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Prompt for Short Writing #2

Modern Approaches to Knowledge: Spinoza, Hume, Kant

Your second reflection paper of  the semester will be due in class the Monday following spring break 
(3/18). However, a carefully thought-out and developed thesis paragraph for your paper-in-progress is due in hard 
copy in class on the Friday before spring break (3/8). As for your first paper, you should aim to produce 
a highly polished, concise, and well-written reflective essay 3-4 double-spaced pages in length on the 
basis of  the following general prompt:

Each of  the texts examined in this section of  the course attempted to analyze the ultimate 
source of  our knowledge as a way of  approaching the question of  what knowledge is. Each 
also each suggested some further implications of  the author's views of  knowledge for our 
understanding of  truth, objectivity and subjectivity. Which of  these accounts do you find 
most convincing, and why? Note that, in answering this question, you will need to address 
not only the account that you favor, but also weigh it against those that you do not. This 
means that you will need to address each of  the three authors’ views in your paper in 
relation to your specific inquiry (though not necessarily to the same degree). In order to 
do this adequately and convincingly in the space of  3-4 pages, you will need to further 
narrow your inquiry to a very specific aspect of  their accounts of  knowledge.  You might, for 
example, choose to focus upon their conceptions of  subjectivity, or sense-experience, or 
truth. Or your essay might take the form of  an examination of  the implications of  their 
positions  on  knowledge  for  an  understanding  of  a  specific  topic  such  as  biology, 
mathematics, society, history, the mind, the place of  the human being in nature, or even 
nature itself.  

Regardless of  your chosen topic, the key to a successful essay will be suitably narrowing your focus to 
allow you to develop a convincing argument for your preferred account in the  very short  space of  3-4 
pages. This will involve both carefully crafting a precise thesis and engaging with each of  the texts in a 
concise and highly specific way (i.e., as it relates to your specific focus in the paper).  You will not have the 
space for vast sections of  general summary, but only for explaining the author’s views in relation to your 
very specific theme. Remember, the purpose of  these papers is careful philosophical reflection, not broad 
summary. I expect you to show me that you have read and understood this material by reflecting upon it, 
not regurgitating it. Your primary focus should be the development of  your own argument with highest 
attention paid to clarity, precision, and coherence, presented with reference to the texts in a well-written essay with  
an introduction, body, and conclusion. 

I am happy to look at drafts or partial drafts of  your work and to provide comments prior to the due 
date, but recall that, as stated on the syllabus, I will not do so in the final 48 hours before an assignment is due. 
This means that students seeking feedback or comments on drafts or partial drafts of  this paper need to 
come to my office hours or submit their work to me by email before 10:40 AM on Saturday, March 16th. 
It is perfectly OK to submit partial drafts or outlines if  you want some feedback but do not have time to 
complete a full draft before this deadline. No rewrites will be permitted for assignment.

It is  imperative that you show up to class on Friday, March 8th with a printed copy of  your thesis 
paragraph. While it is perfectly fine (and indeed expected) that the final version of  your thesis in the full 
paper will differ from this initial version, your claims in the initial version will help to form the basis of  
our discussion for that day, and we will spend a portion of  class time collectively critiquing them.


