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Use the sources cited in the survey article to get your hands on the most important articles in your area of research. These are probably the best articles to look at, both in terms of importance, and to get a good idea of what to write about. Don’t look at minor articles until you get a better idea of what you want to write about. 





Make a tree of positions that the article surveys. This tree will be your understanding of the positions. Revise the tree accordingly as you increase your understanding of the topics.


Sample tree:


Properties





Realist   Nominalist





Universals Tropes Primitive Resemblance





Subs-Attrib Bundle





Find an introductory survey article or book chapter.





Be clear about the essential commitments of each position. 


Go through any articles you might have that offer arguments for and against each position in the tree. Try to situate the author’s view within the tree. Also try to work out exactly which views are excluded by arguments, which views are supported by certain arguments. For instance, an author might purport to offer an argument against the Bundle Theory of Universals, but those arguments might actually work against Realist positions in general. Similarly, an author might offer an argument for Resemblance Nominalism, which might also support Primitive Class Nominalism.


If you’d like, see if you want to defend a new position in the tree, or if you’d like to defend a position within the tree. You also might want to redraw the tree (i.e., reformulate the issues) against the traditional ways people have formulated them. All of this is worthy of a thesis!











-Barry Lam 11/2004





Tips on Exploratory Reading





If you cannot find a good survey article, look at random articles in your area and see which articles are most often cited. These are your best bet for agenda-setting, important articles. 





What is the key question that the author is dealing with, and what other questions will he/she have to deal with in addressing this question? For instance, Plato in the Republic asks, “What is justice?” and “Am I better off or happier being just?” Thus, Plato will not only need an account of justice, but of goodness and happiness.�Now you know whether you should spend your time reading this article. You will also know which parts of the article you will need to read closely. 


If this article is important, read it for the key theses, key arguments, and key intuitions that it is relying on. What kind of intuitions is the article pumping for, and what kind of issues does it find important?


And finally, most importantly, are these kinds of intuitions and issues excite you? If not, move on!








