Writing a philosophical essay

Philosophy is very different from most other subjects, and writing a philosophical essay is very different from writing for most other courses. It will be useful to know, from the beginning, what the instructor is looking for. In general, you will want to 

· make your purpose clear from the beginning

· clarify terms and statements, 

· justify claims, 

· consider objections to your arguments, 

· reply to these objections


A philosophical essay is most fundamentally an argumentative defense of some philosophical claim. The defense will consist of,  first, giving a main line of argument for the claim (which will typically involve some subsidiary arguments in defense of intermediate claims) and, second, considering and responding to objections to either your main claim or your argument.

A consequence of this is that if you haven’t clearly understood what an argument is, you will have a very hard time writing a good philosophical essay.


It is especially important to write clearly and carefully in a philosophical essay because of the subtle and abstract character of the  thought involved. 


Philosophical essays are almost exclusively argumentative: the main point, the very essence, of a philosophical essay is to argue for a claim.

To produce a good philosophical essay 

Writing is the best way to develop philosophical thinking. To explain yourself in writing, you need to understand what you are explaining. Writing is an exercise that will help you understand what you know and what you don’t know. The main problem in philosophy is not “not knowing”, but not being aware that you do not know. If you can identify the gaps in your knowledge and the weaknesses in your own arguments, there is hope. 


In all your philosophical reading, it is a good idea to make an outline of the argument.

Be clear you understand the assignment clearly. Laurence Bonjour and Ann Baker write that “it has been our experience that many students just start writing and often end up going out on tangents of their own, rather than following the assignment guidelines.


Once you have your topic, you should think as hard as you can about it, trying out different lines of thought until you find one that strikes you as one that you may be able to defend. (You can’t possibly be sure at this point.) At this stage, you should be taking notes, sketching the arguments and objections you might include in your essay.


The clearer you make your thoughts, the better your essay will be: murky thoughts can turn good writers into bad writers. As you think about your topic, taking notes, you may need to return to the reading with more specific questions in mind. Philosophical texts have a kind of depth that continues to reward a reader: you’ll understand more and more as you read the second and third time, and even more when you approach the reading with specific questions you want to answer. This process should produce a line of argument that you can defend in your essay, including possible objections and responses.

Outline the Essay
Once you have your overall line of argument pretty clearly in mind, you should create an outline for your essay. This can take many different forms, but the main idea is that it should lay out the structure of your essay; this includes listing its main ingredients, specifying the order in which they will occur, and making clear how they are related to each other.  The outline will include a statement of your main claim or thesis, a specification of your main argument, and a listing of  further problems and objections to be considered.


You obviously need to see the whole shape of the paper before you can start writing the first draft.


Creating a good outline is much of the work of writing a philosophical essay. Once you have this, the writing becomes much easier and goes much more smoothly.

Writing the First Draft
Now you are ready to write the  first draft. Working from your outline, write a complete draft of your essay. It is important to do this early enough to allow plenty of time for revision: the first draft of a philosophical essay rarely says exactly what you are trying to say and often has lots of problems and deficiencies of various sorts that need to be corrected.


Especially in your first draft, be sure to include lots of “signposts” to help you keep clearly in mind the ways in which the points being made are relevant to the overall argument; some (but not all) of these may be deleted as you revise and polish the essay. For example, early in the essay (probably on the first page) you should have a sentence stating the main claim of the essay: “In this essay, I will argue that Descartes’ argument in Meditation I  that we can doubt any belief based on experience fails”; or “In this essay, I argue that mental states are distinct from physical states”; or “In this essay, I will defend Hume’s objection to the social contract theory.” 


A clear statement of the main claim of the essay is a very important signpost (probably the single most important one). 


Another kind of signpost, again often most clearly expressed in the first person, is a word or phrase that indicates to the reader the role that one claim or passage plays in relation to the overall argument of the paper. For example, “I will explain Descartes’ argument in Meditation I, before criticizing the crucial premise” or “while this passage is initially plausible, I will show that by distinguishing between two different senses of ‘mental’, it becomes clear that the argument equivocates”, or “Before I defend Hume’s objection, I will explain the importance of the idea of consent to the social contract theory.”


Sometimes signposts are needed to alert the reader to a shift in perspective: for example, “I’ve argued that introspective beliefs are not subject to doubt on the basis of the dreaming hypothesis, but one might wonder what Descartes would say about such a claim.” Or, “Fodor’s claims that the account of how one physical state causally affects another physical state is the paradigm clear case of causality, but I will argue that such a presumption has serious problems.”

Use language that is as clear and simple as possible. 

Revising

Once you have a first draft, put it aside and give yourself a day or two before you look at it again. You need to read the draft with fresh eyes, as if you were reading something that someone else wrote. One of the typical problems for beginning writers is to think that you’ve said something that you haven’t in fact succeeded in saying—at least not clearly. 


Now read the draft of your paper all the way through, focusing as carefully as possible on what it actually says. Assuming that your outline is sound, the first thing you should look for in this first stage of the revision process is whether you’ve accurately expressed the content of your outline. 


Once you are convinced that your intended line of argument has been clearly expressed and that you have no extraneous material, you can then attempt to refine your prose. Looking again at each paragraph, ask yourself whether the point is clear and whether each of the sentences clearly and succinctly expresses exactly what you want  to say. At this stage of revision, it is often helpful to read the  essay out loud, either to a friend or roommate or just to yourself, listening carefully for awkward constructions or unclear formulations. This works only if you focus on your specific words and phrases and sentences as you read them, thinking again about just what the essay as written actually says, as opposed to what you meant it to say.


Good philosophical essays are often revised three or four times. To repeat, it is very rare for the first draft of an essay to say what you really want it to say or to be even approximately as good as you can make it.

The Goal

A strong philosophical essay, one that will be evaluated as deserving a high grade, is one that provides a cogent defense for a clearly stated philosophical claim in a clearly written way, where the cogency of the defense for the claim includes consideration of and responses to objections. And a weak essay is one that fails to do one or more of these things. There is no mystery surrounding the conditions that have to be satisfied before you have successfully written an excellent philosophy paper, but it does require lots of hard work and careful thought—all of which requires allowing adequate time.

Quoting

You may quote the philosopher you are discussing, but you must explain every quotation. You can’t show that you understand a philosopher by quoting the relevant passage without explanation—after all, it would be entirely possible to know which passage is the right one and still not understand clearly what it says. 

What if my first draft is too short?

Some students have not learned how to develop a point. They try to state a complicated, subtle idea in too few words. Sometimes you need to work up to an idea gradually, and sometimes you need to distinguish your point from other points that a reader might think you are making. One way to see how and where you need to elaborate your claims is to put your draft aside for a day or two, so that you can read it as if someone else wrote it, and thereby see more clearly what else needs to be said to make the content clearer and more explicit.

What if my first draft is too long?

Go back to your outline, and make sure that all the points you make in your draft are necessary for your argument. Scrutinize every paragraph or even every sentence, asking yourself how it fits into your argument and whether it is really necessary.

Much of this material is from Ann Baker & Laurence Bonjour’s Philosophical Problems: An Annotated Anthology 
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