thought long and carefully about a philosophical position and find that you agree with it, this invariably means that you have considered but ultimately rejected various objections to it.  To defend a position you must do just that:  support it against attack.  The stronger the objections that you are able to overcome, the more impressive your defense of the position will be.

III: Writing Your Essay

Once you have carefully thought through the philosophical position in question, including objections to it, you are ready to put your results into a formal critical exposition.  For the relatively short essays that you are asked to write, there is no need for historical surveys of the problem under discussion, or lengthy introductory sections of any sort.  Contrary to what many of us were taught in high school, there is no need to start essays with general statements like, "Over the centuries many philosophers have pondered the existence of God and proposed arguments for or against belief in it."  This general claim happens to be true, but it is uninformative to most people and more likely to induce yawns rather than interest in your topic.  Use your introduction to outline (very briefly) Anselm’s position, and your ultimate assessment of his position.

     In your second paragraph launch right into your exposition of that position.  There is no rule against combining your exposition and critical evaluation into one section, by injecting your critical observations at the relevant points throughout the exposition, but this is a tricky organizational task that I do not recommend to beginning philosophers.  I suggest taking your expository and critical tasks one at a time, separating them with sub-headings into separate sections.

     By the way, it is conventional in philosophical writing to use the present tense when discussing philosophers (even the dead ones!) and their arguments, unless you are involved in historical analysis of them.  Don’t say: “Anselm supported his claim by surveying then rejecting rival positions.”  Say: “Anselm supports his claim by surveying then rejecting rival positions.”

     A typical exposition proceeds as follows:

1. A brief summary of the main argument, perhaps in standard form

2. A brief discussion of the basic character and structure of the argument, perhaps answering such general questions as whether it is inductive or deductive, a priori or a posteriori

3. A clarification of central terms, if necessary, and then explanation of any premises that are not self-evident

The order of the items on this list is not sacrosanct (though it clearly represents a rather natural progression), but you should cover, at some point in your exposition, each of the items.

     For the critical section of your paper, you have been asked to consider one or two objections (the strongest that you can think of) to the position in question.  For each objection, proceed as follows:

1. Make clear precisely at which aspect of the author's position the objection is directed.  For example, if your objection concerns the plausibility of one of the premises, state which premise.

2. Set forth the objection in a clear and concise manner, in standard form if you think it helps.

3. If necessary, explain any terms or premises of the objection that call for further clarification.

4. Explain why the objection is an important one for the position in question.  If the objection is sound, precisely what does this entail of the argument against which the objection is directed?  

Of course, if your aim is to defend the author's position, then you have the additional task of providing a successful rebuttal to any objections that you raise.  You will need to show why the objection, though it may have a prima facie plausibility, ultimately fails.

     Just as an elaborate introduction is unnecessary for term papers, so is an elaborate conclusion.  It is quite acceptable simply to close the paper at the end of your last rebuttal, perhaps with a sentence such as: "Thus S's argument for x is sound" or, alternatively, "Thus S's argument for x is not successful."

Anselm of Canterbury, Monologium, Chapter III

From S.D. Deane, (Trans.), St. Anselm: Basic Writings (Second Ed.), La Salle, Illinois: Open Court Publishing Company, 1994.

In the following passage, Anselm presents a cosmological argument for the existence of “a certain Nature through which whatever is exists and exists through itself, and is the highest of all existing beings."  Anselm first argues that everything that exists is caused to exist by something.  He examines several possibilities for the nature of this “something”, and offers reasons to reject all but one of them.  Then he extrapolates some of the properties that this being must possess.

     Though he doesn’t use the term ‘God’, it is safe to assume that Anselm intends this argument as a proof of God’s existence.


1. Whatever is exists through something else or nothing

2. Nothing exists through nothing, so all beings exist through something

3. Everything exists either through one or more than one beings.

4. If there is more than one being these exist and referred to as one or they are separate entities (each through itself) or exist mutually through each other.

5. If all these beings exist through one being that is the one self-existent being.

6. If they are separate entities and are self-existing, the entities must exist through the power of self-existence which is one.

7. It is absurd that a being relies on existence through another when that being also relies on the other for existence.

8. Only one being can exist through itself.

9. All beings exist through this one self-existent being and thus it is the highest degree of all things.

10. Since all good and great things exist through this being it must be supremely good and supremely great.

​​​​______________________________________________________________________________________
11. There is only one self-existent being which is supremely good, supremely great, the highest of all beings and in which all beings exists through.

There is a certain Nature through which whatever is exists and exists through itself, and is the highest of all existing beings.








     Therefore, not only are all good things such through something that is one and the same, and all great things through something that is one and the same; but whatever is, apparently exists through something that is one and the same.  For, everything that is, exists either through something, or through nothing.  But nothing exists through nothing.  For it is altogether inconceivable that anything should not exist by virtue of something.


     Whatever is, then, does not exist except through something.  Since this is true, either there is one being, or there are more than one, through which all things that are exist.  But if there are more than one, either these things are themselves to be referred to one being, through which they exist, or they exist separately, each through itself, or they exist mutually through one another.


     But, if these beings exist through one being, then all things do not exist through more than one [being], but rather through that one being through which these exist.


     If, however, these [beings] exist separately, each through itself, there is, at any rate, some power or property of existing through self (existendi per se), by which they are able to exist each through itself.  But, there can be no doubt that, in this case, they exist through this very power, which is one, and through which they are able to exist, each through itself.  More truly, then, do all things exist through this very being, which is one, than through these, which are more than one, which, without this one, cannot exist.


     But that these beings exist mutually through one another, no reason can admit; since it is an irrational conception that anything should exist through a being on which it confers existence….


     Therefore, since truth altogether excludes the supposition that there are more beings than one, through which all things exist, that being, through which all exist, must be one.  Since, then, all things that are exist through this one being, doubtless this one being exists through itself.  Whatever things that are else, then, exist through something other than themselves, and this [being] alone exists through itself.  But whatever exists through another is less than that through which all things are, and which alone exists through itself.  Therefore, that which exists through itself exists in the greatest degree of all things.


     There is, then, some one being which alone exists in the greatest and highest degree of all.  But that which is the greatest of all, and through which exists whatever is good or great, and, in short, whatever has any existence   -   that must be supremely good, and supremely great, and the highest of all beings.


























