
Guidelines for Writing a Successful Philosophy Paper

Getting Started
1. Pick a Topic

a.  Find one point that you want to make that relates to material read in the course.  
b.  The point should be small enough to be carefully argued within the page limit.

2. Develop your Approach
a. Develop your thesis statement, based on the point you want to make.  
b. Figure out how to argue for the claim made in your thesis statement.    
c. Divide this argument into different steps and use them to develop an outline.  
d. Use this outline to guide your sentences and paragraph divisions. 

3. Keep in Mind
a. Your point should somehow involve an idea of your own.  This might be an objection 

raised, or simply the evaluation of the success of an argument or objection.   
b. Aim for a clear and careful analysis of relevant reading(s) and development of your idea.  
c. Write in as simple and straightforward of a manner as possible. 

I.  Introduction
Purpose:  To orient your readers within the issue, pique their interest, and state explicitly your thesis.  

   1.   Common Features to Include
a.   Background information: name of article(s) to be discussed and who wrote them.  
b.   Motivate the problem.  What’s the issue?  Why is it interesting or important?
c.   Thesis statement: one or two sentences that precisely state the claim for which you will 
 argue.

 d.   Briefly outline the structure of the argument.
e.   Define any important technical terms or terms that will be used in a non-standard way.  

   2.   Common Errors
a.   Running start: beginning with unnecessary, vague, or overly general comments.  

“Since the dawn of time, philosophers have wondered about life…”
b.   Cold plunge: starting much too abruptly, without orienting the reader within the issue.

“Mr. Martian does feel pain and deserves not to be treated cruelly.”
c.   No thesis statement.  Mystery is not highly valued in philosophy papers; avoid surprise 
 endings!  
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II.  Explication
Purpose: to provide your reader with the textual information necessary to understand and evaluate 
your claim, and to demonstrate that you yourself have read the text carefully and charitably.

   1.   Common Features to Include
    

 a.   General outline of the theory under consideration.
b.   Detailed layout of the specific argument in question.  Make explicit each major step in 
 the reasoning.  Often, the author has not been explicit enough, and your task will be to 
 articulate the implicit reasoning.  
c.   Be concise: reduce the argument to skeletal clarity.  It’s usually not necessary to restate 
 the author’s examples, unless the example is the subject of your paper.
d.   Be precise: this is of paramount importance when summarizing someone else’s position.    
 Be careful not to mischaracterize the author.  It’s okay to reuse the authors own most 
 important terms, but you must make very clear what you take these terms to mean.  
e.   Use “signposts” to help the reader follow your outline and the progression of thought.  


2.   Common Errors

a.   Strawman fallacy: misrepresenting the author’s position in a way that makes it easier to 
 attack, and then attacking it.  No glory in this.  Read the author charitably and represent 
 the position accurately.  Make his or her case as strong as possible before criticizing it.  
b.   Pure regurgitation: using all and only the author’s own words.  While it’s desirable to 
 stick closely to the author’s own language, the task is not to reprint the text.  You 
 should give a digested account of the author’s view, concise and accurate.
c.   The lure of numbers: converting the text in question into a numbered argument and 
 stating it without further explication.  You must explain the reasoning involved between 
 the steps of the argument and be careful to capture important nuances of the argument.  
 It can be useful to think of the argument in these formal terms, but explain it in English.
d.   Assuming too much knowledge.  Explain everything as though to an intelligent adult 
 with little or no background on the topic.  

III.  Evaluation
Purpose: to determine the success of the explicated argument.  There are often two parts to the 
evaluation.  These are (1) an objection to the explicated argument, and (2) an evaluation of the success 
of the objection.  This second part may either defend the initial (explicated) argument or argue that the 
objection is successful.  

 1.   Common Features to Include
a.   A well-formulated objection.  You should pose (or reconstruct, as appropriate) one 
 thoughtful objection to the explicated argument.  Objection should be important, 
 reasonable, and straight-forward.  
b.    A well-reasoned justification for the objection.  This should draw a reader who is 
 sympathetic to the explicated argument step by step along the path toward 
 understanding your objection and appreciating its force.  Your audience is, in theory, 
 those who initially agree with the position that you are here arguing against.  Thus it is 
 important to motivate the objection.  
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c.   A thoughtful evaluation of the success of the objection.  Even if you intend to argue 
 that the objection is successful, this should not simply be a restatement of the 
 objection.  Nor should it be a second, distinct objection.  Instead, this should show the 
 force of the objection and consider any obvious replies that might be made to the 
 objection, showing why they are unsuccessful.  

2.   Common Errors in Argumentation
 a.   False dilemma: two alternatives are presented as if they are the only possibilities, when 
  in fact another alternative exists.  

b.   Fallacy of common belief: justifying a claim by saying that many people believe that the 
  claim is true.  That many people think something is not by itself enough to make it true.  

Note: This should be carefully distinguished from the practice of offering an example 
that generates intuitions, then arguing for a claim on the basis of these intuitions.  This 
too can be problematic, but it does not (or need not) involve the above fallacy.  

c.   Two wrongs make a right: it is not usually an adequate defense against a criticism to 
 claim that the same problem occurs for another position.  
d.   The slippery slope argument: the criticism that similar reasoning will lead to increasingly 
 problematic results.  Some very good criticisms come from this approach, but it can also 
 be used wrongly.  It is not by itself an objection against a position.  Adding to this some 
 claim, such as that there is no principled way to stop this progression, can turn this into 
 a good approach, given the right circumstances.  
e.   Confusing necessity and sufficiency.  Note that A is necessary for B if and only if B is 
 sufficient for A.  

3.   Common Errors in Presentation
a.   Tangents: side topics that are related to the topic under discussion but are not relevant 
 to the point at hand.  These introduce unnecessary information that takes up space that 
 could otherwise be spent on the central topic, may confuse your reader, and could 
 introduce more controversy than is necessary to establish your point.  
b.   Insufficient depth: when motivating the objection and/or responding to it, you should 
 take care to fully justify each of your claims.  It can be tricky to figure out which claims 
 you do and don’t have to justify.  A general rule of thumb is: if you think your opponent 
 would be happy to agree with you that something is the case, you probably don’t have 
 to justify it.  Otherwise, justification is in order.  
c.   Overstatement: you are responsible for showing that all of the claims you make are 
 reasonable ones.  This is a good reason to avoid overstating what it is that you are 
 showing.  Avoid the temptation to promise a grand result that you can’t produce.  
d.  Ambiguity: at all steps, be very careful to precisely state what it is you are saying.  When 
 a point might be misinterpreted as it is written, try to reformulate it so that it can only 
 be interpreted in the way that you intend it.  If this is impossible, then simply add a 
 sentence clarifying your intent.  

3 of 4



IV.  Conclusion
Purpose: to briefly recap what you’ve shown, demonstrating to the reader that you have in fact done 
what you said you would and making clear the result.  

1.   Common Features to Include
a.   Brief restatement of the main steps in the paper – closely follow the logical structure of 
 the explication and evaluation sections of the paper.  This is a chance to make 
 perspicuous what it is that you’ve done, without getting bogged down in the details or 
 complications.  
b.  A clear and careful statement of the implications of your result – the reader should finish 
 the paper not only with a sense of what you have argued, but what you take to have 
 accomplished with your argument.  

    
2.   Common errors

a.   Overstating or misstating what has been shown.  Avoid the temptation to get dramatic; 
 focus instead on what you have managed to show.  

Check: reread your introduction.  Did you do what you said you would?  Has your thesis 
changed?  If so, fix your introduction to match your argument or go back and get your 
argument to line up with what you want it to do.  

b.   Introducing new information.  In philosophy, one should not learn anything new from a 
 conclusion.  This is not the place to push your argument further, or in a new direction, 
 for such claims will be unsubstantiated and go beyond the aims of your paper.  Focus 
 instead on helping the reader assimilate the arguments that you made in the body of 
 your paper.  
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