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This handout is designed to offer some guidance on developing effective objections. The

most important point is covered by ‘Rule One’ (included in ‘Resources’ in part 1 of the course

packet). Recall Rosenberg’s ‘Rule One’:

Any opinion for which one can give reasons is admissible in philosophy, but once a claim has

been supported by an argument, subsequent criticism must then engage the argument.1

Indeed, Rosenberg continues:

In fact, the point is so important that there is no Rule Two.2

What does it mean to say that ‘subsequent criticism must. . . engage the argument’? It

means that an objection should not typically consist of an independent argument for a thesis

contrary to the thesis defended in the original argument. That is, to object in philosophy is

not typically to give reasons against a particular thesis or conclusion. Rather, it is to explain

why the particular reasons given in the original argument fail to establish that

thesis. Crucially, this is entirely consistent with the truth of the thesis. Of course, objections

will often cast doubt on the original thesis but this should be a side-effect rather than the

focus of the objection.

Of course, there are exceptions to this. Occasionally, you might have excellent reasons for

thinking a thesis false even though you cannot pinpoint exactly where an argument for that

thesis goes wrong. However, this move should be the option of last resort since it leaves your

reader in something of a quandary.

To see this, suppose that on Monday you read a really convincing argument for Socrates’

claim that ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’. The author of the argument has provided

what seems to be a series of valid inferences from premises to conclusion. The terms of the

argument are clearly explained and you have a strong grasp of what it means to live an

‘(un)examined life’ and of what it means for a life to be ‘(not) worth living’. Moreover, the

argument provides compelling reasons to think the premises are true. That is, you have good

reason to think that the argument is sound and the conclusion true. On Tuesday, therefore,

you set about leading a more examined life.

But there’s a problem. On Wednesday, you try to persuade a classmate of the thesis by

explaining the argument. Your classmate agrees that the argument appears to be sound but

insists that it cannot be so because there are good reasons to think the thesis is, in fact, false.

In support of this, the classmate produces an argument for the claim that ‘the unexamined

life is the only one worth living’. This argument also appears to be valid, explains its terms

clearly, and includes compelling reasons to think its premises are true. Moreover, it is clear

1Original emphasis. Jay Rosenberg. The Practice of Philosophy: A Handbook for Beginners. Englewood
Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1996, 19.

2Original emphasis. Rosenberg, The Practice of Philosophy: A Handbook for Beginners, 19.
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that both arguments are using their terms in the same ways. So the inconsistency cannot be

explained away by arguing that the two theses are using ‘(un)examined’ or ‘(not) worth living’

in different senses.

Now you (and your classmate) are stuck. You have two apparently sound arguments for

incompatible conclusions. At least one of them is unsound but you’ve no idea which.

Now suppose that rather than producing an argument for an incompatible claim, your

classmate had pointed out a subtle flaw in the original argument. Perhaps the classmate has

specialist expertise which casts doubt on one of the premises. Or perhaps the appearance of

validity is merely that — an appearance — and your classmate points out an invalid inference.

Since this objection points out the specific mistake in the reasoning, you now know the original

argument is unsound and this casts doubt on the thesis. This does not show the thesis is false,

of course. However, it does tell you something important about the issues involved. It puts

you in a good position to decide whether to suspend judgement concerning the truth of the

thesis, to attempt to develop a new argument for that thesis, or to try to repair the existing

argument for that thesis.

So an objection which points out the mistake in a particular argument for a thesis is a

much more constructive and helpful contribution to debate than one which merely provides an

independent argument for an incompatible thesis.

What does this mean? It means that the conclusion of part 2 should not typically

be that the paper’s thesis is false. Part 2 should typically develop an objection to the

particular argument given for that thesis in part 1. The same considerations apply to part 3.

Part 3 should typically respond to the specific objection developed in part 2. It should not

simply reiterate the argument of part 1 or provide a different argument for the paper’s thesis.

It should instead explain why the criticism of the original argument is mistaken or how that

argument can be defended against that criticism.
Consider the following (daft) example:

Part 1:

1. All apples are red.

2. All post boxes are bright yellow.

3. Red and bright yellow are not the same colour.

4. No apple is the same colour as any post box. (1–3)

Part 2:

1. Post boxes in the UK are red.

2. Red and bright yellow are not the same colour.

3. Some post boxes are not bright yellow. (1–2)

Credit: OpenClip, Darts (2013)

Source: http://pixabay.com/

This does not commit the objector to the falsity of (4) because the objection is not a defence of

the claim that some apple is the same colour as some post box. Instead, the objection points

out a specific mistake in the particular argument advanced in part 1 for the paper’s thesis.


