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General comments about writing philosophy pa-
pers.

Writing a good philosophy paper is difficult. This is so for at least two reasons.
First, the topics you are asked to cover in a philosophy paper are often dense
and complex. Secondly, philosophical writing is a bit different from the kinds of
writing most students are used to doing and so can be somewhat foreign. What
follows is a short guide about what good philosophical writing looks like and
how to go about doing this kind of writing. Be warned that this is a short guide,
the advice contained in it is not exhaustive. Related to this, just reading this
guide will not turn you into a first-rate philosophical writer. But going through
this guide will be useful for people looking to improve their philosophical writing.

Okay, so what is so distinctive of philosophical writing?

Any piece of philosophical writing worth anything at all will involve an *ar-
gument* for a claim. Philosophical writing is first and foremost argumentative
writing. The goal of a philosophy paper is to explain a claim (this claim is
the thesis of your paper) and to argue that claim. The details may vary from
paper to paper and things may get more or less complex, e.g. you might explain
several claims and argue for some and against others, but all good philosophical
writing involves arguing for or against some claim or set of claims.

Philosophical virtues.

Okay, so in a philosophy paper I’m supposed to argue for my thesis. But how
do I do that well? The key virtues of a good philosophy paper: clarity and
rigor.
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Clarity

Clarity means that your paper clearly conveys your thesis and the arguments you
give for your thesis. Your reader should be able to tell exactly what your thesis
is and exactly what your argument for your thesis is. This can accomplished by
making sure that: (i) your paper is clearly organized and (ii) that your prose is
uncluttered and simple. If you have a well organized paper that uses simple and
to-the-point language you will communicate ideas in the most straightforward
way possible.

Organizational structure.

Your paper must have a clear organizational structure.

The most important consideration here is your introduction. In your intro-
duction you should state your thesis, i.e. the claim for which you intend to
argue in your paper. After your thesis statement you should set out a roadmap,
i.e. a description of the steps you will take in your paper to establish your thesis.
All of this should happen immediately, your reader should know what you are
up to your paper from the get go.

Once you have set out your thesis and roadmap the rest of your paper should
simply consist in your taking the steps outlined in your roadmap.

Here is an example of a great introduction to a paper:

In this paper I will argue that Anaximander was wrong that pigs will be able to
fly in the year 2015. To do this I will first explain Anaximander’s claim that pigs
can fly in 2015 and explainhis argument for this claim. In the second section
of the paper I will raise an objection to this argument. In the last section of
my paper, I will consider the best possible response Anaximander could make
to my objection and argue that this response is unsatisfactory.

Clear prose.

In addition to having a clearly structured paper you need to make sure the
content of your paper is expressed clearly.

This is extremely unclear: In its positivity, mentation or the psychological
‘inner’, moves not just what is already within its sphere but also that which
is without it. Ratiocination touches not only the memory and subjectivity of
itself, its footprints are also chemical, biological. It cannot help but extend
beyond itself and, indeed, this is definitive of its actuality.

This is extremely clear: We acknowledge that mental states can cause other
mental states. For example, smelling a certain laundry detergent can cause you
to remember an old girlfriend. But we also think that mental states can have
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physical effects. For example, desiring a glass of water can cause you to get up
and walk over to the sink.

What makes the first bit unclear and the second bit clear? Well a lot of things,
but for starters, the first passage uses big and fancy words when little and
straightforward ones would do. Secondly, the first passage doesn’t give any
examples while the second passage does. Examples are great, they help your
reader understand the abstract claims you are making and they bring your dis-
cussion ’down to earth’. If you can’t give an example of the point you are trying
to make you probably don’t know what you’re talking about.

Rigor.

What in the world is rigor? Am I supposed to write my paper while running on
a treadmill or something?

As I use the term here, ‘rigor’ refers to the fact that you support the claims in
your paper with reasons and arguments. At each step in your paper in which
you are making some claim (e.g. ‘I think that Plato was wrong about the struc-
ture of the soul’) ask yourself ’okay, but what is my *reason* for thinking this?’.
You need to make sure you support each assertion in your paper with a reason
or argument. A paper that does this is rigorous. A non-rigorour paper is one
which makes a bunch of assertions but does not argue for them. Write a rigorous
paper, not a non-rigorous one.

One way of writing a philosophy paper.

Okay, all of that is well in good, but how in the world should I go about writing
a clear and rigorous philosophical paper? Here is one way of going about this:

Step 1: Make a list. Read the prompt carefully and determine all of the
things it is asking you to do. Write each of those things down.

Step 2: Outline your essay. Have a look at the list you made. Figure
out the best order for tackling the things on your list. For example, which thing
would it make sense to discuss first? Which thing should be covered at the end
of your paper? Once you figure this out you have the organizational structure
of your paper: doing the things on your list in the order that makes the most
sense. I referred to this earlier as a ’roadmap’.

Step 3: Write your essay. Write your introduction (set out your thesis
and your roadmap) and then just do all of the things you said you’d do in the
introduction in the order you said you’d do them.
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Step 4: Review and revise your essay. To make sure you’ve done ev-
erything you’re supposed to have a look back at your initial list. After reading
your paper, can you check off everything on your list? If so, great. If not, you
need to revise your essay. What if you can check everything off your list but
your essay is too long? Read each sentence: did that sentence help you check
something off your list? If not, get rid of it.
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