Grade boundary 7,5
This document describes some of the qualities that an essay that reaches the grade boundary 7,5 should have. The essays that reach an average grade 7,5 continue to the second round. 
A reminder of the use of the citations 

In assessing the essays, we must keep firmly in our minds that we do not expect that the student knows the philosophical works of the author on whose citation s/he is writing. Indeed, we must not assume that s/he knows the larger context of the citation.

All that is expected of the student, as far as the citation is concerned, is that s/he can provide a coherent and philosophically meaningful interpretation of the citation. That is, (a) to identify a philosophically meaningful question that is in accordance with the whole citation and (b) to identify an associated claim (or an idea) that has been presented as an answer (or as an illuminating
perspective) to the above question.


Question 1. 

”The misfortune of a republic is when intrigues are at an end; which happens when the people are gained by bribery and corruption: in this case they grow indifferent to public affairs, and avarice becomes their predominant passion. Unconcerned about the government and everything belonging to it, they quietly wait for their hire.”

Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 1748


Relevance to topic

We do not expect that the student knows Montesquieu´s views about the limitations of the "populace" to participate in rational decision making on questions demanding detailed knowledge and understanding of the issues at hand. Hence we must permit the student a lot of leeway vis-a-vis the ”The misfortune of a republic is when intrigues are at an end" claim and view any interpretation of this undoubtedly difficult claim as OK, as long as it is consistent with what follows in the citation.

Instead, we do expect that the student has identified the main problem and the main claim of the citation. Clearly, whatever else the citation might be taken as asking, it is surely asking: What are conditions under which a republic (which can be identified with democracy here) prospers and decays, as far as the popular attitudes towards the republic (democracy) are concerned? And the citation is equally surely claiming (whatever other claims it might be taken as
making): a republic (a democracy) will decay and come to an end "when the people are gained by bribery and corruption" as this will replace the republican/democratic principles and passions with avarice and self-interest.


Philosophical understanding of the topic

Evidently, the citation is raising philosophically (and practically)very important questions concerning the relationship of "public goods" (such as democracy, republican form of government) and "private goods" of various individuals and groups and classes of individuals seeking to satisfy their private interests. Is it possible to achieve "public goods" (whether of political, social, cultural, environmental, ecological etc. nature) if we rely mainly on rational (or non-rational) pursuit of private ends and interests? Would "invisible hand" mechanisms be sufficient and effective here? Or do we need "we"-attitudes that overcome the possible limitations of "invisible
hand" mechanism? If so, what might make these "we"-attitudes possible? Clearly, we have her a lot of intellectual space for rival viewpoints, for their articulation and analysis as well as for their criticism, for arguments and counter-arguments etc.

Another important issue concerns corruption. In an excellent essay, "corruption" is defined in some philosophically illuminating way and put to good use in exploring the question at hand without taking anything as given.  Such as: Can any republic/democracy be totally free from corruption? If not, might some form of "corruption" even be relatively benign for the survival of republic/democracy etc. Or do efficient and socially useful "invisible hand" mechanism demand the
elimination of corruption as much as possible? Again we have here ample intellectual space for competing viewpoints, etc. etc. 


One way to give more depth to the essay is to analyze the link between the institutions and "predominant passions" (principles, political virtues) from the point of view of normative ethics and political philosophy: deontological ethics (duty and liberal rights ethics), virtue ethics, utilitarian ethics, communitarian ethics and, indeed, republicanism!
Question 2

"Some people have thought that it is never possible for us to do anything different from what we actually do, in this absolute sense. They acknowledge that what we do depends on our choices, decisions, and wants, and that we make different choices in different circumstances: we are not like the earth rotating on its axis with monotonous regularity. But the claim is that, in each case, the
circumstances that exist before we act determine our actions and make them inevitable. The sum total of a person's experiences, desires and knowledge, his hereditary constitution, the social circumstances and the nature of the choice facing him, together with other factors that we may not know about, all combine to make a particular action in the circumstances inevitable."

(Thomas Nagel, "What does it all mean?", 1987)


Relevance to topic

The question Nagel-citation is discussing is quite evident: the notorious problem of "Free Will and Determinism". That is, is it the case that we are just like any causal systems ("dynamical system") whose future behavior is determined by certainty, given the general natural laws and our present particular circumstances  ("initial conditions" in the jargon of natural scientists), including our experiences, desires etc.?


Philosophical Understanding

An excellent basis for exploring this question is depth is to identify the most important rival positions. On way to do that is the view the following four positions as main contenders:

1) Causal determinism and "free will" ("human freedom")  are compatible and both are real. This is the "soft determinism" position to which Nagel is referring to in the citation.

2) Causal determinism and "free will" are compatible but causal determinism is not real. This position can be called "compatibilist indeterminism".

3) Causal determinism and "free will" are incompatible and "free will" is unreal. This is the position of "strict determinism". 


4) Causal determinism and "free will" are incompatible but while "free will" is real, causal determinism is unreal. This position is often called "metaphysical libertarianism".

What the main rival viewpoints here really are is a matter of philosophical discussion and debate, of course. However, we can expect that in an excellent essay, the student shows awareness of the existence of more than two positions and is able to analyze their strong and weak points with insight.

Nagel refers in the cited fragment to the distinction between "simple" causal / dynamical  (and deterministic?) systems as the Earth rotating on its axis and the much more complex systems such as human beings who have intricate individual histories and, even more important, have representations of their own being, i.e. expectations, desires, beliefs etc. An excellent essay discussed the importance or non-importance of this point for the main question: it does not make any real sense to say that, say, electrons have or do not have a "free
will", quite independently of whether their behavior is deterministic or "merely" obeys probabilities, right? If so, what are the theoretical consequences?

Question 3
"Knowledge and human power are synonymous, since the ignorance of the cause frustrates the effect, for nature is only subdued by submission, and that which is contemplative philosophy corresponds with the cause in practical science becomes a rule."

(Francis Bacon, "Novum Organum", 1620)




Relevance to topic

The question or questions this Bacon-citation raises are evidently linked to the relationship between human knowledge, human power and causal relations: What does our knowledge of Nature consists of? Equally clearly, Bacon claims that "Knowledge is Power", in some sense of "power".

Philosophical Understanding


In an excellent essay, the concepts of human knowledge, human power and causality are all analyzed properly. Let us start with human knowledge. We could mean by "human knowledge" various things:

(1) Competence or capacity, ability to act in a particular way, to solve given problems efficiently and reliably etc.

(2) Know how, i.e. possession of propositional knowledge concerning the most efficient means to reach desired goals and aims.

(3) Know that, i.e. propositional knowledge. It is here where the "classical definition of knowledge" finds its philosophical home: knowledge equals justified true beliefs etc.

(4) Know why, i.e, understanding of various phenomena, by identifying their causes, by representing them as subject to lawlike regularities etc.

(5) Knowledge of purposes, i.e. understanding (some) events as being aimed at reaching certain goals and aims etc. 

Clearly, Bacon´s claim becomes trivial if we choose the first meaning
of "knowledge" from the above list. But it is a highly untrivial, a very original philosophical position, to claim that competence and capacity is based on propositional knowledge. That is precisely what Bacon´s claim can be taken to imply: the theoretical propositional knowledge on general natural laws and causal regularities can be "translated" onto knowledge concerning ways to produce desired effects, onto know how. Hence human knowledge of natural events becomes power to produce desired effects and ultimately even "power over Nature" is a certain sense.

On the other hand, by "power" we may mean at least two different things that were implicitly referred to above: as "power to" or "power over". Hence we may think that some system or agent A has a power to do X if and only if A is capable of bringing about or producing state or effect X. On the other hand, we can analyze social or political power within some society as a relationship where agent A has power over agent B if and only if A is capable of bringing about B acting in ways that may be contrary to B:s own goals or aims etc. etc.

An excellent essay shows awareness of the distinction and shows this awareness in discussing "for nature is only subdued by submission" claim, i.e. by understanding that for Bacon any human "power over Nature" has a very special meaning: human beings can intervene successfully in the "natural order of things" only be understanding and making use of causal regularities that are independent of human will and desire. Similarly, a clear understanding of "causes and effects", both as general laws of some kind and singular causal chains, will raise the level of the essay.

So, the philosophical ideas claimed, suggested or hinted in the citation are very rich. But while an insightful analysis if these ideas is an essential part of an excellent essay, it is not sufficient. What is needed is an attempt to imagine a rival viewpoint (or rival viewpoints) and discuss arguments and counter-arguments concerning the merits of the rival viewpoints. Here promising avenues might be analyzes of presumably "purely theoretical knowledge", such as mathematics (or philosophy?), "humanistic knowledge" linked to understanding aims, values, meanings etc. Do these cases provide counter-examples to Bacon´s vision - and if they do, what might be the philosophical implications etc. etc.?

Question 4

"The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of."

(Blaise Pascal, Pensees, 1670)


Evidently, one very obvious way to interpret Pascal´s aphorism is to view it as a philosophical intervention in the debate concerning the relationship of Reason and Emotions: What is the relationship between Emotions and Reason? Are emotions rational, accessible to rational deliberation,  subject to rational assessment etc.? Can we be moved by reasons without ever consciously thinking of them as reasons?

Viewed from this standpoint, an excellent essay must avoid the common trap of simply opposing emotions and reason. Surely, they are not contraries: the contrary of "rational" is "irrational" or maybe "arational", not "emotional"; the contrary of "emotional" is not "rational" but "unemotional" or maybe "non-emotional".

In fact, it is perfectly clear that emotions must share some properties with perfectly rational beliefs because both are intentional in the following sense: they relate to some state of affairs or an object, whether real or imagined. So, when I know that "Andreas Thorkildsen has won twice the Olympic Gold Medal in Javelin", my belief includes a representation of a state of affairs (a proposition) that Andreas Thorkildsen has won twice the Olympic Gold Medal in Javelin. And that belief is indisputably rational as the belief and associated proposition are true and as the belief is as justified and well-supported as it can possibly be.

All that is obvious, but what is often forgotten is that most emotions represent possible state of affairs or objects ("take propositional contents or objects") in the same way. For example, if I regret deeply for having attacked unjustly a very dear friend, we find the same structure: the emotion of regret represents a possible state of affairs as actual, namely that I attacked unjustly a very dear friend. 

Clearly, the associated proposition can be either true or false, and one can
assess the appropriateness of the emotion (regret) towards the situation. (In this case the emotion is certainly appropriate, almost tautologically.) Which means that the idea of emotions as simply irrational or arational makes little sense. 

Moreover, emotions seem to be necessary for rational action. One can go on in rational analysis and deliberation endlessly, without actually stepping into action. There are in fact some persons with neurological impairments who are perfectly capable of doing rational analysis of any particular situation, but are unable to come to any conclusion that would lead to action. To get out of this eternal loop, we need commitments and our emotions provide us just that.

On the other hand, emotionally charged mental episodes can interrupt our more stable, subtle and sophisticated thinking processes and lead us to make irrational decisions and take irrational action. We may perceive some aspect of any emotionally charged situation so intrusive and pressing to our consciousness that we focus our whole attention to it, at the expense of the other aspects of the total situation, despite the fact that these other aspects may be vastly more important for rational assessment than the intrusive aspect. This is presumably what we should expect if we link emotions to a very long evolutionary
history of the human species, to equally influential individual life histories, to culturally sanctioned expressions of emotion etc. Hence the need for emotions such as regret, to remind us of those overlooked aspects!

Clearly, an excellent essay on Pascal´s aphorism shows awareness of these subtle and conflicting aspects of the relationship of reason (and rationality) to emotions. Some knowledge of the Western philosophical tradition can be useful here for the student, all the way from Plato to Spinoza and from Hobbes to Sartre and Freud.

Good avenues to enriching the discussion further might be asking questions such as:

(a) whether it is the case that the two systems of reason and emotions are really as separate as Pascal seems to suggest, or whether they are in constant interaction,

(b) when and under what circumstances the "reasons of heart" would be justifiable in terms of reason, if we had a better access to them,

(c) whether it is the emotions or reason that has the upper hand in our life, (compare Hume´s "reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions")

(d) how could anyone know whether we have "reasons of heart" of which reason knows literally nothing, in contrast to such subconscious reasons as one could identify by some clever research etc.

(e) or maybe by sketching a rival, say, more Aristotelian viewpoint, to that of Pascal where the role of suitably cultivated emotions would play a central role in the Good Life of a rational individual etc. etc.
