Structuring the argument of a theoretical paper: 1. How 
Richard Parncutt, Uni Graz; updated 7 April 2020
Please read the guidelines and use the template below to create your tabular argument, rereading these guidelines as your argument develops. Some of the ideas may seem abstract at first, but they will become easier to understand when applied to your specific content. 
I am always grateful for comments from students or colleagues in any discipline if they help me improve the guidelines. Students in any area of musicology or any other discipiline are welcome to attend any of my classes without enrolling or advance notice.  
Annotated reference list. Get started on this first. You will need 10-20 APA-formatted references to contributions (mainly empirical and/or in English) that are relevant, interesting, and published in good journals. After each, explain the main relevant finding in a few lines. Annotating your reference list is a great way to clarify your topic, focus on the main issues, and brainstorm the content and the structure of your argument (question, thesis, subtopics). 
Tabular argument. Read the accompanying materials. Copy the tables to another file, delete the guidelines in the right column, and start entering your own specific content. Be prepared to revise your plan many times (e.g. in class or when you read new literature) before writing your final paper. Repeated revision is usual and necessary to develop a clear, convincing, comprehensive, original argument. As you write your paper based on the table, some things will become clearer again, and you will get new ideas. Revise the table yet again to match what you have written. Include the table as an appendix to your paper (at the end).

Length of table. Write no more than one page for the introduction, one page per subquestion, and one page for the conclusion. Focus on the main points of your argument and the relationship between them. 

References. Most cells in the table should include in-text references, either like this: Smith (2005) or like this: (Smith, 2005). Your written text may include additional references. 

Tabular argument: Introduction Einleitung 
	Example

Beispiel

	“A picture paints a thousand words”: It is easier to understand specific examples than generalizations. Describe a real person, event, situation, or problem that might quickly gives your readers an idea of your topic/question and its context/importance/relevance. This is just an exercise—the point here is not always to do this, but to practice.

	Main topic
Hauptthema
	Formulate your topic directly and concisely in 5-10 words, choosing every word carefully. When you write the final paper, you will explain your topic at this point in a paragraph in normal academic style. Your topic will be embedded in your text (you will not write “Topic: XYZ” or “My topic is XYZ”). If there are technical words in your topic, or words that are being used in a special way, you will explain briefly here.

	Main question

Hauptfrage
	Again, formulate this directly and concisely. Your question can be almost identical with your topic, or it can be more specific. It should have a few or several possible answers. In your final paper, the main question will be embedded in the text at this point.

	Context and relevance

Kontext und Relevanz
	What is the context of your question in time (history), space (geography, location), and society? To what domain is it confined? What aspects of this context affect it? Don’t get into detail—this is only the introduction. The detail will start in the main section.

	Academic background 

Wissenschaft-licher Hintergrund
	What academic disciplines are relevant? What is the main contribution of each? What do specialists in each discipline know about this problem? Again, don’t get into detail—this is only the introduction. 

	Possible theses 
Mögliche Thesen


	Your question is only interesting if the answer is not obvious. There should be more than one possible answer. What are these possibilities? One of them should be your main thesis. You can either mention that here or wait until later.

	Approach 

Ansatz
	Briefly describe the structure of the remainder of the paper, i.e. the subtopics. What are they, how do they differ from each other, and why are they relevant to your main question?


Tabular argument: Main section Hauptteil

When writing up the main section, there is a temptation to summarize the relevant literature. Resist the temptation. Do not list one article or study after another and what they found out. Instead, focus on your own thesis and your own subtheses. Normally, you will have “borrowed” your thesis and subtheses from the literature, which should be cited in the usual way. But the point of this exercise to write as if the thesis was your own, as an exercise.

Fill in the following table separately for each subtopic (a new page for each). Subtopics can for example be different aspects of a question, different ways of investigating it, or different academic disciplines. Your subtheses must be contrasting and (almost) non-overlapping. For example, you may decide to separately consider the social, psychological, and neuroscientific aspects of a question, and develop a different subthesis in each case. There may be some overlap between these three subtopics, but on the whole they will be different. In a similar way, your subtheses must be clearly different from the main thesis. If not, reorganize. You are free to choose the number of subtopics, but three is recommended. 
	Subtopic

Teilthema
	Carefully formulated


	Subquestion

Teilfrage
	Carefully formulated—perhaps more specific than the subtopic.

	Possible subtheses 

Mögliche Teilthesen
	The subquestion is only interesting if different answers are feasibly possible. What might they be? Include the subthesis among them.

	Arguments and evidence 

Argumente und Beweismaterial


	List any relevant findings or arguments that are directly relevant for your subquestion and possible subtheses. Do not summarize of the literature here. Instead, refer always to your subquestion. How is each article relevant to your subquestion?


	Subthesis

Teilthese
	Carefully formulated to be consistent with the cited articles.

	Counter-arguments or evidence; rebuttal
Gegenargumente und Widerlegung


	Imagine presenting your subthesis to an expert audience. What if someone disagreed? What might s/he say? What might be their counterargument? If you disagree with it, argue against it by formulating a counter-counterargument or rebuttal. (If you agree with the counterargument, change your subthesis!)


Tabular argument: Conclusion Schlussteil
	Main question

Hauptfrage
	Repeat this to remind the reader. Perhaps state it more precisely or using different terminology in the light of the cited literature. 

	Main thesis 

Hauptthese
	This should be one of the possible theses mentioned in the introduction. It may also be changed, given what you have found out. Confirm your thesis here. It should not be trivial (it should not be obvious to experts that it is is true). But it should be clearly supported by the evidence, and you should personally believe in it.

	Domain of validity 
Gültigkeitsbereich
	A thesis in the social sciences is seldom universally valid. In what limited cases are you claiming validity? 


	Main arguments and evidence 

Hauptargumente & Beweismaterial
	Repeat the main arguments for the subtheses. Refrain from introducing new arguments here. If you find yourself introducing a new argument, you may need a new subtopic.

	Main counter-evidence; rebuttal
Wichtigste Gegenargumente; Wiederlegung
	Imaging presenting your thesis to an expert audience. What if someone disagrees? What might s/he say? If you disagree with their counterargument, argue against it. Concisely formulate a rebuttal. Find the main counter-counterargument and focus on it. (If you agree with the counterargument, change your thesis.)

	Application to opening nexample

Anwendung auf Beispiel
	Go back to your example in the introduction and explain briefly how your thesis works in this case. It might help to think of a contrasting example to illustrate the generality of the thesis within the domain of validity.


	Implications 
Auswirkungen
	It is not certain that your thesis is true—otherwise your claims would be trivial. What would be the practical consequences if your thesis was certainly true?

	Suggestions for further research 
Weiterführende Forschung
	Your detailed analysis of your question and thesis will have opened up new issues. What are they? Only mention issues that are directly relevant for your specific thesis. Do not write about issues that are relevant for your topic but not for your thesis. 


Responding to feedback

As you develop your argument, you will repeatedly receive feedback. If the comments are verbal, we will discuss them before you make the necessary changes. If the comments are written, there may be no time for discussion. Instead, revise your work in the light of the comments. After that, we will look at the whole table again. After a few rounds of comments, the table should be finished.

Writing the final paper

The text of your paper or thesis should read like a regular academic paper. The style and format should be similar to the style and format of papers you have cited in your publication list. Look at the way they write and present their material. Imitate their style, but don’t copy their content (avoid plagiarism).

Your text:

· should have the same structure as the tabular argument (same order). 

· should focus on academic content. Avoid using the terminology of the table (e.g. not “My thesis is…” or “Here are my counterarguments”).

· should include all points in the table, but in more detail. 

Sentences. Always write in sentences—even if you used point form in your table or a Powerpoint presentation.
Paragraphs. For each cell of your table, formulate one or more paragraphs. The first line of each paragraph should be indented. As a rule, write at least three sentences per paragraph. Help the reader by introducing the topic of the paragraph in the first sentence.

Sections. Include headings (centered) and possibly subheadings (on the left margin). You can also use sub-subheadings (like the word “Sections” at the start of this paragraph). The linguistic style of your headings should be similar to your cited papers. The formulation of each heading must correspond to the content below it!

Style. Imitate the style of the papers in your reference list. Write in a direct, concise, serious academic style, as if addressing an interested reader with a general academic background. Don’t expect your reader to know the present guidelines and their terminology (avoid mentioning the “example”, the “main topic” and so on). 
Figures and tables. Every figure or table in your paper must be referred to and discussed in the main text (e.g. “see Figure 1”). Every figure and every table must be original. Copying and pasting is not allowed (a journal would never accept that). It is ok if your figure or table is based on a figure or table from the literature, provide you cite the source and adapt the content for your purposes. 
Abstract

Everything in the abstract should be included and elaborated upon in the table and the main text. This will happen automatically if you follow the above instructions for filling the table and converting it to text. Just string together the following elements: introduction, first subthesis, second subthesis, third subthesis, main thesis, main counterargument, rebuttal, implications. 
If you don’t follow this guideline exactly, at least make your abstract interesting and informative by highlighting your thesis, subtheses, and main evidence. Avoid presenting a list of subtopics, in the style of a contents page. 
Some like to wait until the paper is written before writing the abstract. But you can also draft your abstract at the start and repeatedly revise it.
Your abstract should be easy to find in the internet. It should include the most important keywords that future readers are likely to look for. For ideas, check the titles in your reference list. Include the main relevant words in your abstract.
Here is an example of an abstract. The words in bold are for guidance only. They should be deleted in the final version.

(Introduction:) The structure of tonal Western music depends on consonance; dissonances resolve onto consonances with certain voice-leading patterns. (Main question:) How can musical consonance be accounted for psychologically? (Subthesis 1:) Musical sonorities are more consonant (i) if they sound less rough—if there is less peripheral interaction between partials falling in the same critical band; (Subthesis 2:) (ii) their spectra are more similar to a harmonic series (harmonicity); and (Subthesis 3:) (iii) they are more familiar to the listener. (Subthesis 4:) The consonance of a musical passage depends additionally on pitch relationships between successive sonorities. (Subthesis 5:) One of these factors may be dominant in a given situation (for example, familiarity for modern listeners), but when history is considered, there is no clear evidence for a single main factor. (Main thesis:) From a psychological perspective, consonance is not a unitary phenomenon but a combination of several elements. (Counterargument and rebuttal:) Whereas listeners may have the feeling that consonance is unitary, historical and psychological analyses point to a multicomponent model. (Implications:) Since frequency ratios play no role in these explanations, traditional Pythagorean ratio-based concepts of consonance should be abandoned.

Translation. At the end, when everything is ready, translate your title and abstract and present the English and German versions one after the other. After translating, you may get ideas for improving the original.
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