Phil 167 – Second writing assignment

Assignment:  Write an argumentative essay relating to fitness, selection, or individuality. The paper should be between 1100 and 1800 words.  This means that double-spacing with reasonable font and margins you should be aiming for about 4-5 (maybe part of a sixth) pages.  And yes, the length does matter for grading purposes.

This paper is due by the beginning of class on Wednesday, February 17th.  You must email a copy of the paper to me (PDF or Word, or an easily readable text format) by that time.  I will be holding my regular office hours on Tue, Feb 16th and I will be around Mon, Feb 15th if you wish to make an appointment.  You should try to make an appointment with me on that day since it is possible I will have to let you in the building.  If you come on Monday the 15th and the outer door is locked, you can call me in my office at 723-4678 and I will let you in.  You can also arrange a special time to meet with me if you wish or simply email me with questions.

The same writing instructions and standards from the previous paper apply. Below are some suggested paper topics.  They are described so that it is perfectly reasonable to write a paper of the required length.  You are welcome to write about other topics (related to the course).  If you have a topic in mind but are not sure if it is appropriate or if it is too specific or general, please ask me about it.  It can’t hurt to talk to me about your paper; it can hurt to write an inappropriate paper.

Suggested topics:

Sober’s Two Faces of Fitness seems to suggest that there can still be a  single concept of fitness that is a scalar value despite worries about the effects of things like variance.  Is this right?

In “The Trials of Life”, Walsh, Lewens, and Ariew suggest that the dynamical conception of selection is really quite distinct from the statistical conception.  Are they correct?  Is there a third conception?  Or perhaps some combination of the two?

There is a distinction between thinking of selection as a process (a cause of changes in a population) as opposed to a product (selection is just ‘book keeping’ that keeps track of what happened in a population).  Is this a fair separation?  Which (if either) is fundamental to evolutionary theory?

Godfrey-Smith argues that the replicator way of thinking about natural selection is deeply flawed.  Is this right?

Godfrey-Smith argues that there is a family of processes that are more or less like natural selection on different dimensions.  Is this the best way to think about it?  Should we be trying to characterize selection definitively in the way that Lewontin and others have tried to do?

Sober has argued that natural selection does not explain the traits of individual organisms.  Only developmental stories can do this.  Why does he say this?  Is he correct?

What is an organism?
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