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What is a philosophy essay?

A philosophy essay is a piece of writing that presents a thesis and an argument..

The thesis is the position you defend, the argument is your way of getting there.

A philosophical essay is both personal and analytical.



What is a good philosophy essay?

A good philosophy essay demonstrates your ability to think and write. 

WritingThinking



What skills are relevant?  

A good philosophy essay demonstrates comprehension and philosophical skills.

Comprehension: You understand the material you are working with. You can summarize, 

paraphrase, distinguish, and prioritize.

Philosophical skills: you can evaluate thoughts and arguments - those of others, and your 

own. 



How to write well: the 5Cs 

Clarity: be clear about what you say and how you say it. 

Concision: make your argument succinctly, don’t repeat yourself. 

Cogency: convince the reader of your argument, provide compelling reasons.  

Cohesion: your paper is well-organized and hangs together as a whole. 

Creativity: ask interesting questions and use innovative examples. 

By Rob Reich and Joshua Cohen



Structuring your paper: 
Try Zadie Smith’s Rectangle



Thesis

Introduction: 
thesis, relevance, 
roadmap 

Develop your argument as 
you said in the intro.

Consider objections and 
counter-arguments.

Start winding down: 
reiterate and summarize. 

Conclusion: wrap 
up and conclude.

Almost there! 
Repeat main points with 
variations.



Introduction

→ What is your thesis? 

→ Why does it matter?

→ How will you present your argument?

Checklist:

 Do I clearly state what I’m going to do (and will not do) in the paper introduction?

  Have I set out my thesis clearly in a few sentences?



Example Prompt

Many technology companies offer free services to their customers in exchange for 

personal information. What, if anything, is wrong with this practice?



Example Introduction



Argument

The argument is how you get from your thesis to the conclusion. 

It consists of the reasons you offer to support your thesis. 

You can use one single reason or multiple independent ones. 

This can take many forms:

         
    



Body of paper

The body of the paper should consist of a reconstruction of views and developing an original 
perspective.

Reconstruction of views: 
→ Make sure you have reconstructed the the views of those you are discussing accurately, and 
do so in your own words.
→ Do not assume any knowledge on the reader’s part. 

Originality:
→ Make sure you’ve drawn new connections, made a new point or suggestion, used an 
original example, or offered a new criticism
→ Don’t take this as an invitation to be overly ambitious. Your originality must engage directly 
with the literature you are writing about



Counter argument and critique

Identify and address alternative or competing perspectives, don’t ignore them. 

They strengthen your argument and reinforce the validity of your thesis.

What would a strong, good-faith objection look like?

Checklist:

 Do I present at least one objection to my argument and respond to it charitably?



They strengthen your argument and reinforce the validity of your thesis.

Example



Topic Sentences

Topic sentences are a great way to demonstrate clarity, concision, and cohesion. 

They set the tone for the rest of the paragraphs.

Tip: If you read only the first sentence of each paragraph, you should get the high-level 

argument of your paper!



Fischli (2024): Data Owning 
Democracy, European 
Journal of Political Theory. 



Overall Structure & Focus

Clarity of Structure:
Be sure to check that the structure of your paper is obvious to the reader

→ Make use of signposting and tell the reader exactly what you’ll do in certain 
paragraphs.

→ Ask yourself: Is the function of each paragraph of the paper obvious to the reader?

Focus:
Be sure to focus on arguing for your thesis and follow your plan closely.

→ Avoid tangents and exclude underdeveloped ideas from your paper
→ Do a few things well, not more things poorly!

→ If the prompt doesn’t ask for it, you shouldn’t try to do it in your paper!



Conclusion

A conclusion can be short or more substantive. 

At this point you should not introduce new arguments. 

But you can reflect on implications and open questions.

Checklist:

 Do I clearly state what I have done (and haven’t done) in the paper at the end?   



Example



Editing: Chop, Hack, Prune

Be critical: can you say it better, shorter, simpler? 

Be playful: use examples, questions, metaphors

Be diligent: check your sources, cite correctly → try reading out loud!

Be personal: don’t shy away from taking a stand. 

Be proud: You pushed yourself to write and think more clearly—this is a hard thing to do! 



Checklist 

 Does your paper respond to the prompt?

 Is your thesis clearly stated?

 Can the reader follow your argument?

 Have you dealt with possible objections?

🪢  Do paragraphs hang well together?

 Are you citing relevant literature?

Does your conclusion follow from the reasons you provided?  



Questions & Examples

Additional Resources:      Emails:  

Stanford Hume Center      sab333@stanford.edu

       fischli@stanford.edu 

         

Jim Pryor’s guidelines for philosophical writing: 
https://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/writing.html 

Individual Appointments available 

six days a week; try to book in 
advance! 

https://hume.stanford.edu
mailto:sab333@stanford.edu
mailto:fischli@stanford.edu
mailto:fischli@stanford.edu
mailto:fischli@stanford.edu
mailto:fischli@stanford.edu
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