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How to write a (good) philosophy essay 

 
> Our view about how to do it (inspired by other methods) 

 

> What we expect from you for any paper written in this class 

 

I. What your essay should demonstrate 

 

(a) That you understand and are able explain the topic/the argument in a clear fashion and its 

main issues 

At the master level, one is also expected to show that one masters at least part of the literature relevant to the 

topic/argument 

 

(b) That you can critically think about the matters at stake and present them in your own 

personal way 

 

II. The stages of writing a philosophy essay 

 

1. Get to know the general topic 

Read, come to class, take notes on the subject matter, discuss it with other students, get a proper 

understanding of the big picture. 

Write your questions down when they come to you while reading or during class. 

 

2. Choose an article, a debate or a general problem you want to write about 

Which debate, article or general topic has sparked your interest? Which topic have you felt strongly about? 

Have a look at the list of questions you have set up during the semester to see whether one question or area 

seems to be of particular interest to you.  

 

3. Narrow down your question 

Typically, and in the best cases, a philosophy paper focuses on a single central aim. Choose one question, one 

point that you want to answer or discuss. Everything in your paper should aim at answering this central 

question. Be ambitious in your structure, not in broadness: choose a question that seems reasonable to answer 

in the number of words that have been set for the assignment. 
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4. Talk about it with someone 

Send an email and/or drop by our office to discuss the question about which you wish to write. You can, and 

are also encouraged to, discuss your topic with other students. Practising philosophy by talking with your peers 

is one of the best practices that will make you a better philosopher. Sharing your ideas can be done at any 

stage of your work. 

 

5. Get the question and the structure extra clear – in your mind, and lay it on paper 

Prepare a plan. Every step of your thinking should be set up clearly and working towards your main goal.  

Be aware of your writing habits (do you usually write extensively using many examples or do you write very 

concisely?) and try and keep a margin in your evaluation of how much space you need to treat this question 

properly. One is always surprised during the actual writing how much more space one needs than what one 

had initially judged. If your question seems too precise, it is likely to be a good one. 

 

6. Write and revise it, write and rewrite again. Read it and reread, cutting out every 

element which isn’t directly useful and relevant to your goal 

You might find it important to rewrite certain parts of your essay, or even delete entire sections. If you think 

this is necessary to improve the quality of your work, do not hesitate to do so, even though you might feel 

frustrated or disappointed to cut out parts you have put time and effort in writing. If doing so improves your 

paper, you must not think of it as being a waste of time. 

 

7. Plan time for revision! 

Proof reading might be boring, but it is necessary. Do not think about this stage as an optional one. 

Here are some tricks that can help making things easier: exchange your papers with other students so that you 

are proofreading a new paper and benefitting from another student’s feedback. However, this stage of the 

writing process does exempt you from proofreading your own essay. When reading your own paper, you may 

change the font, as this might help you reading your essay as if it weren’t your piece of writing. The idea here is 

to trick yourself into reading your essay as if it wasn’t yours. These tricks help you get out of your own 

perspective concerning your essay. What is more, you learn a lot from exchanging papers and commenting on 

other people’s drafts.  

 

8. Final proof reading 

Now that you have received feedback from your peers, and revised your essay, go through a few final reading: 

make sure the essay contains everything it should contain (see section “What your essay should contain”), and 

check the spelling. 

 

9. Submit – on time! 

Please follow the deadline instructions from the proseminar validation document. 
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III. What your essay should contain 

 

1. A cover page 

cf. Submission guidelines. 

 

2. The title of your essay 

preferably, your title should be a question, but this might depend on your topic. 

 

3. An introduction 

in which you present the topic of your essay, the debate that arises from the initial problem, and announce 

what you are going to do in the essay. Not all the details of the essay need to be set out, but it needs to 

prepare the reader to what is coming. The better the reader will have the structure and content of your essay 

in mind while reading it, the easier it will be for them to understand. Your introduction should thus mainly 

do two things: outline the background debate, and make the structure and aims of your essay transparent to 

the reader.  

 

4. A development – containing paragraph and headings 

Use paragraphs to display the structure of your development: to each paragraph should correspond a single 

theme or idea. You are highly encouraged to use subtitles to structure your development. Subtitling the 

different parts of your essay isn’t compulsory, it’s just (almost) always good to do so. By doing so you can 

also group several paragraphs together which work towards a same goal. 

 

5. A conclusion 

in which you restate what you have argued for in a very brief manner, nothing more (one sentence per 

argument) 

 

6. A bibliography/list of references 

which contains all of the literature you have used to write your essay (read and quoted). Reference all the 

authors and articles you have used or quoted in your essay. There is no “correct” number of references a 

philosophy essay should have. Nevertheless, you know you have done something wrong if: you are only 

quoting encyclopedia articles (such as the Standford Encyclopedia of Philosophy), or, if your essay concerns 

a philosophical debate (rather than discussing a single article) and you only have two references or less in 

your bibliography. Here are some other things to which you might want to be careful about: how old are the 

articles you are referencing? If they are more than ten or twenty years old, is the debate at hand one which 

isn’t getting much attention from contemporary philosophers, or is it because you haven’t paid much 

attention to the more recent literature? 
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7. Footnotes (optional) 

Footnotes can and should (only) be used for the following purposes: explaining a technical term that is not 

essential to your argument, explaining your choice in using a specific term, justifying some of your choices 

(for instance, you have decided to set apart some parts of a debate for simplicity and clarity, and if chosen 

purposefully this is a good thing to do, but you need to flag it and you can do this by saying it briefly in a 

footnote), briefly indicating information which can help the reader understand the debate but which isn’t 

directly relevant to your central aim, referencing other articles and authors which also discuss this subject 

matter. Footnotes should not be used to fit in arguments or crucial points of your development you weren’t 

able to actually incorporate to your main corpus… 

 

IV. Essay structure 

 

> Think of your essay as having a hamburger structure: the stuff in the middle is what matters, 

but the upper and bottom parts hold everything together. 

> The development is the most important part of your work. While the introduction and 

conclusion are useful and necessary parts of your essay, to respectively bring about your topic 

and restate what you have accomplished in it, the development is the main body of the work, 

therefore, it deserves scrupulous planning. 

> Remember, your paper should build up to a single aim. Every section, every paragraph, every 

sentence of your paper needs to be a necessary step towards your goal. 

> It is better to be clear and wrong than unclear and right. 

> Think of your essay as being a deductive argument (we should be able to see that by reading 

your introduction and conclusion). 

> Make the structure transparent for the reader – should understand what you are 

doing when you are doing it: to do so, it helps to start or finish sections of your 

paper by announcing what is coming next or restating what you have just 

accomplished (make sure you are being consistent when doing so). 

> Take bite sized tasks, avoid being elliptical in your explanations. 

> Make things easy for the reader. 

> Use examples: make them clear and short, and show how they illustrate your point. 
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V. Philosophical writing 

 

1. Target audience 

When writing, keep your reader in mind. Imagine that you are trying to convince or to explain 

this topic to someone. This will definitely improve your writing skills, because when keeping 

this audience in mind, you will write more clearly and precisely. Although your main reader 

will undoubtedly be your teacher, you need to forget about this. There are mainly two ways to 

think about this imaginary reader.  

 

(a) The SLM Method 

The first is to think about him as a stupid, lazy and mean reader. This SLM (stupid, lazy, 

mean) reader has the following cognitive vices: he doesn’t grasp things very easily, you thus 

need to be extremely clear in your writing, providing him with step by step explanations, for 

he will not be able to guess the connections between two things if you do not state them 

explicitly. Being explicit about every step of your thinking is what will help this stupid reader 

to understand your essay. The SLM reader is also lazy, which means that he will make no 

efforts to try and understand something he doesn’t grasp at his first reading of it. Providing 

the SLM reader with good examples and explaining them in detail is crucial for him to 

understand your essay. His meanness needs to be fought by precision and accuracy. He will 

never be charitable to you. You thus need to be as precise as possible in your writing to 

protect yourself from mean objections. 

 

(b) The Student Method 

The second way of thinking about this is to imagine you are writing for a fellow philosophy 

student who is smart enough but who hasn’t taken the same classes as you and who thus has 

no clue about the subject at hand: you thus need to think about making the debate clear, 

explain the technical terms they might not be familiar with and so on. This option combines 

pretty well of course with actually exchanging your essay with your peers, since this is exactly 

the kind of reader who will be reading your paper.  

 

You can use either methods, or combine them, the crucial point being that you should never 

assume that your reader will be your teacher and that she knows, or that she can guess what you 
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are trying to say because she is smart and knowledgeable. Because what your teachers want to 

evaluate is whether you have understood everything properly and that you can explain every 

step of your reasoning.  

 

2. Sentences 

 

> Your sentences should be short, clear, unambiguous and to the point. 

> Be minimal, and precise = be efficient in your writing. 

> Avoid trying to put too much information in a single sentence, make your sentences simple 

and efficient. 

> Say what you are claiming, say what you are assuming – it is ok to assume some things, you 

just need to say so – make reasonable assumptions but get used to assuming controversial 

premises. 

> Avoid passive voice – even if it demands courage (say who says what). 

> Flag terminology that might be controversial (by saying so in a footnote for instance). 

> Excellency might consist in being elegant and precise, but if you can’t have both, always 

choose precision and clarity over elegance and style: you are trying to communicate an idea, not 

to impress the reader with your linguistic skills, and elegant writing cannot emerge without 

clarity anyway. 

> Avoid digressions – they do not serve your goal. 

> Do not include more material than what you discuss – if something is relevant but you decide 

to not include it, say so and why (for clarity and simplicity for example). 

> Say if you are: (i) citing, (ii) paraphrasing, (iii) interpreting, (iv) reconstructing someone’s 

argument, and say who you are borrowing from when you do. 
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3. Terminology  

> Keep the complicated terminology to a minimum and define it whenever you use it 

> When you introduce a notion it must be clear why you are introducing it and where you are 

heading with it 

> Avoid using the following terms: “very”, “strongly”, and so on 

> Erase every occurrence of “obviously” – nothing is ever obvious in philosophy! 

VI. Other (good and) useful guidelines 

 

Have a look at Pritchard’s ‘How to Write a Philosophy Essay’ document, from the Appendix of ‘What 

is this thing called Philosophy?’ (2016) 

 

You can find Jim Pryor’s (NYU) guidelines here  

http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html 

 

Mikkel Gerken’s (University of Edinburgh) guidelines 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxtaWtrZWxnZXJrZ

W58Z3g6NTdlZjIzNzg3ZGZjOWE0NA 

 

How to write a crappy philosophical paper by James Lenman (University of Sheffield) –or, what not to 

do http://myweb.facstaff.wwu.edu/~wasserr/classes/417/crap_essay.pdf 

 

Eileen Nutting’s (University of Kansas) advice on writing a philosophical paper 

https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/3017811/PhiloWritingHandout.pdf 

http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxtaWtrZWxnZXJrZW58Z3g6NTdlZjIzNzg3ZGZjOWE0NA
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxtaWtrZWxnZXJrZW58Z3g6NTdlZjIzNzg3ZGZjOWE0NA
http://myweb.facstaff.wwu.edu/~wasserr/classes/417/crap_essay.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/3017811/PhiloWritingHandout.pdf

