
How to Write a Philosophy Paper 
By Nathan Metzger, Ph.D. 

It goes without saying that when writing a philosophy paper, you should give a detailed, 
thorough, rigorous, clear, and polished philosophical argument, with a flawless structure, and 
with all major points (relevant to your topic) managed, explicated, and connected. It should also 
provide a detailed explication of  the relevant readings and lectures from class. A philosophy 
paper needs a clear thesis, it needs to deal adequately with the relevant subject matter and 
arguments, and it needs to flow logically from one paragraph to the next. In addition, it should 
have the basic 3- step structure: 1) Intro + thesis, 2) body, and 3) conclusion.  

Ok--but to say as much is to show merely that writing a philosophy paper is, in many ways 
anyway, much like writing any academic paper. To write these papers, you need the same basic 
writing tools as you would when writing any academic paper, using the basic academic writing 
rubrics you learned in the third grade. Right?  

Right. Just keep in mind that there are, nonetheless, a few unique things to keep in mind when 
writing a philosophy paper, things that perhaps make successful philosophy writing a bit different 
than successful academic writing in other fields. 

Solving a Problem 
In a philosophy paper, you need to introduce a problem, and then solve that problem. You aren't 
writing a book report. You aren’t merely reporting on the arguments. You are DOING philosophy 
yourself. This is the paper structure you should use:  

a) Introduce a philosophical problem  
b) Solve that philosophical problem.  

Introducing a philosophical problem means more than saying, ‘I’m going to discuss this 
philosophical problem.’ (Though it’s perfectly fine if  something like that is the first sentence in 
your paper (actually I recommend something basic like this to start your paper)). You also need to 
tell the reader why this is a philosophical problem, and why this is something that the reader 
should care about, relevant to the course material.  

Solving a philosophical problem, moreover, involves not just going through all of  the argument- 
steps that end with a ‘therefore’ conclusion. It also means dealing with alternative views and 
counter arguments along the way. 

Keep it about the arguments, and only the arguments. Philosophy papers are all about arguing 
for a particular philosophical thesis. This means that a good philosophy paper most probably 
doesn't need any biographical information whatsoever. Historical tidbits are only to be mentioned 
if  they are relevant to the philosophical argument you are trying to make in the paper (and in this 
class, they are probably more relevant than some other philosophy classes). What goes for 



historical tidbits goes for other asides, stories, and personal confessions (especially this last one). 
This stuff  isn’t relevant, unless he story helps to unpack an argument you are making. 

Structure 
The three most important parts of  a philosophy paper are structure, structure, and structure. 
Even a well-argued paper can become confusing and unconvincing if  it isn’t structured well. 
Therefore, you should do everything in your power to make sure that your paper follows a clear 
structure.  

Introducing Your Argument 
In your intro paragraph, tell the writer not just what you are going to argue, but how you are 
going to go about arguing it. Make your intro paragraph a roadmap for the rest of  the paper.  

From Point to Point 
Remember that structurally, points in your paper should flow from one point to the next, and 
from one paragraph to the next, and you should always tell the reader exactly where you are 
heading. Also remember that you need to be explicit, as the reader can only read your words. He 
doesn’t know your process, or whatever logical structure you’ve devised in your own head.  

Here’s one way to think about it. A philosophy paper isn't ever giving the writer a 'surprise' 
moment. There is no 'punch line' in a philosophy paper. The 'thesis statement' in your 
introductory paragraph (or paragraphs) should be explicit. Since you are also going to be giving a 
road map, you'll be able to tell the reader that, before expanding and clarifying in detail your own 
argument, you'll be dealing with other possible arguments. In fact, depending on what you are 
arguing and how you go about introducing and explicating the philosophical problem at hand, 
the best logical structure might indeed be to deal charitably and adequately with arguments other 
than your own first to show why they might come up short. I'm thinking, for example, of  cases 
where your own philosophical thesis runs a bit contrary to 'received opinion', as it were. If  you 
follow this structure, you'll still be giving the reader edification when they get to your own 
argument, as they'll be curious as to how you are going to make sense of  and 'unpack' your own 
argument, given that the other arguments don't work.  

Signposts.  
I've been using words like 'roadmap'. What do I mean by this? Well, a good paper not only 
provides structure, but tells the reader what the structure is. A good paper uses lots of  signposts 
and transitional phrases to connect points in the grand argument. Here are some examples:  

This paper is divided up into three sections. IN the first section, I'll first x, then I'll y...In the section section... 
 
Now that we've established that x, we are ready to argue that y." "Having clarified point x, we should also deal 
with the problem of  z. 

Another argument against x is argument t. 



However, both arguments u and t, as iterated in the previous paragraphs, while compelling, nevertheless both fall 
short for the following reasons. 

Unfold the Argument 
And so on. A paper that uses these sorts of  phrases is the sort of  paper that is properly 
developing, unpacking, and connecting points. There is a real sense in which you are telling a 
story when writing a philosophy paper. Yet in a very important way, a philosophy paper is much 
different than telling in story: as  mentioned, you aren't ever giving the reader a 'punch line' or a 
'surprise' along the way. You are merely filling in the details of  the argument-outline you had 
previously given in the intro paragraph. 
 
Tell the reader that a philosophical problem is pressing. However you go about arguing for your 
philosophical thesis, the first part of  the body of  your paper should explain to the reader in detail 
what precisely the philosophical problem is that you are going to discuss, and why it's important 
that you discuss this particular philosophical problem.  

State the Opposition's Case Clearly 
A successful argument means dealing with counter-arguments--especially those that have been 
dealt with in the readings, lectures, and the discussions. However you go about arguing for your 
philosophical thesis, you should make sure that you deal with all reasonable objections to your 
own argument. This is the most important part of  your argument. You need to show that the 
opposition is wrong, and you can only do that if  you state the opposing arguments clearly and 
charitably.  

This is the part of  the paper that is usually passed over and forgotten even by otherwise 
intelligent papers. And that’s unfortunate, since the strongest and most convincing philosophy 
papers are those that explicate, in detail and with charity, all relevant alternative and counter 
arguments to your own; good papers show why competing arguments fall short of  your own 
answer to the problem at hand. 
 
Keep in mind that you are NOT required to take the same position of  the major philosophers 
we’ll be discussing in this course. Nor are you required to take the same position that I take in the 
lectures. The aim of  the game isn’t to regurgitate, nor is to agree with me (or them) regarding any 
of  this stuff. You are of  course welcome to agree, but you are not required to. Indeed: agreeing 
with me won't guarantee a good grade. What matters is whether you state the arguments clearly.  

The point is to skillfully recognize what the relevant arguments in fact are, and then see for 
yourself  where you stand. Even good philosophers fail in this step. I’ve read books by very good 
philosophers who deal very uncharitably with other philosophical arguments; when it comes to 
unpacking, in precise detail, the arguments are of  a competing philosopher, many times an 
author will fall short.  

Don’t be like them! Learning how to unpack opponent’s arguments with skill and charity is one 
of  the most important skills you can acquire.  



Use the Readings and Lectures as Your Guide 
Enter a conversation with the course readings and lectures. I know I sound like a broken record, 
but it needs to be said again and again. Remember that your arguments are always relevant to 
the course material, and vice versa. That's why I’ll give you the particular topics that I’ll give you.  

Given that this is the case, the best strategy for a) setting up and explaining the relevance of  the 
philosophical problem under discussion, b) explaining alternative arguments (to your own), c) 
articulating the arguments against these alternative arguments, and d) expanding and clarifying 
your own argument, is to unpack and clarify in detail the arguments given from the readings, 
lectures, and discussions. Chances are, the philosophers under discussion have said some pretty 
interesting things relevant to the philosophical problem you are addressing. It's good to give them 
their due. 
 
Put Down the Thesaurus 
Stylistically, you should not use a thesaurus. Use simple words and concepts whenever you can. 
Also, be consistent in your terminology. Use the same word to designate the same concept, over 
and over again. Philosophy papers aren’t necessarily pretty. And they certainly are not poetry. But 
they pack a punch. Put down the thesaurus and walk away!  

"Webster's Dictionary defines x as ..."  
Two quick points about structure and writing strategies:  

a) Don’t give dictionary definitions of  things. For example, don’t start your paper by saying, 
“Justice is defined in the Webster’s Dictionary as [something or other].” Dictionary definitions 
might not be relevant to our philosophical uses of  these terms, and even if  they are similar, the 
book's definitions will always be better.  

b) Don’t rhetorically ask your arguments. State them. That is, don’t say, “How could anyone 
possibly think that morality is just a convention??!” For one thing, lots of  people do think that, so 
we can’t assume a rhetorical nod. For another thing, rhetorical questions need to be earned. It’s 
best to clearly state in declarative sentences what your arguments are, so as to leave no confusions 
for the reader.  
 
Writing is a Process. 
The best advice I can give, however, is to just write...and then cut and paste and write some more. 
You should approach these papers methodically. Give yourself  enough time to write and rewrite, 
cut and paste, and write some more. Then step away. Brood. Pace. Take a walk. Think about 
your argument. Ask a friend what they think. Have a lemonade. Watch your favorite television 
show. Go to the park. Then return to what you wrote. Rewrite. Reread. Rethink. Cut. Paste. 
Repeat. 
 
We live in a binge and purge society, and undergraduate academia has unfortunately been 
compromised by this strange utilitarian culture. For this reason, writing a successful philosophy 
paper means going against the grain. Go slowly!  



At the same time, this course has precise deadlines. This is all the more reason to plan ahead and 
make sure that you have enough time to slow down and think. That’s the only way to construct a 
successful philosophical argument.  


