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Writing Philosophy Papers

Writing for philosophy often involves grappling with abstract topics and texts, and composing
philosophy papers can be a big challenge. Understanding the key questions and developing a
clear, logical response are essential to all argumentative essays, including those that describe and
analyze philosophical arguments.

Most essays for philosophy require two components: exposition and analysis. For example, the
question “Is Schopenhauer’s determinism a feasible way of looking at free will?”” requires the
writer to examine Schopenhauer’s argument before refuting or supporting it. A likely
organizational pattern is first to outline and examine the preexisting philosophical argument and

then to develop an argument of your own about that argument.

When examining the original argument, be sure to sufficiently explain its major premises and
conclusion. If the argument is long or complex, you may decide to discuss only the premises
necessary to your discussion. In the example above, you would refer only to those portions of
Schopenhauer’s argument that are specifically relevant to your discussion. Extraneous textual
references distract from the focus of your paper. Check with your instructor to determine the
importance of textual references and how to use them. Succinct summaries or paraphrases may be

more appropriate that direct quotations.

In developing your own argument, analyze the logical soundness and/or the limitations of the
original argument. Ask critical questions of the argument. Do the premises seem reasonable?
Does the conclusion follow from the premises? Your thesis will lie somewhere in this analysis.
The thesis of a philosophy paper typically points out an interesting or a problematic part of the
argument being analyzed, e.g., “Descartes’s argument for the existence of God fails because it

uses circular reasoning.”

It is essential to state a clear thesis in the introduction and then to logically structure the
discussion. A successful philosophical argument follows a chain of logic whose parts follow a
necessary order. Provide clear connections between the steps in your argument; use simple, direct
language; and support your argument with specific evidence and/or examples. In most philosophy
papers, a section responding to objections and counterarguments is advisable. For some types of

arguments, especially ethical arguments, clear real-life or hypothetical examples can be effective.



Additional tips for writing philosophy papers

* Don’t try to write too Big an Idea. Develop a fair, reasoned response to the question.
* One can be passionate about an argument, but pure passion is no substitute for logical argument.
« It is helpful to state right away the key question and likely objections.

* Explain the opposition’s argument succinctly but fairly. Make sure you don’t “strawman” the
other side. Consider and acknowledge the strengths of the argument.

* Play devil’s advocate with your argument—or use a writing tutor or someone else to do so.
Challenge unsubstantiated claims; raise and address counterarguments.

* Push for a very clear, logical thread to the argument: the first point must led into the second, ....
Once you figure out the right path through the ideas, the logic is apparent. You should be able
to line up the topic sentences in sequence and see a clear, logical thread.

* Look for suppressed premises, ones that are assumed but not discussed. In general, it useful to
make your assumptions explicit (e.g., “In this paper I will assume that determinism is true...”).

« It can be acceptable to assume some premises as long as doing so doesn’t lead to begging the
question. (“Begging the question” is assuming a premise that essentially makes the argument
automatically right, or assuming the argument in order to prove the argument. Example: The Bible says
that God exists. The Bible is the truth, revealed by God. Therefore, God exists.)

» Write boldly. Avoid unnecessarily long sentences and inflated, vague language. Complex
terminology may be necessary sometimes, but such language must be clearly defined and
explained.

» Use of “I” may be acceptable for significant claims, especially when signaling an original
argumentative turn (e.g., “In contrast to Rorty, I ...”).

* Use of clear personal examples that could hold for others may be acceptable, but an obscure
personal anecdote can weaken a point.

* In the conclusion, do more than summarize; answer “so what?” What discovery has your
analysis lead you to?

» Posing questions in the text can be effective—as long as you answer them.
* Do not claim to have ‘disproven’ an argument if you only have pointed out weaknesses in it.

* Support an argument because you think it is logically sound, not because you agree with it.
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