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PHL273, Essay 1 (450-550 words) 
Due: January 27 

 
Prompt. Choose one of the below passages. Analyze and evaluate its argument. 
 
Further instruction. Each passage contains an argument. Identify the premises and 
conclusion of that argument, and communicate them in premise-conclusion form at the 
start of your paper. Then explain how the argument works—that is, explain how the 
premises are meant to support the conclusion. Finally, evaluate the argument. Is it 
compelling? Do the premises provide good reason for us to believe the conclusion? Are 
the premises true? Note: Roughly half of your paper should be used to communicate the 
argument in premise-conclusion form and explain it, and roughly half to evaluate it. 
 
Tips. (1) First identify the main conclusion of the chosen passage. (Note that while the 
passage may have several small conclusions, each passage has only one main conclusion, 
i.e. the conclusion that the whole passage is meant to support.) (2) Next ask yourself, 
‘Which claims are put forward in the passage to support that conclusion?’ These will be 
the argument’s premises. Do not assume that all premises are explicit. Some may be 
implied. Also, do not assume that every sentence in the passage is a premise. Some 
sentences may just be giving examples to illustrate a point. (3) It is best to try to 
communicate the argument in premise-conclusion form using as few premises as possible 
(you can give more information in the argument explanation!). It is possible to analyze 
each of the arguments in the passages below using no more than three or four premises 
(and I can imagine good essays that use only one or two premises). (4) Once you have 
analyzed the argument into premise-conclusion form, it should be easy to evaluate it. 
Just ask yourself two questions: ‘If I assume the premises are true, must the conclusion 
follow?’ and ‘Are all the premises true?’ If the answer is ‘no’ to either (or both) 
questions, then the argument is not a compelling argument. In that case, explain in the 
evaluation part of your paper exactly how the argument fails. If, in contrast, the 
argument is compelling, explain why you think so, and perhaps respond to an objection 
that you anticipate someone might have against it.  
 
Structure. (1) Your introduction should be pithy. Two examples: (a) ‘Steinbock and 
Warren argue that <their conclusion>. In this paper, I show that their argument fails: 
even if x is true, it does not follow that <their conclusion>,’ or, ‘In this paper, I show 
that their argument fails: it relies on x, but x is not true.’ (b) ‘Scruton argues that <his 
conclusion>. In this paper, I show that his argument is successful: x is a compelling 
reason to believe <his conclusion>.’ (2) Immediately after your introduction, give the 
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argument in premise-conclusion form. An example: ‘Schmidtz’ argument is as follows: 
<his argument in premise-conclusion form>.’ (3) Next, explain how the argument 
works. (4) Next, evaluate it.  
 
Premise-conclusion form. By ‘premise-conclusion form,’ I mean the following form:  
 
 (i) <premise 1> 
 (ii) <premise 2>  
 …  
 (n) <conclusion> 
 
Submission. Submit your essay on Blackboard (follow the ‘Essay 1’ link). Make sure it is 
in .doc or .docx format (or a similar format that Microsoft Word will open). Save your 
paper as ‘lastnamefirstinitial.phl273.passagex,’ where ‘x’ is the number of the passage 
you chose. Make the title of your paper “Passage #x,” where, again, ‘x’ is the number of 
the passage you chose. Below the title, specify the number of words in your paper (e.g., 
“Words: 523”). Do not go over the word limit. One goal of this activity is to give you 
practice at writing concisely about complicated ideas.  
 
Goals. Writing this essay is meant to improve your abilities to (i) extract an argument 
from a text, (ii) analyze it into its premises and conclusion, (iii) evaluate it, and (iv) 
write concisely about complicated ideas.  
 
Evaluation criteria. Your essay will be evaluated based on whether it (i) accurately 
communicates the argument in the passage, (ii) accurately explains how the argument 
works, (iii) evaluates the argument intelligently, (iv) is written clearly, i.e. in an 
immediately comprehensible manner, and (v) wastes few words (ideally, especially given 
such a small word limit, every word should be contributing towards the tasks of 
communicating or evaluating the argument).  
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Passages.  
 
#1. Why don’t all animals have equal moral status? The answer is because we cannot 
reason with most animals, and so we cannot always solve the problems that they may cause 
without harming them (although we are always obligated to try). We cannot negotiate a 
treaty with the feral cats and foxes, requiring them to stop preying on endangered native 
species in return for suitable concessions on our part. If rats invade our house, we cannot 
reason with them, hoping to persuade them of the injustice they do us. We can only 
attempt to get rid of them. And it is because of this that they, as well as other animals, 
have a separate and not equal moral status, even though their capacity to suffer provides us 
with some reason to kill them painlessly, if this can be done without too much sacrifice of 
human interests.1 
 
#2. Nature is not, in general, kind to animals. Animals in the wild must work continuously 
to feed themselves, pass long days of hunger and discomfort, are in constant fear of 
predators, and find comfort and safety only rarely. The lucky ones will die in the jaws of 
something larger than themselves—it takes only a few seconds for a lion to smother an 
antelope or for a terrier to decapitate a rat. Far less lucky are the predators themselves, 
whose death is a lingering and painful affair when old age, disease, or injury removes their 
capacity to feed themselves. From all these calamities animals gain relief and protection 
when we decide to offer it. But we offer it just because we use their meat and labor. So, it is 
morally permissible for us to use animals in these ways.2  
 
#3. Many philosophers argue that living things have equal moral status by identifying some 
ability that confers moral status and then showing that all living things share that ability. 
But this line of argument does not work. Suppose the ability to grow and reproduce confers 
moral status. Wouldn’t that mean that trees and chimpanzees have equal moral status, 
since both trees and chimpanzees can grow and reproduce? No. For chimpanzees have a 
second virtue as well: they can think. In this argument, it does not matter whether the 
unshared capacity for thought is more valuable than the shared capacity to grow and 
reproduce. It matters only that the capacity for thought has some value. Since chimpanzees 
can both grow and reproduce and think, they have greater moral value than trees, which are 
not able to think. This example is illustrative of my larger point: how much moral status a 
living thing has depends on how many abilities, or capacities, it has.3   

                                     
1 Adapted from Mary Anne Warren’s “A Critique of Regan’s Animal Rights Theory” and Bonnie 
Steinbock’s “Speciesism and the Idea of Equality.” 
2 Adapted from Roger Scruton’s Animal Rights and Wrongs (38).  
3 Adapted from David Schmidtz “Are All Species Equal?” (241-242). 


