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There is no magic formula when it comes to raising objections (or replying to them)
but the following pointers may be of some help:

• Less is more

Fewer objections will generally be better than more. A single, knock-down objection
is ideal although you might wish to explore two or even three in a longer paper.
Pick the strongest.

• Object to the whole argument

Sometimes authors anticipate objections. They identify what they think the most
likely objections will be and then they explain both the objections and their replies
to them. You cannot use these objections when objecting to the author’s argument

because they are part of that argument.

Exception: if the author’s reply is weak, you can object to the (anticipated
objection + response). That is, you can object to the whole package by
pointing out the weaknesses in the author’s response.

• Avoid the easily avoidable

When raising an objection, ask yourself how easily you could adapt the author’s
argument to avoid it. If the answer is, “very easily”, it isn’t a good objection.

• Uninteresting appeals to facts

If the author relies on a false factual claim but the argument could go through
either by dropping the claim completely or by replacing it with a true one, it isn’t
a good objection.

• Would this be a good pointer?

Avoid rhetorical questions. State the claim. You may occasionally get away with a
rhetorical question but they are generally best avoided.

• Avoid straw persons

If your objection makes the author’s view sound really implausible, check that
it really is her view and not just a similar sounding view to which you have a
really great objection. Lumbering your opponent with an implausible view which
she doesn’t actually hold is sometimes known as constructing a “straw person”.
Because your objection only works against the straw person’s view, it does nothing
to undermine the view you are objecting to.

• Principle of charity

If an author makes an ambiguous claim — that is, one which could be understood
in more than one way — you should interpret it as charitably as possible. If your
objection depends on an uncharitable reading, it isn’t a good objection.


