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This handbook applies to graduate students entering the PhD program in Fall 2026
and beyond.

Introduction

This Handbook gives the program requirements for the PhD degree in philosophy at Duke. It
is a complement to the information on the department and university websites, which will be
updated regularly as well. Whenever you have any specific questions about these points or
anything else, you can always talk to the director of graduate studies (DGS) or the DGSA:
between the two, they should have an answer to any programmatic question.

As a reminder, the rules for program requirements are presented here at a certain level of
generality only. Should you have any questions about what your committee is planning or
how they are implementing the requirements, you should talk to the DGS. You can talk to the
DGS before a program milestone, while you are working on it, or at any time that something
seems unclear to you.

The first section of this Handbook covers the requirements for coursework; the second, the
requirements for the Second Year Paper; the third, the structure of the directed readings
course preceding the Prelim; the fourth, the requirements for the Prelim; the fifth, the
program’s teaching requirements; and the sixth, the program’s funding policies.

1. General coursework/other structures and requirements

* 15 graduate courses are required for the degree.

+ 5 of these 15 can be non-philosophy courses. For example, if you are pursuing a Master’s
degree in another department concurrently, then up to 5 of those courses can count also
toward the 15 required for your PhD in philosophy.

The 15 courses are subject to the distribution requirements listed below. It is up to the
instructor to specify the requirement fulfilled by a course, and requirements can only be
satisfied by courses that include primary faculty from philosophy as instructors of record,
with any exceptions requiring written DGS approval.

» 2 proseminars. One proseminar is in metaphysics and epistemology, and the second is in
value theory.

* 1 formal methods course. A 600 level class on formal methods in philosophy, which
covers logic, probability, and related topics.

* 1 metaphysics/epistemology course (in addition to the proseminar).

* 1 value theory course (in addition to the proseminar).

* 2 courses in the history of philosophy. The courses should cover two different time
periods, e.g. ancient and early modern, or early modern and medieval.

* 1 philosophy of science course. Can come in many different areas (economics, biology,



neuroscience, etc.).

* Directed readings course: to be taken in the first semester of Year 3, as explained below.
* Independent Study: to be taken in the term preceding the 2nd year paper defense, as
explained below.

Transfer courses: In principle, you can petition to receive credit for up to two courses from
prior graduate work. Speak to the DGS for more information about transfer credits.

You may audit courses at any time, with instructor permission. Audited courses do not count
toward the required 15 courses or toward the distribution requirements.

Double-counting: In general, double-counting for the purposes of satisfying a distribution
requirement is not allowed. Where a course satisfies more than one requirement, the student
may choose, subject to DGS approval, which requirement the course satisfies toward their
distribution.

Your course requirements must be completed by the end of your third year and you
are responsible for planning courses accordingly.

Once you have finished your coursework and Prelim, you must audit two more graduate
philosophy seminars at Duke before you graduate.

In addition to the course distribution and post-Prelim-auditing requirements, given above,
there are two further course requirements:

1) Professional Development/Teaching Philosophy (PHIL 797S/795S). These classes
are required for all graduate students from year 2 onwards. The student must pass at least
two semesters each of 797S and 795S prior to graduation, although they are strongly
encouraged to take them every semester, if feasible.

2) Philosophical Interlocution (PHIL 798S). This class corresponds to the colloquium, in
which local and invited speakers come to the Philosophy Department to give talks on various
topics. Graduate students are required to attend and assist with these colloquia, and are
encouraged to participate in professional development activities organized with the
speakers. If they are unable to attend, students must communicate this to the instructor of
PHIL789S and request an excused absence.

2. Second Year Paper

In lieu of a master’s thesis, the philosophy department requires as an internal milestone the
completion of a “Second Year Paper”. This paper may or may not be related to the student’s
main research topic, but it should be a stand-alone piece satisfying the following criteria,

(i) Attempts to make an original philosophical contribution to an established literature.
(i) Demonstrates substantive and accurate engagement with that literature.

(iii) Written, structured and formatted in the style of a journal article in the relevant field.
(iv) Between 5,000 and 7,500 words in length.



(v) Not a minor reworking or direct resubmission of a prior seminar paper (although it may be
broadly based on one).

The Second Year Paper should be defended in front of a committee of three faculty
members. The student must choose their advisor, who will chair the committee, in the
summer preceding their second year. The student is also required to complete an
independent study with their advisor in either the fall or spring semester of the second year,
with the focus being on writing the Second Year Paper and preparing for the defense. They
should inform their advisor of which semester they intend to take the independent study in
the summer preceding their second year. The student is responsible for gaining written
approval from the DGS for their committee by the end of January in the Spring of Year 2.

The defense should include an oral presentation of no more than 20 minutes, and a
subsequent discussion of no more than one hour. To pass the defense, the student should
be able to talk fluently and intelligently about their paper, reflect upon its contents, and
discuss its place in relation to surrounding scholarship. Ideally, the discussion would offer the
student feedback so that they can incorporate it into the manuscript and eventually seek to
publish it in an appropriate venue. The defense should take place before the end of April of
the spring of Year 2, and the manuscript should be delivered to the committee at least 2
weeks before the date of the defense. The committee will grade the Second Year Paper and
associated defense as 'Pass’ or 'Did Not Pass’, by majority decision. In order to continue in
the program, the student must obtain a "Pass’. In the event of a "Did Not Pass’ grade, the
student will have the opportunity to independently incorporate the committee’s initial
feedback into a new draft of their paper over the summer, and then to defend again within
the first month of the subsequent Fall semester. If they do not obtain a "Pass’ grade at the
second attempt, they will be unable to continue in the program.

Passing the 2nd year paper is also a necessary condition for graduating with a
terminal MA. The other conditions are that

a. The student has completed at least 10 courses.
b. Atleast 6 of the completed courses are in philosophy.
c. The student has no extant incompletes.

3. Directed Readings Course

In the Fall of the third year (that is, the first semester of Year 3), the student must take a
directed readings course, typically with their advisor, in which they will cover essential
readings for the student’s main area of research. The goal of this course is to support the
student in developing familiarity and competence with the literature in the area of their
proposed dissertation. This course requires a final paper, of between 5,000 and 7,500
words, and there are two options for such a paper:

1) Review paper: A stand-alone paper reviewing the literature surrounding a particular
research problem, with an emphasis on recent literature.



2) Dissertation chapter: A polished draft of a paper that may serve as a chapter of the
dissertation or be a stand-alone paper.

4. Prelim (or Preliminary Exam)

The Prelim is a Graduate School requirement, and the Graduate School requires you to
complete it by the end of the 3. year.

e The Prelim requires a committee of 4. The default assumption is that the Second
Year Paper committee passes on to be the Prelim committee + 1. You can change
your Prelim committee, with the DGS’s approval, at any time, but not within 30 days
of your Prelim exam.

e At least three members of the committee must come from the Philosophy
Department; the fourth need not. The fourth does not need to be at Duke at all,
though usually they are (and this makes it easier to arrange the exam). If you wish to
have a dissertation committee member from outside Duke, it is usually preferable to
invite them after you have completed your Prelim.

e The Prelim must be at least 90 minutes long, and typically runs for 2 hours. The
standard requirement for the prelim is to submit two documents:

1) Dissertation prospectus: An outline of the proposed dissertation along with a plan for
completion, containing the following elements:

a. Overview of the dissertation (approximately 1,500-3,000 words)

b. Chapter list

c. Outline of each chapter (approximately 1,000 words per chapter)

d. Timeline for completion of the dissertation

While your dissertation and timeline are likely to evolve during the course of writing your
dissertation, the prospectus is intended to provide direction and allow you to start work
immediately following successful completion of your Preliminary Exam.

2) Dissertation chapter: A polished draft of one chapter of the dissertation (approximately
7,500 words).
e You must send these materials to the committee at least two weeks before
the exam; you must agree the schedule with them.
e You pass the Prelim if and only if all the members of the committee agree that
(a) you have a viable dissertation project which they are confident you can
carry to completion, and (b) the scholarly quality of the draft chapter is at the
level expected of a chapter in a doctoral dissertation. It is quite normal for
much of the discussion during the “exam” to be a collective dialogue to tweak
and improve the plan for the dissertation so that you can hit the ground
running, with one chapter already in hand.
If you pass, then you can refer to your status as “ABD” (All But Dissertation).
It is also possible to fail the Prelim if, for whatever reason, the committee
does not reach the judgment that you are ready to write a dissertation on your
designated topic. According to university-wide rules, “Should the student fail,
he or she may apply, with the consent of the examining committee and the
Associate Dean, for the privilege of a second examination to be taken no



sooner than three months and no later than six months after the date of the
first.” In our experience, with the student’s advisor’s backing, the Associate
Dean will readily grant this second examination.

e If the student fails the second examination of the Prelim, then they cannot
continue in the program but have the possibility of graduating with a terminal
MA degree (subject to the conditions given above).

5. Teaching Requirements

Students are required to TA for at least one course per semester in their 2nd and 3rd years,
and to serve as either TA or IOR for one course each semester in their 4th and 5th years,
with courses assigned by the DGS. Satisfactory performance of teaching duties is a
requirement for continuing in the program. Any deviation from the usual teaching schedule
requires written DGS approval.

Students who are in good standing and who have met all prior fellowship application (see
below) and teaching requirements may apply for a duty free semester in their fifth year in
order to concentrate on their dissertation research. Students are not generally permitted to
take any external jobs (such as teaching outside the department) during this semester.

6. Funding

All students in the program receive five years of guaranteed 12 month funding, as specified
by the Duke graduate student collective bargaining agreement. As a rule, the department will
not provide additional funding for graduate students outside of their five years of guaranteed
funding, with the following exceptions,

(i) Where possible, the department will ‘bank’ any residual funding from semesters in which
the student received funding from competitive fellowships or grants. This funding can then
be used to fund the student after their guaranteed funding period has expired.

(i) If the department has an urgent teaching need that cannot otherwise be covered, post
fifth year students may be offered the opportunity to earn a compensatory stipend by
teaching the relevant course(s). Priority will be based on students’ teaching record and their
ability to teach the relevant course at short notice. Priority will also be given to sixth year
students.

Additionally, all students are required to fulfill the following fellowship application
requirements.

(i) In years 1-5, students are required to apply for Duke summer research fellowships.

(i) In years 3-5, students are additionally required to apply for at least two competitive Duke
fellowships each year.

(iii) Students are required to apply for at least one (total, not per year) competitive external
fellowship in years 1-5.

The DGS will coordinate fellowship applications with graduate students each fall and spring
semester. Students are required to pre-apply by submitting their materials and application



plans to the DGS and DGSA, who will provide feedback and inform the students which
fellowship applications will receive departmental support.



