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Advice on How to Write a Philosophy Paper 

 
 
 
 

I What is a philosophy paper, and what does one do in it? 
 
A philosophy paper usually consists in a reasoned defense of a specific claim or set of claims 
by means of argument. 
 
Most importantly, this means that you should never just claim p or ~p. Rather, you should 
give an argument for why one should believe that p/~p. This also holds true when 
discussing someone else’s claims. I.e.: Don’t just say “Nietzsche claims p”; instead, explain 
why Nietsche claims what he does, and whether, and why (!) you find this claim 
(im)plausible. Second, it means that you should try to develop a dialectic: Consider how 
someone could reply to your thesis/your argument/your objections, and how you would in 
turn reply to them 
"
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II Some Ideals to Aspire to  
 
Clarity 
 

Never assume that your reader will simply intuit your meaning. It is very important that 
whenever you make a claim, you state this claim carefully and unambiguously, and 
explicitly present reasons to support it. And don’t think that a thought is to “obvious” or 
“trivial” to deserve to be spelled out. What seems obvious to you need not be (and it most 
cases will not be) obvious to your reader. Here are some rules that will help you to write 
down and explain your ideas with clarity: 
 

- Don’t try to be exhaustive, or cover every single aspect of the material. Instead, try to identify 
the key claims being made and draw out the structure of the arguments that support 
it. Philosophy is all about uncovering logical connections, so never just list claims – 
always try to show how they are related. 
 

- Be concise, but explain yourself fully. When offering your interpretation of another 
philosopher’s views, don’t tell the reader everything you know about her views. Only 
summarize the parts that are relevant for what you are going to say. At the same 
time, make sure that you do explain the ideas and claims that are the focus of your 
paper clearly and in detail. 

 
- Clearly define your terms, and use examples to illustrate your ideas. Pay attention to the 

terminology you’re using: Many ordinary-sounding words have precise technical 
meanings in philosophy. Conversely, if you use fancy terms particular to philosophy, 
make sure you know what they mean. 
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- Use simple prose. Try to use words whose meanings you’re sure of, and try to keep 

your sentences short. Literary elegance is certainly an ideal to aspire to, but it should 
not come at the cost of clarity. 
 

- Try to make the structure of your paper as obvious as possible, and guide the reader through 
it. You can do this by giving a brief outline at the beginning of your paper, and by 
using logical connectives such as “because”, “therefore” “however” etc. 
 

- Think of your reader not as an expert philosopher with whom you share a common 
vocabulary and assumptions. Instead think of someone who has just finished fourth 
grade. 

 
 
Originality 
 

Your aim in writing your paper should be to present the material clearly, and to engage with 
it in a productive way. Try to develop your own thoughts and criticisms. However, you do 
not have to make big claims and aspire to revolutionize the field in six pages - there’ll be 
plenty of time do that later on (see “Modesty” below). Your main goal is simply to show 
that you understand the material, and that you can think critically about it. 
 
Modesty 
 

A philosophy paper does not have to make big claims to be a good paper. More often than 
not, a good paper makes a smaller point, but makes it well (it makes the point clearly and 
precisely, and offers convincing reasons to support it). Students often try to accomplish too 
much in their papers, and it usually leads to a paper that is not very clear and not very well-
argued. Many smart philosophers have been contemplating most of the questions you’ll be 
addressing for hundreds or even thousands of years, so there’s a certain likelihood that you 
won’t be able to answer them by next week in the span of six pages. And that’s just fine, 
because your goal is not to come up with your own earth-shattering theory, but to produce a 
clear and well-argued response to a philosophical claim or argument, or in support of your 
own view.  
 
Charity 
 

In developing your interpretation of a philosophical text, try to be as charitable as possible. 
So when you try to understand another philosopher’s point of view, try to render it as 
coherent and persuasive as you can before subjecting it to your criticism. This method is 
sometimes called the “Principle of Charity”.  
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III Writing Your Paper 
 
1. Some simple things that will make writing your paper much easier 
 

- discuss your ideas with others 
- make an outline 
- start early 
- reconstruct each step of an argument carefully, and write down just that structure 

 
 
2. Constructing a Thesis Statement 

A thesis statement is that sentence or two that asserts your position on a given issue, 
specifically, the position that you will be arguing for in your paper. This thesis statement 
should appear somewhere in the introduction to your paper. 

The first step in developing a thesis (once you have decided on a topic) is to determine what 
your position is. 

It is imperative that you clearly define your thesis before you begin writing, for it is your 
thesis that will guide you throughout the entire writing process — everything you write 
should somehow contribute to its defense. 

Your thesis should narrow the focus of your paper. 

Your thesis should be quite specific, thereby defining a sharp focus for your paper. 

To sum up, a thesis statement should: 

  Be specific.  

  Be narrow enough as to be practicably defended within the length  parameters of the 
assignment.  

  Make an interesting claim, one over which reasonable people might disagree.  

  Provide some hint as to what the main line of argument will be.  

 
3. The Introduction 

Get right down to business! Avoid inflated, rhetorical introductory remarks (commonly 
known as "fluff"). 

An introduction is best thought of as a reader's guide to your paper.  

A good introduction should: (1) be concise, (2) contain a clear statement of your thesis, (3) 
introduce, very succinctly, your topic and explain why it is important, (4) indicate, very 
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briefly, what the main line of argument will be, and (5) map out the overall structure of your 
paper. 

4. The Body 

The body of your paper should include: (1) an exposition of the views, concepts, and 
arguments to be discussed, (2) your own arguments in support of your thesis and claims, 
and (3) a consideration of objections and counterarguments along with your responses to 
them. 

5. The Conclusion 

The basic purpose of your conclusion is to restate your thesis and summarize your 
argument, but it should not just be a copy of your introduction. In your conclusion, you 
should make a final effort to convince the reader that you have both established your thesis 
and offered a cogent argument in its defense. The conclusion is also the place to discuss the 
implications and/or limitations of your argument. 

 
 
IV Grading 
 
Your paper will be graded on the basis of roughly the following criteria: 
 

(i) How well do you understand the material you are writing about, i.e.: How clearly 
and accurately are you able to explain it? 
 

(ii) How well-reasoned and original are the arguments you offer? 
 

(iii) Is your writing clear and your paper well-organized? 
 
We will never judge your paper by whether and how much we agree with its conclusion (as 
you may have noticed by now, it’s very rare for philosophers to agree on anything). The 
only important thing is that you do a good job arguing for it. 
 
 
 


