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From Books to Word – Practical Tips 
Writing a philosophical essay can often feel like a daunting task. After reading some 
professional theses, studying the work of philosophers, and analysing their theories, 
you’d be forgiven for thinking that there was a set way to write. Keeping these simple 
tips in mind every time you sit down to write can really help to get your flow going and 
get you writing well: 

Preparation 
It is not enough to read one core text. In order to achieve a high mark, your paper 
should be built upon a foundation of your own ideas that have come from research 
outside of lectures. 

• Read. Using lecture notes and handouts as an introduction to your topic, 
expand your understanding with a variety of online and textual resources 

• Timing is everything. Do not be tempted to leave the piece to the night before it 
is due. 
- You should be factoring in time to collect your ideas, plan, draft, write, 

reference, and re- read the piece. 

Argument 
An argument is the ribbon that binds your essay together. Demonstrated through a 
combination of evidence (textual and otherwise) and a clear logical structure, your 
argument should reflect your individual perspective on a topic. 
 

• Get a sense of the possible counter arguments and responses you may 
encounter: how can you defeat these concerns in your paper? 

• Try to think through the consequences of your argument: are you trying to 
disprove a theory or support one? Why? How will that affect other theories? 

Drafting 
Be mindful of where you want your essay to go. Once you have your argument 
finalised, spend some time thinking of the best way to convey that theory on paper. 
 
Before writing the first draft try writing how you imagine a conversation with a friend 
would go about your topic: 

• What information would you have to give them first?  
• How would that progress? 
• How would you end the conversation? 
• Identify where you have introduced a new concept into the conversation or 

moved onto a new point – break them into individual segments. These will 
become your draft paragraphs 

Writing	
Skills	 BA	Philosophy	
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Writing 
Having read published Philosophical texts it can be tempting to emulate an 
author’s writing style when it comes time to write your own. Our advice is don’t. 
Instead… 

 
• Use your own honest voice. Don’t drown yourself out behind someone else. 
• Answer the question: Highlight the key words and answer only them in your 

response. 
• Do not waste your time and word count on things that are not specific to your 

topic. 
• Leave nothing unexplained. Terminology, your arguments, quotations, 

explain them all and address your paper as if it were going to be read by 
someone who hasn’t studied your course 

 

Structure 

Starting with an introduction and ending with a conclusion, your essay should 
be a logical progression from point to point that enables your reader to follow 
your argument and thoughts. 

• Road map your work. Let the reader know in a short, snappy sentence what 
the purpose of each paragraph is and how it links back to your argument 

• Aim for depth, not breadth. 
• Avoid overcomplicated word choices, sentences and paragraphs. 

Remembering your target audience, it is much easier to follow a simple and 
short sentence that is written clearly than it is a long, convoluted one. 

• Closing your paragraph with a transitionary line is an easy and quick way 
to create a structured movement between your points 

 

Finalising 

Reaching the word count is not the same as reaching the end of the writing process. 
With proof- reading and referencing left to do, the most important part of finishing an 
essay is giving it space to breath. 

• Let the essay stand for a couple of days. Go back after two or three days 
and re-read it with a fresh mind. Does it still make sense or are there areas 
that now confuse you? 

• Check the Writing Centre guides on referencing and utilise the Philosophy 
department’s resources on Harvard referencing 
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Formal Requirements Checklist 

Using this simple checklist after writing your essay will enable you to avoid losing marks 
for small and common mistakes. 

 
 
 

ü Requirement 
  

Use Size 11 ‘Times New Roman’ font 

  
Ensure you have used double spacing ‘2.0’ – this is so that tutors can 
effectively mark and have the space to clearly write feedback 

  
Insert page numbers in the bottom right hand side of the document’s footer 

  
Double-check all of your referencing (footnotes, reference list and 
bibliography) ensuring it meets Harvard guidelines – you’ll lose marks if 
you get this wrong! 

  
Proof read! Ask a friend to check your work if you are not a good proof 
reader yourself, there are mistakes which Word will be unable to detect. 

- Spelling 
- Grammar 
- Sentence construction – make sure you’ve formed your sentence in 

the most simplistic way so that it can be easily understood 
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Example	Essays	

Sentence Structure and the Importance of Clarity 
	
	
	
	

A	first	year	draft	of	an	essay	with	underlining	to	indicate	areas	of	
weakness	

Score:	66.	Areas	of	weakness:	Sentence	construction	and	phrasing	
	
	

Under	this	trail	of	thought,	it	would	therefore	seem	that	any	attempt	
to	apprehend	the	extrinsic	serves	only	as	a	reminder	of	our	
capabilities	to	do	so,	and	so	show	that	we	exist	in	some	form.	
Additionally,	we	must	therefore	conclude	in	part	that	Descartes	was	
at	least	somewhat	correct	in	his	claim:	when	taken	at	face	value,	we	
can	never	truly	say	that	by	the	superficial	objectification	of	an	item’s	
extensions,	like	that	of	wax,	our	awareness	of	it	is	as	certain	as	one	
would	be	if	they	were	to	contemplate	themselves	or	the	notion	of	
their	existence.	

 
Submitted	version	with	revised	corrections	highlighted	

Score:	73.	Comments:	Vastly	improved	clarity	and	projection	of	
analysis	

	
Performing	any	such	action	would	then	highlight	our	cognitive	
ability	to	behold	a	notion	of	‘something’	and	so	prove	to	validate	the	
cogito,	while	providing	justification	for	a	belief	of	“more	certain	and	
truer”	awareness	the	self.	We	must	therefore	conclude	a	partial	
correctness	to	Descartes’	claim	that:	when	taken	at	face	value,	we	
can	never	truly	say	that	our	understanding	of	an	item	such	as	a	
piece	of	wax,	through	superficial	objectification	of	its	extensions	
alone,	is	equal	to	what	an	awareness	of	ourselves	may	be	through	
contemplation	or	introspection.	

 
 

Long,	convoluted	
sentences	have	their	
place	and	can	be	
effective	in	certain	
situations,	but,	used	
incorrectly,	they	
become	a	task	to	
read.	If	you	can’t	
imagine	yourself	

saying	the	sentence	
to	someone,	don’t	

write	it	

Stripped	back	
sentence	

construction	
and	vocabulary	
to	successfully	
show	one’s	
thoughts	

of While	it	isn’t	
perfect,	it	is	now	
much	easier	to	
follow	the	
writer’s	

argument	and	
their	theories	
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Showcasing a Great Introduction and Conclusion 

	
The	Desire	Satisfaction	theory	of	wellbeing	is	not	plausible	

	
	

In	this	essay,	I	intend	to	discuss	informed	desire	theory.	
After	outlining	the	theory,	I	will	object	to	it	arguing	that	
no	adequate	rationale	for	the	idealisation	of	desires	can	
be	provided.	Following	this,	I	will	present	Sobel’s	
rationale	as	a	response	to	this,	but	will	upon	assessment	
of	it	deem	it	unsuccessful.	Ultimately,	I	will	conclude	that	
informed	desire	theory	is	implausible.	

	
	

The	desire	satisfaction	theory	of	wellbeing	maintains	that	
what	is	good	for	people,	or	what	makes	a	person’s	life	go	
well,	is	their	having	their	desires	satisfied.	Wellbeing,	
then,	for	the	proponents	of	this	view,	is	dependent	upon	
the	pro-	attitudes	of	people.	Because	of	this,	desire	
satisfaction	theory	is	a	subjectivist	theory	of	wellbeing.	
Subjectivist	theories	maintain	that	wellbeing	is	
inexorably	linked	to	our	subjective	psychological	states.	
In	contrast	to	this,	objectivist	theories	maintain	that	
things	are	good	for	us	independently	of	our	attitudes	
towards	them.	For	objectivists,	then,	what	is	valuable,	or	
what	is	good	for	us,	depends	upon	whether	our	lives	
possess	certain	objective	goods	(Heathwood,	2015:	135).	

	
	

Whilst	there	is	an	overwhelming	consensus	concerning	
the	subjectivist	nature	of	desire	satisfaction	theory,	there	
is	little	agreement	concerning	the	identity	of	the	
appropriate	desires.	On	the	one	hand,	actual	desire	
theories	maintain	that	wellbeing	is	dependent	upon	the	
satisfaction	of	our	actual	desires—the	desires	that	we	in	
fact	have.	Whilst	informed	desire	theories	claim	that	
wellbeing	is	dependent	upon	the	satisfaction	of	informed	
desires—the	desires	that	we	would	have,	were	we	fully	
informed	and	rational.	As	I	find	informed	desire	theory	to	
be	the	most	plausible	formulation	of	desire	satisfaction	
theory,	I	will	focus	my	critique	upon	it…	

This	introduction	is	a	
nice	‘road	map’	to	
the	essay	–	it	clearly	
states	the	essay’s	

conclusion,	and	how	
it	will	get	there	

 
Transitionary	line	
indicates	where	the	

essay	is	going	
without	causing	an	

overlap.	

By	providing	a	quick	
and	simple	

explanation	of	a	key	
idea,	the	author	
ensures	clarity	to	

their	piece	

Coherence	is	
formed	by	clearly	
highlighting	how	
this	paragraph	
follows	from	the	
previous	one	

Nice	signposting	–	this	
reminds	the	reader	of	
the	specific	focus	of	
the	essay.	Also,	it	

offers	some	
justification	as	to	why	
the	author	is	making	

this	move	
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One	prominent	objection	to	informed	desire	theory	states	that	no	
adequate	rationale	can	be	provided	for	the	idealisation	of	desires,	
which	does	not	ultimately	abandon	the	subjectivist	spirit	of	informed	
desire	theory	(Griffin,	1986:	17).	This	objection	claims	that	any	such	
rationale	would	give	too	much	prominence	to	the	qualities	or	
properties	of	the	objects	of	informed	desires,	and	would	therefore	
compromise	upon	the	subjectivist	nature	of	informed	desire	theory.	
The	problem,	then,	is	that	there	doesn’t	seem	to	be	any	internally	
coherent	explanation,	which	the	subjectivist	could	provide,	to	justify	
the	idealisation	of	desires.	Some	explanation	must	be	offered,	so	why	
should	we	idealise	desires?	The	tempting	response	to	give	is	that	we	
should	idealise	desires,	because	then	we	would	only	want	what	is	
good	for	us.	Having	all	the	information	puts	us	in	the	right	epistemic	
state	to	discern	the	valuable	from	the	non-	valuable.	But	whilst	this	
response	is	appealing,	Kagan	rightly	observes	that	the	informed	
desire	theorist	cannot	use	it,	because	the	response	assumes	that	
certain	things	are	good	for	us	independent	of	our	idealised	
psychological	states:	ϕ	wouldn’t	be	good	for	us	because	we	would	
want	ϕ	under	idealised	conditions;	rather,	we	would	want	ϕ	under	
idealised	conditions	because	ϕ	is	good	for	us	(Kagan,	1998:	39).	
Picking	up	on	this,	critics	have	argued	that	unless	the	informed	
desire	theorist	can	provide	a	truly	subjectivist	rationale	for	the	
idealisation	of	desires,	then	informed	desire	theory	should	be	
rejected.	

	
	

Sobel	believes	an	adequate	rationale	can	be	provided.	Responding	to	
the	objection,	he	argues	that	the	purpose	of	idealising	desires	is	to	
give	the	agent	“a	more	accurate	understanding	of	what	the	option	
she	is	considering	would	really	be	like”	(Sobel,	2009:	343).	Sobel’s	
rationale	is	based	on	the	idea	that	if	an	agent	only	desired	something	
because	of	some	irrationality	or	ignorance	on	her	behalf,	then	she	
didn’t	really	or	genuinely	desire	that	thing	in	the	first	place.	To	
illustrate,	suppose	that	S	desired	to	have	a	coffee	flavoured	cake.	But,	
because	S	mistakenly	believed	that	carrot	cake	tasted	like	coffee,	S	
ignorantly	formed	the	desire	to	have	carrot	cake.	Whilst	S	did	desire	
to	have	carrot	cake,	S	didn’t	really	desire	it.	S	desired	to	have	a	cake	
that	tasted	like	coffee.	Sobel’s	point,	then,	is	that	we	should	idealise	
desires	because	it	serves	to	uncover	the	genuine	objects	of	agents’	
desires.	As	this	rationale	focuses	on	what	an	agent	would	want,	as	a	
matter	of	psychological	fact,	if	she	were	fully	informed,	and	does	not	
make	any	reference	to	the	qualities	or	properties	of	the	object	of	
desire,	Sobel	concludes	that	his	rationale	constitutes	a	successful	
attempt	to	justify	the	idealisation	of	desires. 

Structural	
coherence	once	
again	as	the	
sentence	

cleverly	threads	
this	paragraph	
to	another	

The	use	of	a	
simple	example	
helps	explain	
the	material	in	
an	appropriate	
manner	for	its	

target	
audience.	
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Enoch	has	objected	to	Sobel’s	rationale.	Whilst	conceding	that	some	
desires	are	in	fact	more	genuinely	for	their	objects	than	other	desires,	
he	argues	that	it	would	be	arbitrary	for	the	subjectivist	to	privilege	
genuine	desires	over	non-genuine	desires.	He	notes,	“a	desire	that	is	
less	genuinely	for	its	object	is	not,	after	all,	less	genuinely	a	desire”	
(Enoch,	Unpublished:	11).	Desires,	in	other	words,	are	desires	
regardless	of	how	genuine	they	are.	Enoch,	wishing	to	illustrate	the	
arbitrariness	of	Sobel’s	rationale,	contrasts	genuine	desires	with	kind	
desires.	He	states	that	whilst	some	desires	are	kinder	than	other	
desires,	that	this	doesn’t	in	itself	justify	the	privileging	of	kind	desires.	
Likewise,	he	states	that	whilst	some	desires	are	more	genuine	than	
other	desires,	that	this	doesn’t	in	itself	justify	the	privileging	of	genuine	
desires	(Enoch,	Unpublished:	11–12).	

	
	

Though	Enoch’s	objection	has	its	merits,	it	ultimately	fails	to	argue	
successfully	against	Sobel’s	rationale.	This	is	because	Sobel	is	free	to	
deny	the	charge	of	arbitrariness.	Sobel	could	point	out	that	even	Enoch,	
his	detractor,	concedes	that	“privileging	desires	that	are	more	genuinely	
for	their	object	sounds	less	arbitrary—even	from	within	a	subjectivist	
framework—	then	privileging	kind	desires”	(Enoch,	Unpublished:	12).	
Sobel	could,	then,	respond	to	Enoch	by	rejecting	Enoch’s	intuition,	
saying	that	he	finds	the	difference	between	a	desire’s	being	kind,	and	a	
desire’s	being	genuine,	to	be	sufficiently	so	as	to	justify	his	rationale	
from	within	a	subjectivist	framework.	As	Enoch	presents	no	argument	
to	prevent	this	move,	it	appears	that	Sobel	is	free	to	reject	Enoch’s	
intuition,	and	therefore	his	objection.	

Whilst	Enoch’s	objection	is	ineffective,	one	can,	I	think,	successfully	
argue	against	Sobel’s	rationale	on	other	grounds.	One	could	argue,	for	
instance,	that	since	Sobel’s	rationale	focuses	on	what	we	would	want	as	
a	matter	of	psychological	fact,	instead	of	what	we	ought	to	want,	or	
would	have	good	reason	want,	that	his	account	will	necessarily	have	
implausible	implications.	To	illustrate,	suppose	that	there	is	a	man	
“who	wants	to	spend	his	life	counting	the	number	of	blades	of	grass	in	
different	lawns.	Suppose	that	this	man	knows	that	he	could	achieve	
great	progress	if	instead	he	worked	in	some	especially	useful	part	of	
Applied	Mathematics.	Though	he	could	achieve	some	significant	results,	
he	prefers	to	go	on	counting	blades	of	grass”	(Parfit,	1987:	499–500).	
Because	we	can	conceive	of	this	man	preserving	this	bizarre	desire,	
even	after	he	is	made	fully	rational	and	informed,	it	appears	that	Sobel	
must	admit	that	this	man’s	wellbeing	is	dependant	upon	the	satisfaction	
of	this	odd	desire.	

Shows	a	tight	
focus	and	a	
clear,	critical	

thinking	related	
to	the	author’s	
intention	in	the	
introduction	

Great	
engagement	
with	the	text	
and	theory.	
Supporting	
evidence	is	

used	to	back	up	
the	author’s	
ideas	and	

allows	the	piece	
to	flow	nicely	
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In	order	to	avoid	this	counterintuitive	implication,	Sobel	must	
argue	that	this	case	is	not	in	fact	possible.	He	must,	then,	give	us	
some	reason	to	think	that	this	claim	is	true.	One	reason,	which	is	
tempting	to	give,	is	that	the	man	must	have	made	some	mistake	
in	his	reasoning,	for	only	someone	who	lacked	all	the	necessary	
information,	or	was	guilty	of	some	rational	error,	would	desire	
such	a	thing.	Whilst	this	response	is	tempting,	no	justification	can	
be	given	for	it:	any	justification	would	either	have	to	rely	upon	
objectivist	assumptions,	or	upon	inaccessible	empirical	data.	To	
offer	some	elaboration,	the	claim	that	no	informed	person	would	
desire	to	count	blades	of	grass	can’t	be	justified	by	arguing	that	
since	counting	blades	of	grass	is	not	a	valuable	activity,	therefore	
no	informed	person	would	desire	to	do	such	a	thing,	because	that	
would	be	to	assume	that	some	things	are	valuable	independent	
of	our	idealised	psychological	states,	which	is	incompatible	with	
Sobel’s	subjectivism.	Neither,	however,	can	the	claim	be	justified	
by	appealing	to	empirical	data,	because	we	don’t	have	access	to	
any	idealised	persons,	or	to	anything	that	could	accurately	
predict	what	idealised	persons	would	desire.	As	such,	Sobel	can’t,	
it	seems,	give	us	any	reason	to	believe	that	informed	persons	
can’t	desire	to	endlessly	count	blades	grass.	Sobel’s	rationale	is	
thus	plagued	with	this	counterintuitive	implication,	and	is	a	
result	implausible.	

	
	

To	summarise,	we	objected	to	informed	desire	theory	claiming	
that	no	adequate	rationale	for	the	idealisation	of	desires	can	be	
given.	
Then	we	outlined	Sobel’s	rationale	for	the	idealisation	of	desires	
and	raised	two	objections	against	it.	Enoch’s	objection,	that	
Sobel’s	rationale	is	implausible	because	it	contains	an	arbitrary	
preference,	was	found	to	be	unpersuasive.	Whilst	our	second	
objection,	that	Sobel’s	rationale	has	counterintuitive	
implications,	was	found	to	be	persuasive.	Consequently,	Sobel’s	
rationale	was	deemed	inadequate.	Our	initial	objection,	then,	to	
informed	desire	theory	still	stands;	informed	desire	theory	is	
thus	implausible. 

 

 
Good	tie-in	with	
the	introduction	

Once	again,	a	great	
use	of	an	example	to	
convey	a	difficult	

idea.	

Clearly	the	author	
has	kept	their	target	
audience	in	mind	

Like	closing	sentences	in	
law,	the	conclusion	
should	be	your	last	

attempt	to	convince	a	
reader.	Summarise	as	

this	author	has,	in	such	a	
way	that	brings	your	

point	home,	yet	doesn’t	
repeat	material	
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Demonstrating Secondary Sources and Key Terms 

	
“Colours	do	not	really	exist”.	Discuss,	with	reference	to	Locke's	Essay,	especially	2.8.	

	
Readings	 of	 Locke’s	 An	 Essay	 Concerning	 Human	
Understanding	(1689),	have	maintained	a	venerable	tradition	
of	 labelling	his	primary-secondary	quality	distinction	(2.8)	as	
dispositionalist	 (see.	 e.g.	 Curley	 1972:	 440,	 Lowe	 1995:	 54,	
Miscevic	 2007:	 203).	 Colour-dispositionalism	 purports	 that	
perceptions	 of	 colours	 cause	 certain	 sensations,	 in	 certain	
kinds	 of	minds.	 For	 example,	 blue	 is	 the	 disposition	 to	 look	
blue	 to	 normal	 observers	 (Maund	 2012:	 6.5).	 In	 Book	 II,	
Chapter	 viii	 of	 An	 Essay	 Concerning	 Human	 Understanding,	
Locke	 concludes	 that	 colours	 do	 not	 exist.	 I	will	 not	 debate	
this	 conclusion.	 Rather,	 I	 will	 discuss	 the	 nature	 of	 the	
distinction	 on	 which	 this	 conclusion	 is	 based.	 Focusing	 on	
two	 forms	 of	 Locke’s	 argument	 for	 the	 variability	 of	 the	
senses,	 I	 shall	 ultimately	 propose	 that,	 contrary	 to	
dispositionalist	 readings,	 Locke’s	 colour	 theory	 is	 more	
plausibly	subjectivist.	

	
	

Primary	 qualities	 are	 provided	 by	 Locke	 in	 various	 lists	
(Wilson	 2002:	 201).	 With	 co-referential	 terms	 included,	
Locke’s	 primary	 qualities	 are:	 solidity,	 extension,	 figure,	
mobility,	motion	 or	 rest,	 number,	 bulk,	 texture	motion,	 size	
and	 situation	 (2.8.9,	 2.8.10,	 2.8.11,	 2.8.18,	 2.8.23).	 Locke	
believed	 that	 even	 if	 an	 object	 is	 divided	 up	 to	 the	 point	 of	
insensibility	 of	 sense	 perception	 it	 still	 possesses	 primary	
qualities:	
Take a grain of [w]heat, divide it into two parts, each part still has 
[s]olidity, [e]xtension, [f]igure, and [m]obility… it retains… the 
same qualities (2.8.9). This belief forms part of a tacit argument 
for the view that primary qualities are not dispositions to produce 
ideas in us (Cummins 1975: 409-10, Stuart 2003: 70). Locke 
defines colour as a secondary quality. Secondary qualities do not 
resemble their causes - they are “nothing in the [o]bjects 
themselves but [p]owers to produce various sensations.” 
Secondary qualities are dependent on primary qualities (2.8.10- 
14). “Power” is often considered synonymous with dispositional 
properties. Fragility, solubility and flammability are all capable of 
being described as powers of objects. (Stuart 2013: 114). An object 
is fragile if it has the power to break without difficulty, soluble if 
it has the power to be dissolved, flammable if it has the power to 
ignite. Accordingly, Locke’s understanding of colours with 
powers to construct certain ideas seems to approve 
dispositionalism. Yet, as I shall demonstrate, a careful reading 
shows that, on various points, a subjectivist position emerges. 

The	author	defines	
a	key	term	early	on,	
making	the	piece	
clearer	for	readers	

without	a	
background	in	the	

area.	

The	introduction	
states	the	

conclusion	that	the	
author	is	arguing	for,	

as	well	as	giving	
some	idea	as	to	how	
they	will	go	about	
doing	so.	This	helps	
the	reader	to	follow	
the	structure	of	the	

essay.	

The	discussion	of	
primary	qualities	
links	back	to	the	
main	focus	of	the	

essay	and	
established	
coherence	

Nice	signposting,	
which	makes	clear	
to	the	reader	what	
the	author	is	doing	
and	how	it	relates	to	

the	overall	
argument.	
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Subjectivist theories of colour differ from relational theories, such as 
dispositionalism. Dispositionalism defines colour as a property of light 
sources that can cause experiences in perceivers. Subjectivists argue that 
colour is not a property of objects but an internal condition of the perceiver or 
the subjective content of a perceiver's experience (Hatfield 2003: 187). 
Locke’s style of prose in Book II is notably ambivalent (Curley 1972: 440). 
This hinders dispositionalist readings. An example is Locke’s tendency to 
deny colours the status of being “real qualities” of bodies: Take away 
[s]ensation of them; let not the [e]yes see [l]ight… and all [c]olours, as they 
are particular [i]deas will vanish and are reduced to their [c]auses… 
[b]ulk, [f]igure, and [m]otion… (2.8.17) 

 
 
 

Locke	uses	the	terms	“primary	quality”	and	“real	quality”	
interchangeably	(2.8.17,	2.8.22,	2.8.23).	In	the	above	passage,	Locke	
states	that	bulk,	figure	and	motion	are	“real”	qualities	that	exist	“really”	
in	bodies	(Stuart	2003:	59).	Locke	comes	to	this	conclusion	because	a	
quality	cannot	be	considered	“real”	unless	it	exists	in	a	body,	even	when	
not	perceived	(2.8.23,	2.23.9):	the	idea	of	a	triangle	as	having	three	
angles,	equal	to	two	right	ones	is	true	of	a	triangle	wherever	it	really	
exists	(4.4.6).	In	2.8.19,	Locke	denies	that	bodies	are	coloured	
independently	of	being	perceived:	“If	we	‘[h]inder	light	but	from	striking	
on	it,	the	red	and	white	colours	in	porphyry	will	‘vanish”.	In	contrast,	he	
suggests	that	the	porphyry’s	primary	qualities	will	remain	unchanged.	
Matthew	Stuart	is	particularly	instructive	here.	On	the	one	hand,	the	
denial	of	colours	being	“real”	does	not,	in	isolation,	demand	that	bodies	
are	not	coloured.	On	the	other,	argues	Stuart,	an	explanation	of	Locke’s	
belief	that	colours	cease	to	exist	when	there	is	no	one	to	perceive	them	
is	that	Locke	believes	that	colours	are	sensory	ideas	(Stuart	2003:	59).	

	
	
	

Notions	of	subjective,	sensory,	ideas	can	be	interpreted	in	Locke’s	
comparisons	between	colour	and	pain.	Locke	regards	pain	as	a	
secondary	quality	(Marguc	2014:	21).	In	2.30.2,	Locke	asserts	that	
“w]hiteness	and	[c]oldness	are	no	more	in	[s]now,	than	[p]ain	is.”	For	
there	to	be	pain	in	the	world,	there	must	be	subjects	having	experiences	
of	a	certain	sort	(Stuart	2003:	60).	In	assimilating	pain	and	colour	
(2.8.16,	2.8.18,	2.30.2),	Locke	suggests	that	the	existence	of	colours	in	
the	world	involves	nothing	other	than	subjects	having	certain	
experiences.	Accordingly,	though	objects	and	events	may	be	capable	of	
causing	colour	experiences	in	us,	these	experiences	are	no	more	an	
objective	part	of	their	cause	than	pain	is	an	objective	feature	of	painful	
experiences.	

 

This	sets	up	the	
subject	of	the	

paragraph	so	the	
reader	knows	what’s	

going	on.	

Structure	and	clarity	
once	again	

	
The	author’s	choice	
to	define	a	key	term	
once	again	shows	
that	they	have	

remembered	the	
audience	of	their	
piece,	and	ensured	

clarity	in	their	
understanding	



Page	|	11	
E-mail:	libenqs@soton.ac.uk	

www.library.soton.ac.uk	

 

the	final	sentence	
nicely	reiterates	the	
central	claim	of	the	

essay	so	as	to	serve	as	
a	conclusion.	

Of	the	scholars	who	believe	that	dispositional	readings	of	
Locke’s	primary-secondary	quality	distinction	should	not	be	
discounted,	the	majority	concede	that	Locke	says	much	to	
suggest	otherwise.	
Contrastingly	E.J	Lowe	is	particularly	defensive	of	Locke.	Lowe	
charitably	presents	Locke’s	inconsistencies	as	representative	of	the	
latter’s	ambivalence	and	confusion	(Lowe	1995:	52-53).	Lowe	
provides	an	instructive,	concluding	example	of	the	challenges	faced	
by	supporters	of	Lockean	colour-dispositionalism:	Locke…	confuses	
a	repudiation	of	naive	realism	about	colours	…with	a	mistaken	
rejection	of	the	stability	of	colour	ascriptions	(mistaken,	that	is,	on	
the	terms	of	his	own	theory	of	the	latter).	(Lowe	1995:	52)	

	
Above,	Lowe	acknowledges	Locke’s	colour	ascriptions.	Historically,	
dispositional	theories	of	colour	have	been	interpreted	in	terms	of	
standard	observers	and	viewing	conditions	(Maund	2012:	1.4,	
Wright	1992:	136-137,	Harman:	1996).	However,	the	existence	of	
standard	conditions	and	observers	cannot	support	the	view	that	
colours	represent	stable	dispositions	of	objects	to	produce	
experience	(Hardin:	1988).	
This	is	because	colour	is	not	reliable.	If	an	object’s	colour	produced	
the	experience	of	a	specific	hue,	in	standard	observers	under	
standard	conditions,	nature	would	not	co-operate.	Under	any	
natural	interpretation	of	what	might	count	as	standard	conditions	
there	is	non-	arbitrary,	objective,	way	of	assuring	colour	response	
will	not	vary.	
Hardin’s	is	a	strong	argument	in	favour	of	subjectivism.	It	
highlights	the	extent	to	which	thinkers,	such	as	Lowe,	must	
downplay	Locke’s	inconsistencies	to	favour	their	dispositionalist	
readings.	In	contrast,	subjectivist	interpretations	understand	the	
reality	of	colour’s	unpredictability.	By	arguing	that	nature	does	
not	allow	for	standard	conditions	of	colour	viewing,	C.L	Hardin	
demonstrates	that	it	is	common	sense,	not	just	Locke’s	style	of	
prose,	which	make	subjective	readings	more	plausible.	

A	great	use	of	
another	philosopher’s	
ideas	as	part	of	the	

author’s	own	
argument.	The	

secondary	source	isn’t	
used	unnecessarily,	

but	to	provide	
support	and	impact	
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Highlighting the use of Transitional Lines and Road-Maps 

	
“Do	Kant’s	arguments	in	the	Transcendental	Aesthetic	support	the	claims	he	makes	in	
this	passage?	Are	the	claims	made	in	this	passage	consistent	with	one	another?”	

	
	

The	above	passage	taken	from	Kant’s	Critique	of	Pure	Reason	may	be	
taken	to	assert	two	distinct	claims	concerning	the	fundamental	
constitution	of	reality	and	what	we	may	know	of	it.	This	essay	will	
interpret	and	then	assess	these	claims	with	reference	to	the	arguments	
given	within	the	Transcendental	Aesthetic,	in	an	effort	to	ascertain	
whether	they	are	substantiated.	I	will	then	consider	whether	these	claims	
can	be	said	to	be	consistent	with	one	
another,	clarifying	what	I	propose	to	be	a	misunderstanding	of	the	
intended	rationale	behind	Kant’s	argument	for	transcendental	
idealism.	

	
	

Before	an	analysis	of	the	above	passage	may	occur,	it	should	be	
helpful	to	isolate	and	then	interpret	the	claims	made	within	it.	The	
first	may	be	
isolated	thus;	“If	the	subject,	or	even	only	the	subjective	constitution	of	
the	senses	in	general,	be	removed,	the	whole	constitution	and	all	the	
relations	of	objects	in	space	and	time,	nay	space	and	time	themselves,	
would	vanish”	(A	42/B	59).	This	claim	may	be	interpreted	in	asserting	
that	objects	as	they	are	given	to	us	within	space	and	time	would	cease	
to	be,	were	it	that	our	form	of	sensibility	be	removed.	It	further	asserts	
that	space	and	time	-	as	a	priori	intuitions	within	the	subject,	necessary	
for	the	possibility	of	
experience	-	would	themselves	also	cease	to	be	upon	the	removal	of	the	
subject.	Let	this	first	claim,	regarding	the	ontological	status	of	space,	time	
and	the	objects	represented	within	it,	be	referred	to	as	(A).	

	
	

A	second	claim	within	the	above	passage	may	be	isolated	as	“What	
objects	may	be	in	themselves,	and	apart	from	all	this	receptivity	of	our	
sensibility,	remains	completely	unknown	to	us”	(A	42/B	59).	Kant	may	
here	be	interpreted	as	referring	to	the	transcendental	ideality	of	objects.	
This	requires	that	a	distinction	be	made	between	an	object	as	it	is	given	
to	us	as	an	appearance,	and	an	object	as	it	is	in	itself;	while	the	former	
enjoys	empirical	reality	as	received	through	sensibility,	the	latter	refers	
to	objects	as	they	are	in	themselves,	as	distinct	from	how	they	are	
possible	for	us.	Thus,	it	is	claimed,	knowledge	of	the	latter	is	necessarily	
unobtainable.	Let	this	second	claim,	regarding	the	epistemological	status	
of	objects	as	things-in-themselves,	be	referred	to	as	(B).	

 
 
 
 
 
The	introduction	
sets	out	the	steps	
of	the	essay,	and	
also	gives	some	
idea	as	to	the	

overall	argument.	
	
	

The	author	
puts	their	own	
gloss	on	the	
quote	which	
helps	to	

indicate	their	
own			

understanding,	
as	well	as	make	
things	clearer	
for	the	reader.	

Nice			
signposting.	The	
author	makes	
clear	what	they	
are	about	to	do,	
and	they	go	on	
to	signal	each	of	
the	two	claims	
when	they	

discuss	them.	

Repeated	
signposting	
establishes	
coherence	and	
consistency	
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A	continued	use	of	
transitional	closing	sentence	
further	strengthens	the	
structural	quality	of	this	
essay,	and	demonstrates	
forethought	

	

Turning	our	attention	to	(A),	Kant	offers	a	number	of	arguments	
in	an	effort	to	establish	the	ontological	status	of	space	and	time	
as	a	priori,	necessary	forms	of	intuition	in	which	objects	are	
appearances,	represented	through	sensibility.	The	a	priority	of	
space	is	argued	for	thus;	“..in	order	that	certain	sensations	be	
referred	to	as	something	outside	me	(…)	and	similarly	in	order	
that	I	may	be	able	to	represent	them	as	outside	and	alongside	
one	another	(…)	the	representation	of	space	must	be	
presupposed”	(A	23/B	38).	It	is	demonstrated	here	that	one	
could	not	but	assume	the	a	priority	of	space,	as	apparatus	
necessary	for	the	experience	of	things	considered	apart	and	
distinct	from	oneself.	This	allows	Kant	to	conclude	it	vacuous	to	
conceive	of	space	as	an	a	posteriori	concept	originating	within	
the	realm	of	experience;	that	is,	“Space	is	not	an	empirical	
concept	which	has	been	determined	from	outer	experiences”	(A	
23/B	38).	

	
	
	

While	Kant	has	shown	the	a	priority	of	space	(and	as	we	shall	
see,	time)	as	necessary	for	the	possibility	of	experience,	further	
argumentation	is	required	to	substantiate	a	claim	such	as	(A);	
the	way	in	which	space	and	time	are	immediately	available	to	us	
such	that	they	allow	for	the	intuition	of	objects	whatsoever,	
must	be	accounted	for.	“Different	times	are	but	parts	of	one	and	
the	same	time;	and	the	representation	which	can	be	given	only	
through	a	single	object	is	intuition”	(A	31/32/B	47).	Kant	can	be	
seen	here	to	argue	for	the	distinction	between	time	as	both	a	
concept	and	intuition;	while	we	may	possess	various	temporal	
concepts	grouped	together	for	our	cognition	of	time,	the	
underlying	form	of	intuition	is	unique	in	that	it	may	only	be	
represented	as	a	singular	object,	and	thus	as	the	aggregation	of	
its	constituent	parts.	This	affords	Kant	the	conclusion	that	“Time	
is	not	a	(…)	general	concept,	but	a	pure	form	of	sensible	
intuition”	(A	31/B	46).	

 
 
 
 
The	author	makes	it	
obviously	clear	
which	of	the	two	
claims	they	are	
concerned	with	
through	the	use	of	a	
transitional	
sentence.	The	
inclusion	of	this	line	
lets	us	know	what	
the	paragraph	is	
about	and	is	a	quick	
way	to	establish	
structure	within	a	
piece	
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As	alluded	to	earlier,	arguments	for	the	a	priority	and	pure	
intuition	of	both	space	and	time	run	structurally	interchangeably	
with	each	other.	Gardner	(1999:	74)	clarifies	this	point,	proposing	
that	as	fundamental	forms	of	intuition	existing	within	the	subject,	
they	differ	only	in	that	space	“cannot	be	intuited	as	something	in	
us”	and	time	“cannot	be	outwardly	intuited”	(A	23/B	27);	space	is	
therefore	our	form	of	‘outer’	sense,	while	time	is	our	form	of	
‘inner’	sense.	The	above	arguments	considered	thus	serve	as	
evidence	for	both	space	and	time	as	a	priori	forms	of	intuition.	
Having	argued	for	the	ontological	status	of	space	and	time	and	as	
necessities	for	the	possibility	of	experience,	Kant	appears	to	have	
the	evidence	needed	to	substantiate	(A).	The	a	priori	pure	forms	of	
intuition,	as	the	mode	through	which	experience	is	made	possible	
and	existing	wholly	within	the	subject,	necessarily	cannot	endure	
the	removal	of	the	subject.	Neither	may	the	objects	and	their	
relations	represented	to	us	via	this	mode	survive	such	a	removal,	
for	as	Kant	states,	“As	appearances,	they	cannot	exist	in	themselves,	
but	only	in	us”	(A	42/B	59).	It	should	be	noted	here	that	this	
remark	may	be	understood	in	such	a	way	as	to	create	an	
inconsistency	between	(A),	and	the	claim	
(B)	I	now	intend	to	deal	with;	having	done	so	I	intend	to	clarify	
this	misunderstanding.	

	
	

I	have	until	now	discussed	objects	only	as	they	can	be	considered	
with	regard	to	the	constitution	of	the	senses,	that	is,	as	empirically	
real	appearances.	As	appearances	however,	they	must	in	addition	
be	considered	as	transcendentally	ideal;	the	arguments	Kant	gives	
in	support	of	this	thesis	entail	the	further	claim	(B),	regarding	
objects	as	they	are	in	themselves.	To	this	end,	Kant	further	asserts	
of	space	and	time	that	“they	apply	to	objects	only	in	so	far	as	
objects	are	viewed	as	appearances,	and	do	not	present	things	as	
they	are	in	themselves”	(A	39/B	56).	While	rendering	objects	real	
from	the	human	standpoint,	space	and	time	show	objects	to	be	
ideal	when	considered	transcendentally	–	with	respect	to	how	
objects	are	at	all	possible	for	us.	The	inability	of	our	mode	of	
sensibility	to	present	things	as	they	are	beyond	how	they	are	
possible	for	us	in	cognition	thus	entails	we	cannot	know	of	them	
whatsoever,	thereby	substantiating	(B).	

Through	the	
Author’s	choice	
to	mention	the	
structural	choices	
they’ve	made,	it	
reaffirms	time	
and	effort	within	
the	piece,	and	
demonstrates	
understanding	to	
the	topic	

Links	to	a	
previous	part	of	
the	essay	to	
help	clarify	the	
structure.	Also	
showcases	that	
the	author	
maintained	a	
sense	of	target	
audience	by	
presenting	
coherence	in	his	
claims	
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Kant	offers	further,	more	general	support	for	the	doctrine	of	
transcendental	ideality	in	arguing	that	to	resist	such	a	doctrine	
requires	the	endorsement	of	an	inherently	problematic	alternative;	
“Those	(…)	who	maintain	the	absolute	reality	of	space	and	time	(…)	
must	come	into	conflict	with	the	principles	of	experience	itself”	(A	
39/B	56).	These	alternatives	are	characterized	as	the	roughly	
Newtonian	doctrine	of	absolute	space	and	time	as	non-entities,	
granted	reality	they	cannot	be	demonstrated	to	possess	and	yet	
containing	all	that	is	real.	Similarly,	a	Leibnizian	doctrine	regarding	
space	and	time	as	relations	of	appearances	encounters	opposition	in	
that	it	requires	an	absurd	denial	of	the	“apodeictic	certainty”	of	a	
priori	mathematical	doctrines	(A	40/B	57);	that	is,	a	priori	certainties	
of	this	kind	may	not	be	assumed	if	space	and	time	are	themselves	
merely	relations	of	appearances	and	therefore	necessarily	a	
posteriori,	their	origins	located	within	experience.	The	most	plausible	
way	in	which	objects	within	space	and	time	ought	to	be	understood	
is,	therefore,	as	transcendentally	ideal,	providing	support	for	the	
claim	(B)	that	objects	as	they	are	in	themselves	are	necessarily	
epistemologically	obscure	to	us.	

	
	
	

I	now	turn	to	an	aforementioned	misunderstanding	that	may	arise	
within	a	particular	interpretation	of	Kant,	showing	the	claim	(A)	to	be	
inconsistent	with	(B).	(A)	may	be	interpreted	in	such	a	way	that	it	
appears	to	assert	knowledge	of	things	in	themselves;	namely,	that	as	
appearances,	objects	cannot	exist	in	themselves.	Immediately	
following	this	however	is	the	assertion	(B),	that	knowledge	of	things	
in	themselves	is	wholly	obscure	to	us.	I	submit	that	a	distinction	
proposed	by	Gardner	(1999	pp.	99-100)	between	‘positive-
contentful’	and	‘negative-contentless’	knowledge	serves	to	
circumvent	such	worries.	

	
	

Positive-contentful	knowledge	can	be	understood	simply	as	
knowledge	consisting	in	content	that	it	may	be	asserted	we	can	
know	of	a	given	entity,	while	negative-contentless	knowledge	allows	
us	only	to	assert	what	it	is	logically	implied	that	we	cannot	know	of	a	
given	entity.	Given	this	dual	account	of	knowledge,	we	are	therefore	
able	to	interpret	Kant	as	allowing	for	negative-contentless	
knowledge	of	things	in	themselves,	while	denying	the	possibility	of	
positive-contentful	knowledge	of	them,	thus	deftly	avoiding	the	
above	charge	of	inconsistency.	

The	author	uses	
their	own	words	
quite	a	bit	in	this	
paragraph,	
showing	their	
own	
understanding	
and	helping	to	
make	matters	
clearer	for	the	
reader.	

By	once	again	
reverting	back	to	
the	signposts	
established	earlier	
in	the	essay,	the	
clarity	of	the	
author’s	argument	
is	strengthened,	
and	their	points	
show	a	deeper	
sense	of	thought	
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I	have	assessed	what	I	consider	to	be	the	strongest	arguments	given	by	
Kant	in	the	Transcendental	Aesthetic	which	appear	to	substantiate	the	
claims	made	in	the	above	passage,	interpreted	as	(A)	and	(B).	I	have	
subsequently	assessed	a	misunderstanding	purporting	to	highlight	an	
inconsistency,	which	may	arise	on	a	particular	interpretation	of	these	
claims.	I	have	argued	both	that	such	concerns	regarding	inconsistency	
between	the	claims	(A)	and	(B)	ought	to	be	disregarded,	and	that	the	
arguments	given	within	the	Aesthetic	may	thus	be	found	as	in	strong	
support	of	both	(A)	and	(B),	respectively. 

A	great	closing	summary	that	leaves	no	room	to	
question	what	the	author	has	done,	why	they	have	
done,	and	how.	In	short,	the	terms	of	their	
argument	are	summed	up	but	in	neither	a	repetitive	
way	or	by	re-treading	covered	ground.	


