PHIL/WGST 226: Feminist Theory
Essay Assignment Description

This document contains a general description of the essay assignment you will complete three times during the term. For specific instructions regarding particular essay assignments and topics, refer to that assignment sheet.

You will write three philosophical essays in this course. Essays require that you write an original critical analysis, or critique, of some aspect of the views defended by authors in assigned readings. In contrast to quizzes, on which you demonstrate your understanding of philosophical works, essays present the opportunity for you to do philosophy yourself.

Formatting Requirements

Your essay should conform to the following technical requirements to avoid penalty:

• It should be typed in Word format (.doc or .docx) and double-spaced.

• It should use 12-point Times New Roman font and one inch margins on all four sides. 

• It should have a brief, informative title. 

• It should be of the appropriate length (as described in the syllabus), not including heading or quotations
Submission Policies

An electronic copy of your essay should be uploaded at Turnitin.com by 10am on the due date indicated on the syllabus course schedule. (Do not upload essays to the EMU course shell). See instructions below for enrolling in the class on turnitin.com and uploading your essay.
Please include the number of the thesis you have selected in the name you give the document when you submit it on turnitin.com. (Each thesis option is numbered on the specific assignment document.)   
To preserve your essay’s formatting, please be sure to upload your essay rather than pasting it into the text field on turnitin.com. 
Turnitin.com is a web-based service that compares submitted student text against a database of millions of previously submitted documents, including those on the public Internet, a proprietary collection of published articles, as well as every student paper ever submitted to Turnitin.com, including previously submitted EMU papers. When similarities between student text and an existing document are found, Turnitin highlights those similarities in an annotated document, displaying both the student text and the original source(s). Detection of similarities does not mean plagiarism has occurred, as the overlapping text might be properly referenced and cited. 
Essays will not be counted as having been received until successful submission at Turnitin.com. 
Essays submitted late will incur a penalty of 1/3 of a letter grade (3.33%) every 24 hours beginning at the time they are due on Turnitin.com. 
Submitting your essays on turnitin.com
You may have been required to submit papers via Turnitin.com in a previous class, in which case you already have a Turnitin.com account. If so:

1. Log in at turnitin.com

2. Click on “enroll in a class”. 

3. Enter the class ID (22090362) and enrollment key (226F19). 
If you do not have a turnitin.com account: 

1. Go here: https://www.turnitin.com/newuser_type.asp?lang=en_us

2. Click on “student”. 

3. Complete the form using the class ID and enrollment key above. 
Once you are logged in and enrolled in this class, a list of the classes in which you are enrolled on Turnitin.com will appear. Next:

4. Click on this class (“Feminist Theory (Fall 2019)”). 

5. Click the “submit” button for the current essay assignment. 

6. Fill out the form and upload your file. 

7. Follow on-screen instructions until you receive your digital submission receipt. 

If you do not receive a digital submission receipt by email, something has gone wrong. Attempt re-submission until you receive a receipt. You will need evidence that you submitted your paper on time if you request that a late penalty be waived. 

Evaluation

Essays will receive three scores added together to produce the final essay grade:

• Written quality (30%): spelling, grammar, organization (including the introduction and conclusion), clarity, length (in the appropriate range)
• Expository quality (30%): accuracy, thoroughness, precision, provision and citation of textual evidence

• Critical quality (40%): controversy, cogency, originality, consideration of objections

Please see below for specific details of the expectations for these three aspects of the essay.

Components of the Essay

I. Your essay should begin with an introduction that is one paragraph and no more than half a page in length. After noting what question or controversy you will address in the body of your paper, you should state your thesis. Having stated your thesis, you should briefly summarize the arguments you will make in support of it. 

A thesis is a one-sentence statement of the main claim of the paper. (For example, “In this paper, I will argue that Plato’s arguments for X are unsuccessful.”) Note that, in a philosophy paper, first-person is acceptable and unavoidable. A thesis does not merely relate the topic of the paper; it states the conclusion for which the paper will argue. 

II. The expository section should comprise about half of the body of your paper. In this section, you should explain the relevant aspects of the views of the author(s) whose work you are addressing in your paper. Within your paper, the expository section should be completed before the following section (the critical section) begins; do not mix exposition and critique. The expository section should not contain any commentary or criticism. 

• Your expository section should be accurate: Your paper should explain the arguments of the thinker whose work you’re addressing without errors or inaccuracies. 

• Your expository section should be thorough: Your paper should explain the all of the relevant arguments of the thinker whose work you’re addressing.  

• Your expository section should be precise: Your paper should not explain aspects of the article you’re critiquing that are not relevant to your thesis and supporting arguments. (If in doubt, thoroughness is more important than precision.) 

• The expository section should be written in your own words and should be based on the text, not the lecture. (You should certainly use the lectures to enrich your understanding of assigned reading, but you should never quote (or paste) from the lecture.)

• For each distinct aspect of a thinker’s view you note in your expository section, you must give textual evidence of the view you are attributing to her. (This means that you will probably be giving textual evidence for an attribution every 1-2 sentences in this section.) 

Textual evidence can be given as follows: At the end of a sentence in which you have attributed a view to someone, state in parentheses her last name, the year of publication, and the page number in the text on which she makes the claim you attribute to her. (If you refer to the same author and publication twice in a row, you may cite the page number only following subsequent attributions.) 
• Quotation should be avoided to the greatest extent possible. Quote only when the author’s specific words must be given as evidence for your critique. 

You must always explain what is quoted in your own words immediately following the quotation. 

Quotations over 50 words should be indented on both sides and internally single-spaced.

Quotations do not count in the required length of the paper. 

Quotations should be followed by a parenthetical citation that includes the author’s last name, the year of publication, and the page number in the text on which the quoted passage appears.

• All sources referenced in the paper should be cited (a) parenthetically in the text, as explained above, and (b) in a full citation in a bibliography appended to the paper. 

The bibliography does not count in the required length of the paper. 

Please use Author-Date system: http://libguides.williams.edu/citing/chicago-author-date
• Book and journal titles should be italicized. Article and chapter titles should be in quotation marks. 

III. The critical section should comprise about half the body of the paper. In this section, you present reasons that

(a) if true, prove your thesis, 

(b) are plausible, and 

(c) you can give rational support for.  
Each thesis option will require you to respond critically to an assigned reading. This means that you will be using your mind to formulate arguments in response to views defended in assigned readings. 

I recommend that you begin the essay-writing process with the critical section. Consider the views defended in assigned readings, and ask yourself the following questions: 

• Is this view reasonable? 

• Is the author’s defense of the view cogent? 

• Does the author provide the best possible defense of this view? 

If, for any view defended in an assigned reading, you answer one or more of these questions in the negative, and you can articulate reasons for your answer, then you have a possible essay topic and a basis for choosing one of the thesis options. (You should not begin by selecting a thesis and then attempt to fabricate arguments for it.)

• It is important that you choose a topic about which you have an opinion for which you can articulate reasons. Do not simply state your overall impression of an author’s view.

You need not argue for the falsity of an author’s conclusion. You may do this, but there are other options: you could argue that, even though the author’s view is true, the argument she makes in support of it is flawed; you could argue that the author’s view is true and that her arguments are acceptable, but that there are additional (better) arguments she could have made for her view; you could also defend the author’s view against objections that she does not consider. 

Be aware, moreover, that in order to critique the arguments of a feminist, you don’t have to say something that is anti-feminist or sexist. Feminists disagree with each other all the time! 

• Your thesis should be at least somewhat controversial. You should not write a paper defending a view that every reasonable person already agrees is true. If you are unsure about whether your thesis is sufficiently provocative (or defensible), consult with me well in advance. 

• It is necessary that you be original here; your critique should not simply be a summary of the reasons why one philosopher disagrees with another, which would make your paper a mere literature review. 

There is no expectation for this paper that you engage in outside research. If you wish to make use of literature not assigned in this class, please consult with me in advance.

• Your critique should reflect and be based on a correct understanding of the views to which it responds. 

If you have the author’s view wrong, your “critique” may be irrelevant. Even worse, you may inadvertently be defending the author’s view. To this end, do not write an essay in response to an article you have not read (carefully, more than once). 

Don’t assume that the author is foolish or ignorant. If there seems to be an obvious flaw in the author’s argument, consider whether you may have misunderstood what she is saying. 

• Your argument(s) should be well-developed. Other things being equal, an essay containing one or two thoughtfully-explained, thoroughly-argued criticisms is much better than one containing several half-explained, under-defended criticisms.

Make sure your point is clear by, for example, saying it more than one way (“In other words, …”) and/or by giving an example.

Be certain to explain how the point you’re making helps to support your thesis. 

• In order for your argument to be effective, you must respond to the arguments of the author whose view you are critiquing. Don’t respond to the author’s conclusion, respond to the arguments she makes for it. 

• In order to successfully defend your thesis, you must respond to objections to your view. Essays that re-assert views that have been subject to critique in lecture or in the reading without responding to that critique will receive a C at best. 

It is more important that you consider the strongest objections to your view (even if you struggle to refute them) than that you consider weak, fabricated objections that are easily overcome. 

IV. The conclusion of your paper should be one paragraph, no more than one-half page in length. In it, you should restate your thesis and explain how you have proven it. (Do not simply repeat your introduction.) 
The conclusion should not contain any new information, claims, or arguments.
Writing

Your essay will be evaluated, in part, on its written quality. Please keep the following in mind.

• Your paper should be entirely free of typographical, spelling, and grammatical errors. 

If you struggle with any of these issues, finish your essay early and take it to the University Writing Center for help with editing and proofreading. (See the syllabus for more information on the UWC.)

Even if you do not make use of the UWC, ask someone else to proofread your paper and point out mistakes or unclear sentences. Other people will see problems you miss. At a minimum, slowly read your paper out loud to yourself. This will help you catch problems so that you can fix them and earn a higher grade.  

• Organization: The pattern of your thoughts should be easy to follow and should reflect your understanding of the ideas and arguments of the thinker whose work you’re critiquing. The order of presentation should be systematic and logical. Make certain that the order of presentation of ideas is not random or haphazard. There should be a reason why things are presented in the order that they are presented; be thoughtful about this. 

Each major idea presented should receive its own paragraph.  

It is a fabulous idea to use signposts throughout your paper to make your structure explicit. (For example, “My first objection to Plato’s argument that X is that…,” “Secondly, I wish to argue against Plato that…,” “Finally, I contend that…”. ) 

• Clarity/diction: Your writing should be easy to understand. Your meaning should not be difficult to discern. People sometimes try to use sophisticated-sounding words they don’t fully understand or write long, elaborate sentences in hopes that their paper will sound “intellectual.” Don’t do this; it makes your paper worse, not better. Keep your writing simple and clear. 
Some mistakes to avoid:

• Your essay should be written with a tone of respect for the author whose work you are critically analyzing. Stating or implying that the author to whom you are responding is foolish, stupid, absurd, or insane is unprofessional and will be penalized. 

• Refrain from using vacuous generalities that add no substantive content to your paper (e.g., “Since the beginning of time, humans have questioned…”) and historical or biographical information that is not substantively pertinent (e.g., “Plato was the youngest child of Ariston and Perictione.”) In general, your paper should not include any sentences that are not necessary for the defense of your thesis.
• Your writing should avoid gender-biased language. To use “man,” “mankind,” and “he/him” as generics implies that maleness is standard and that other genders are deviant. Instead of using male terms as generic, use “human,” “humankind.” When use of pronouns is necessary, alternate “she” and “he,” or find some non-gendered way to refer to the antecedent.  

• Please avoid the tendency to use the word “feel(s)” excessively or inappropriately. “Feel” denotes an affective or sensory response. In most cases, it is more appropriate to say “think,” “believe,” or “argue.” Additionally, “feel” connotes tentativeness and suggests its object is mere opinion. For example, “I feel that Plato’s definition is mistaken,” suggests a lack of conviction in your own view and/or that you are merely expressing a subjective attitude.  

• Do not try to make your points with rhetorical questions. (For example, “Isn’t it better not to make your points with rhetorical questions?”) Assert your views declaratively. (For example, “It is better not to make your points with rhetorical questions.”)

• Refers to authors and their views in present tense (e.g., “Beauvoir holds that X”), not past tense (e.g., “Beauvoir held that X”), even for historical writings. 
• Avoid referring to the class, class discussion, or lecture in the main text of your paper. If you wish to cite one of these for the origin of the idea you’re presenting, do so in a footnote. 

Use of Sources and Plagiarism
You are free, and encouraged, to talk through your ideas with others. However, your ultimate arguments must be an expression of your own thought, written in your own words. Therefore:

(1) Do not present someone else’s words or ideas as your own. Superficial revisions (e.g., using synonyms, changing sentence order, etc.) of someone else’s work are easy to detect and count as plagiarism. Do not collaborate with others in the writing of your essay. 

(2) Quote only when the author’s specific words must be given as evidence for your critique. Otherwise, explain things in your own words. (This shows that you understand what you are talking about.) In any case, if you use someone else’s words, you must present them as a quote in order to avoid plagiarism. 
Quotations will not count in the length of your paper. 

Please do not quote (or paste) from lectures. Use lectures to improve your understanding of assigned reading, but explain the reading in your own words. 

(3) I advise that you rely only on readings assigned in this class, class discussion, and your own mind in the development of arguments for and the writing of this paper. 

This is not a research paper. There is no expectation that you engage in outside research, which will simply create more (and unnecessary) work for you. 

(4) If you use the words or ideas of anyone who is not an assigned author in this class, you must give a complete citation of the source using the Author-Date system. (See above.) 
Citing the work of others you have relied upon for your own paper is a normal professional convention which you should absolutely not hesitate to do. It does not weaken your paper to acknowledge that you drew from the work of others in the development of your own arguments. 

Presenting the ideas or words of someone else as your own constitutes plagiarism. If you plagiarize, you will fail the essay and the course, and I will report you to the Office of Wellness and Community Responsibility, which can lead to sanctions. (See the syllabus for the University’s Academic Dishonesty policy.)

There is absolutely never any opportunity to rewrite or resubmit an essay that contains plagiarism. If failing the course is too great a consequence for you to accept, whether due to your graduation plans, financial aid, or some other aspect of your life circumstances, then do not plagiarize. I do not accept excuses for plagiarism, including that the wrong file or an unfinished version of the paper was accidentally submitted. 

Appendix: Examples of ineffective arguments

Certain types of arguments common in first-time philosophy essays are problematic. Avoid these ineffective types of arguments in your essay: 

◊ “Author does not give enough evidence” is not by itself an argument. If this is your view, you must also say what would count as sufficient evidence and show through use of the text that the author does not provide said evidence.  

◊ “I could not understand what Author was saying” is not a criticism of the author’s view. If you do not understand an article, then you should not write an essay on it (until you consult with me to improve your understanding). 

◊ “Things are different now, and Author’s view no longer applies” is usually not an effective argument. (You would need empirical evidence to support this criticism. Your own anecdotal impressions are not adequate evidence.) If you wish to make this kind of argument, explain how you think the author’s view can be adapted to account for what you say has changed in society. 

◊ Pointing out omissions (topics or examples an author has left out) can be effective as a criticism, but only if you explain how the omission weakens what the author does say. One cannot expect an author to discuss every topic in a single essay. 

◊ “Author is just giving her opinion” is not an effective argument unless you show (through reasoning and use of the text) that the author does not give good reasons to believe that her opinion is true. Moreover, this attempt at criticism is self-defeating: you yourself will be giving an opinion in your essay. 

◊ The premises of your argument must admit of rational evidence. If a premise in your argument requires faith for the acceptance of its truth, then you are not making a philosophical argument. It is fine if your view is inspired by religious convictions, but faith cannot itself be what you use to support your premises.  

◊ “Author’s proposal would be unpopular” is not a philosophical argument. What matters is whether an author’s proposal is just or unjust. If an author rationally demonstrates that her proposal is just, then pointing out that it would be unpopular is not a criticism of her proposal, it is a criticism of our society. 

◊ “Author could have presented her view in a more persuasive way” is a rhetorical criticism, not a philosophical argument. Your critique should focus on the substance of the author’s ideas, not the merit of their presentation.  

◊ Invoking a dictionary definition to challenge the way an author is using a term is an ineffective argument. Dictionaries have no special authority. Further, if the author is using a term in a way that defies conventional use, it is usually the case that she has given reasons for her departure from convention. 
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