How to write a two-page (or longer) paper

Adapted from From Frank L. Cioffi, “Argumentation in a Culture of Discord” Chronicle of Higher Education May 20, 2005; and Torben Iversen’s class on Political Economy, Harvard University.
The object of these papers is to show me that you’ve read, and that you’ve understood and thought about the arguments in the readings.  You need to be selective, naturally, since these are short papers.  This means that you must focus on one issue, rather than many issues.  In these papers, prefer depth to breadth.  The paper should highlight the debate or controversy in the readings for one week surrounding that particular issue you selected. 
This means, of course, locating the principal position of at least two authors as it relates to the theme that you selected to discuss.  If you are lucky, your author will reward you with a statement such as:  “if condition X, then Y.”  This is the essence of a causal argument.  Try to find such a statement.  Not all readings will contain it explicitly.  In that case, help the author formulate his or her causal statement.  Feel free to try to convert arguments into “if X, then Y” statements.
You need not address the central theme of the author; focusing on an issue that is either superficially discussed, or altogether neglected, is fine, as long as you can show that such omission undermines overall argument of the author.
It is usually a good idea to state your own argument at the outset. Either explicitly or implicitly, your introduction paragraph must have a sentence along this line:  this paper will argue/show …
You don't want to make your argument so narrow that I can't gauge whether you understand the literature or not.  You want to make sure that I understand that you understand.

In assessing arguments, you may use any of the guidelines in the “How to read” hand out.  

Since you don't have a lot of space to waste, don't write long and winding introductions and summaries of the readings.  Keep adjectives to a minimum.  There is no need to describe the author (avoid:  “Harvard economist” Dani Rodrik).  You can just say, Rodrik argues…  Avoid getting into a “summary of the readings” mode.  Remember, you are writing a review of issues, not a summary.   Assume that your reader has read the piece.  You are instead going to identify a non self-evident issue or some parallel with another other reading, something that someone who read this issue quickly might not have identified.
Just as it is possible (and desirable) for you to come up with objections to the arguments in the readings, it is also possible to come up with objections to your own argument.  Try to anticipate these objections to strengthen your case . Sometimes it even makes sense to be explicit about this process: "An objection to my argument is that ...." 

Prose style matters. Be focused, terse, and selective. Don't write very long sentences, or very long paragraphs. They are often difficult to follow, and they tend to clout the logic of your argument. Do make use of theoretical concepts where they help to clarify and economize your exposition. 
The issue is not “self-promotion and squabbling; it’s not infomercials; it’s not about picking one side.”  John Stuart Mill in On Liberty said that 75 percent of an argument should consist of counterarguments.  And you must present them in the most persuasive form.

Finally, think of these essays as opportunities to explore a research topics  If you wanted to learn more about this subject, what questions remain unanswered or inadequately addressed.  Try to rehearse a new theory or argument.  Not all your essays can be that insightful, but some could become the basis for a final paper, maybe even a senior thesis.  
