Writing Philosophy Papers

Writing about philosophy. Because thinking cannot be divorced from its articulation in language, learning to write a clear, well-organized and grammatically correct paper is an essential and not an incidental part of a course in philosophy. Papers for this course should be about the readings, but they should involve your own critical thinking and should not be mere recountings of what you have read. A successful paper will normally challenge the readings or defend them against interesting challenges. A paper may limit itself to exposition and interpretation, but then the issue of interpretation itself should involve significant philosophical questions.

Choosing a topic. The syllabus provides you with a list of suggested paper topics. A good paper always begins with an idea or thesis, something you want to show and can successfully defend by argument. The suggestions are intended to provoke you to come up with such a thesis to defend. You need not cover everything mentioned in the suggested topic, and you may have to reformulate questions asked in the suggested topic in order to devise a paper topic for yourself. Your paper will be judged partly on how well you have thought out a topic which can be successfully treated in a well-organized paper of the assigned length. 

Preparation. The most important work you do on your paper may come before you start writing a continuous draft. This work consists in reading and digesting what the author has said, and formulating the arguments you will use in your paper. It is unlikely that you will get clear on a philosophical issue without taking some time over it. If you are serious and thoughtful, you will probably find yourself changing your mind about some things in the course of reading and thinking about a topic. This makes it a bad idea to leave writing a philosophy paper until the last minute. Often the best thing to do is to write some notes well ahead of time, and then return to them later, when you can decide how far they express your considered views. Before you begin writing, you ought to have thought enough about your main arguments that you can be sure they won’t dissolve when you try to state them clearly in your paper.

Organizing your paper. A good expository paper always has a structure, which should be readily perceivable by the reader from things you say explicitly in the paper.  You should begin by stating the problem you intend to address, and usually you should tell the reader beforehand what you intend to accomplish in the paper.  You should achieve your purpose directly and economically in the paper, by a series of steps which follow each other in an orderly way. As I read your paper, I should always know precisely where I am on your intinerary, either from your explicit statements or from easily grasped clues. In order make sure a paper is organized, some people find it useful to write an outline beforehand. But many find that the structure of the paper changes as they write it. So it may be even more useful to write an outline later on in the process, after you have completed a draft. At this point, the structure of the paper should be clearly visible to  you. Digressions, repetition and unnecessary remarks should then be ruthlessly deleted. Where the organization is not readily apparent to the reader, clues or explicit statements indicating it should be inserted. At or near the end of the paper you will want to summarize your conclusions or state precisely what you have accomplished.

Exposition. The writings of great philosophers often need clarification and explanation before we can evaluate what they are saying. (Many of these writings, for instance, were intended for audiences whose knowledge or background assumptions were very different from the ones we bring to their texts today.) So you will often need to expound what they say carefully before you can discuss it. If you cannot make sense of what an author says, read again and think some more. No philosopher is infallible, but the writings of great philosophers nearly always repay careful study and sympathetic reading. If you think the philosopher’s statements are obscure or confused, explain clearly to the reader what the difficulty is. As you expound a philosopher’s views, keep constantly in mind what texts you would use to support what you are saying. Don’t attribute views to a philosopher without support, especially if the views are to be criticized. If you think a philosopher is committed to a view he doesn’t explicitly state, be sure you explain clearly the argument that he is so committed, and refer to the statements that commit him to it. Frequent citations (page references) are to be recommended, and they are absolutely required when your interpretation of a philosopher’s views is controversial. Direct quotations, however, especially long ones, should be avoided. Never quote at length when you could present a philosopher’s ideas in your own words with no loss of brevity or clarity. Quotations of more than a line or two are acceptable only (1) when they are required to establish an important exegetical point or (2) when you intend to discuss what they say at some length and need them if your reader is to be properly informed for that discussion.

Argument. The most important, and the most genuinely philosophical, aspect of your paper is the way you argue for your own views. Constructing good arguments is not easy; it is something people seldom do, and it requires, time, effort, thought and practice. In most papers, the argumentative part of the paper comes near the end, after the expository part. Be sure you have left enough space in your paper at this point to do justice to your argument. If you are short of space, go back to the start and make cuts or condensations that will give you the space you need.  Don’t be afraid to state your theses forthrightly. In fact, in a philosophy paper, you should be ashamed not to. Ever since Socrates, philosophers have been considered unsophisticated and ill-mannered because in the midst of difficult (and sometimes sensitive) controversies they have always been single-mindedly preoccupied with vulgar, annoying and often frustrating questions about which hypotheses are true, with what reasons people have for their beliefs, and with whether these are really good reasons. In a philosophy paper, you should follow Socrates and his ill-mannered companions in this single-minded quest. Don’t be afraid to take a position on the issues, but never content yourself with merely stating your opinion without arguing for it.  Don’t avoid the first person (“My thesis is…” “I will argue that…”), but keep in mind that the reader is interested only in what is true, or at least can be supported by good reasons.  An argument usually has identifiable premises, inferences and conclusions. In any argument you present, either as your own or as an object for critical examination, be sure the reader knows which is which. Make explicit how your argument is relevant to the issues and how it supports your position on them. Be alive to possible objections to your position, and try to answer them.  When you criticize a position, present it in its strongest possible form, not as a caricature that can be easily ridiculed.

Revisions. Most people need to write at least two drafts of a paper. It is a good idea to complete your first draft and then leave some time before you return to the task of revising it. If you can, try reading your paper out loud to yourself or to a willing victim, since this usually reveals quite mercilessly some of the things that need revision. 

Style. The best ways to develop a good writing style are (1) to write a lot, with constant attention to improving your writing and (2) to read a lot of good prose.  But different kinds of writing demand different styles.  In the history of philosophy there have been a great variety of writing styles, but not too many of them are fit objects for imitation in twentieth century English. Philosophical writing usually goes best with a direct, natural style that doesn’t try to captivate the reader with its eloquence. Writing that betrays an effort to sound stylish, erudite or sophisticated makes you seem pompous and affected. Try not to employ jargon unless it is absolutely necessary, and be sure to explain any technical terms you have to use. Write in complete sentences. Be sure you are using words correctly. Be sensitive to correct spelling. “Minor” flaws, such as spelling errors, become major defects in your paper as soon as they begin to distract the reader or to undermine your credibility on your topic. In a philosophy paper you must be careful never to misspell words such as ‘argument’, ‘perceive’, ‘dependence’, ‘existence’ or ‘Deity’, or the name of the philosopher about whom you are writing. Avoid split infinitives and awkward constructions. Work at making your writing lucid and technically flawless. Go over a draft several times, if you can, to achieve this aim.  

I would be very grateful if you would number your own pages. 

