
WRITING A PHILOSOPHY ESSAY 

 

The Elements of a Good Philosophy Paper 

A good philosophy paper always centrally consists in a thesis supported by an argument. In the 

best of cases, your argument should be a sound one: your premises should lead necessarily to 

your conclusion, and your premises should be true. 

 

It can be extremely difficult to show that any given premise is true. So consider your audience: 

what will it take to convince your audience of a given premise? Some statements are simply 

going to be accepted as true by your audience, and others will require evidence or further 

argumentation (remember that any premise can be considered the conclusion to another 

argument). As a general practice, it’s better to err on the side of too much evidence for a premise 

than too little.  

 

Opinions, per se, have little value in a philosophy paper. Everything in your paper should play a 

role in your argument. Having an opinion on an issue is fine—opinions are often great 

motivation for making arguments—but your opinions need to be justified to form part of an 

argument (either as a premise or as a conclusion). 

 

Write as clearly as you are able. Write your essay as if your mother would be reading it 

(assuming your mother is not a professional philosopher). Say what you have to say simply and 

straightforwardly. Don’t get fancy for the sake of being fancy. Try different ways of saying what 

you want to say.  

 

How to Begin? 
Start right away; don’t leave your paper to the last minute. There’s a lot to do if you want a good 

paper, and this takes time. 

 

If you are provided with an essay prompt, read it carefully. Consider anything in the prompt 

explicit instructions that must be followed. Consider the prompt a checklist. 

 

Think about the issue. Really think about it.  

 

Try constructing a formal argument for your position before you begin writing your paper. What 

conclusion(s) are you trying to establish? What will it take to make your argument valid? What 

will you need to show for your audience to be convinced of your conclusion(s)?  

 

Next, try putting together a skeleton or outline for your paper. How will you go about 

constructing your paper? In what order will you arrange the essential elements? Which of your 

premises will need more explanation to establish, and which will need less? Organizing your 

paper up-front will give you a guide to writing so you won’t have to figure it out as you go along 

(which can lead to dead ends and require a lot more re-writing). 

 

 

 

 



Writing 
Your paper should get right to the point. Sometimes it may be necessary to motivate the issue 

you are discussing, but never, never begin a paper with anything like, “Ever since the beginning 

of time, man has wondered about…” Often it’s just false hyperbole. And if it’s true, your 

audience probably already knows it. 

 

Your paper should usually start with an introduction in which you briefly outline what you are 

going to do in the paper, and what the structure of your argument looks like. I find that it’s best 

to make the introduction the last thing you write. 

 

If you are outlining someone else’s view or argument, outline the position accurately: if you 

misconstrue the view, your response to it will be of little value. Be charitable to the view you are 

discussing: if there is more than one way to interpret or reconstruct someone else’s argument, go 

with the strongest option. 

 

Even if you aren’t specifically asked to do so, it’s always good advice to consider a potentially 

strong objection to the argument you are putting forward, and to show why this objection fails. 

Doing so shows that you are really thinking about the issue, and may forestall objections 

someone might have raised. You might consider: does your view lead to potentially undesirable 

outcomes? Are there potential counter-examples to your view that someone might raise? Why 

might someone think your argument isn’t sound? 

 

Don’t be afraid to modify your outline or skeleton as you are writing. You might find that you 

need to explain something in greater depth that you had thought you would. You might find that 

you need to add a sub-argument for one of your premises. You might find that you change your 

mind about something. Be willing to bend, but always make sure that you keep your overall 

argument in mind (even if you change it). The earlier you start, the more time you will have to 

deal with unforeseen circumstances like these. 

 

After You’re Done… 
…you’re not done. Show your essay to someone. Show it to your professor. Show it to your 

roommate—especially if he or she isn’t a philosophy major. Show it to your mother. Most 

importantly, show it to someone who will offer you useful criticism, and won’t simply say, “It’s 

great.” You want them to point out any place where they didn’t understand what you were trying 

to say, or weren’t convinced by what you did say. You want them, if possible, to come up with 

counterexamples or other objections to your argument (so if you weren’t able to come up with 

one before, they may give you one). 

 

The earlier you get your first draft done, the more time you will have to make it better. 

 

Go back and edit your paper based on the feedback you have received.  

 

Time permitting, do it again. 

 

 


