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_____________________________________________________________________________

In many ways, philosophy is the foundation for all other fields of study. Philosophy teaches proper reasoning skills and allows you to question the world and your beliefs in a coherent way. There are a number of subtopics within philosophy including, but not limited to, ethics, epistemology, metaphysics, philosophy of language, philosophy of law, and logic.

In order to succeed in a philosophy class, critical reading and writing skills are key. This handout is designed to give you tips for developing these skills as they pertain uniquely to philosophical studies, explain the significance of these skills, and provide some helpful resources.

__________________________________________________________

Arguments

One of the key components to understanding philosophy is the ability to recognize arguments. An argument in philosophy is not a fight characterized by anger, but rather a reasoned defense of some claim. Developing, understanding, and criticizing arguments is crucial. An argument is a combination of premises that produce some conclusion. In order for an argument to be taken seriously, it must be logically valid, that is, the premises must entail the conclusion. Most arguments will have to be extracted from readings. You will have to discern which sentences in a passage are the premises, or support for the claim, and what the overall claim or conclusion is. In order to check for validity, arguments are ultimately analyzed in logical proofs. 
Here is the form of what an argument will look like. Note that there can be any number of premises. 

1. Premise

2. Premise

___________

Conclusion

Written in natural language, an argument may look like this:

1. All humans are mortal.

2. Marjory is a human.

________________________

Marjory is mortal.

Arguments can also be represented in symbolic logical form. That is one way they can be tested for validity. Understanding symbolic notation is a topic that requires far more explanation than can be given here, but a brief introduction is necessary, as most philosophy courses will require some level of familiarity with it. Consider the argument called Modus Ponens. 

1. A > B

2. A

__________

B

A natural language example of a Modus Ponens style argument is as follows:

1. If it is raining, then the ground is wet.

2. It is raining.

_______________________________

The ground is wet. 

These are rudimentary examples that should give you some idea of how arguments work. Here is a more complex argument for an ethical claim regarding animals. (Is this a good argument or not? Use your reasoning faculties.)

1. It is wrong to kill humans because they have moral status.

2. Some humans, such as infants, those in a coma, the senile, or cognitively disabled have no greater ability than animals in a way that is morally relevant. 

3. Therefore, animals and some humans have the same moral status. 

_______________________________________________________________

If it is morally wrong to kill humans because of their moral status, and animals are equal to some humans in moral status, it is morally wrong to kill animals. 

Reading for Philosophy 

As you read for a philosophy class, remember the following:

Philosophers can be confusing and cryptic. Always read things twice, whether you read them straight through twice or double read each paragraph as you go along for a better understanding.

It may be necessary to pick apart the reading sentence by sentence. What is the author saying EXACTLY? How do his/her ideas fit together?

Identify the argument and conclusion. See how the author reasons to supposedly support a claim. Look for logical connections.

Vocabulary can be difficult. There are a lot of philosophy-specific terms, and it is therefore best to look them up in a philosophy-specific resource, not a generic dictionary. Differences in meaning between use in philosophy and every day meaning can be vast and important. A helpful resource is the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy which can be found online at  http://plato.stanford.edu/

It is important to remember that not everything the author says may be either a premise or a conclusion. For example, imagine you are reading about the philosophy of happiness and come across a discussion about brains in a vat. You may wonder, what does this have to do with anything!? Be wary of thought experiments.  Thought experiments may seem at first like examples that are erroneous, but they will allow you to see the cause for an argument in a new light. The thought experiment involving brains in a vat could be employed to get the reader thinking about experience and whether or not it is fulfilling based on actually having the experience or mere simulation (stimulation of your brain which is housed in a vat that makes it seem like you are having an experience).  
Also, look out for analogies -- ways to compare another situation to the issue at hand.

Watch for analyses of other authors’ work; don't confuse them with the overarching argument of the reading.

It is important to read actively. Consider different interpretations of what you read, pay attention to assumptions that are unargued and try to anticipate objections.

Write things down. Take notes as you go that are both explanatory and evaluative. (Questions, objections, etc.) Write a one-sentence summary for each paragraph to make sure you understand.
Understanding your philosophy readings is the beginning of your training in critical thinking, a skill that is applicable across the curriculum and in every day life. You will thank yourself for having read well when it comes time to write a philosophy paper. 
Writing for Philosophy

“In your philosophy classes, you will sometimes encounter philosophers whose writing is obscure and complicated. Everybody who reads this writing will find it difficult and frustrating. The authors in question are philosophically important despite their poor writing, not because of it. So do not try to emulate their writing styles”(Pryor). 
Before you Write:

Discuss the issue you’re writing about with others. Try to get different opinions and ask for reasons. Learn different perspectives on the topic and discern the best logical arguments, or how you could make them.

Be sure you understand the concepts! You will not be able to write with the clarity and precision required for good writing in philosophy if you do not have a good handle on the concepts. Active reading and note-taking should help with this. Also, never hesitate to ask your professor for help!

Things to consider surrounding your argument/issue: important terms or vocabulary, other positions, counterarguments, presuppositions, argument strength. 
Organization is KEY. Because philosophy is conceptual, it can take a lot of explanation, which REQUIRES organization of thoughts for the sake of clarity.

Outlines are useful. Once you have all your ideas down, you can manipulate and rearrange them to be sure you are saying what you want, and doing so effectively.

As far as the audience is concerned, consider that you are writing for someone intelligent but unfamiliar with the topic. This perspective will help you determine which details to include and elaborate on. However, do not let the presumed unfamiliarity of the reader stop you from using philosophical terms or jargon. Instead, take the opportunity explain the terms you use.  
Starting early and giving yourself enough time for proper planning is always a good idea. Setting aside an outline or rough draft for a couple days and coming to it fresh can help you get outside of your head for a little while and approach the paper more practically, seeing what is lacking or what is unnecessary.

Paper Introduction:

The paper is a REASONED defense of some claim. Begin with a topic for consideration and decide what and how you want to argue about it. The introduction should be a summary of the points about to be described in the paper followed by the thesis statement. The thesis statement is the conclusion of your argument.

Content:

The content of your paper could accomplish one or more of the following:  

-address all points given in the prompt from the professor
-criticize an argument

-defend an existing argument from the criticism of someone else

-offer reasons to believe the thesis

-offer counterexamples to the thesis

-contrast strengths and weaknesses of opposing views

-give examples to support a thesis/show it is plausible
-argue that certain philosophers are committed to a particular conclusion by virtue of other       views they hold even if it is not stated explicitly.

-discuss consequences of a thesis, given that it’s true

-revise a thesis in light of some objection

Also, consider criticizing the argument you make and offering a rebuttal. 
Four ways to approach this:

1. Claim a lack of clarity in reasoning or invalidity

2. Expose a false premise

3. Expose an irrelevant premise

4. Expose presuppositions/unsupported assumptions

You should engage philosophically with the material/concepts. Do not simply agree or disagree, but provide the evidence that has compelled you to do so!

You do not need a definite answer to a problem or question. There probably isn't one, otherwise philosophers would not still be debating it! Simply make the best argument you can.

Explain details, give examples. Eradicate fluff! In order to be concise, be sure every sentence is doing useful work. 

You want your point to be clear and modest. Aim for originality in independent thinking, but don't try to reinvent the wheel! Your point should fall somewhere between being summary and groundbreaking. (Notice I say between: your paper should NEVER be merely a summary unless for some reason that is the specific assignment.)
When summarizing, summarize ONLY what is relevant and necessary for your analysis. Too much summary will muddy your argument. 

In discussing and applying the arguments of others, absolute precision is necessary. Imagine someone claims you argued the Patriots were going to win the Superbowl 21-14 when what you actually said that they were going to win 24-14.  Now imagine this person constructs an entire paper refuting your argument or criticizing it on some front. Not only would they be misrepresenting you, but the point of the paper would be moot as it does not address your precise argument.  Avoid such a pitfall by maintaining precision! 

Philosophers pick language apart. Be sure to say EXACTLY what you mean and do not be vague. For example, what does it mean to say it is morally wrong to kill someone? Who is someone? A person? What is a person? Can non-human animals be persons? Be specific. 

Make the structure of the paper clear. It is okay to use “I” in philosophy papers so long as it is not used to merely express opinion. However, using phrases such as, “I will now discuss the implications of so-and-so’s theory on such-and-such” in order to guide the reader, is appropriate.  
One of the most rewarding accomplishments of your college career may well be developing the ability to successfully write a philosophy paper. A masterfully written philosophy paper epitomizes your critical reading and thinking skills and showcases your aptitude for synthesizing complex information. In order to achieve a successful philosophy paper, there are some things you should abstain from.  
Writing Dont’s:

Avoid discussing the general relevance of questions involved. If the reader is intelligent, which he/she should be, this information will most likely be known and will only serve as clutter surrounding your argument. 

Do not comment on the philosopher in question’s writing style, or worse, his personal life. These details will always be irrelevant. 

Unless the paper requires it specifically, historical information about a view is unnecessary.  For example, it is not necessary to discuss the history of utilitarianism from Mill and Bentham on in order to finally critique a view that is being advocated by the modern utilitarian, Singer. If the points advocated by Bentham or Mill are useful at some point in your paper to support your argument, that is a different story. 
Don’t try and cover too much. Keep the focus narrow. You will confuse yourself and most definitely the reader with too broad a scope. 

Don’t digress. Stick to your point. Offer your argument, support it with evidence and/or reasoning (which are NOT personal anecdotes or opinions), and end the paper. 

On that note, avoid making empty claims. Do not claim God exists and fail to provide support for the claim. Otherwise the credibility of your argument will soon go down the drain. 

Don’t overquote. Sure, some philosophers are the best at communicating their own ideas. But the reader wants to know what YOU think about them. Each quote should be accompanied with description and analysis. Trust me, if you use quotes properly, you will not have excess; most times it’s just easier to use your own words! 

Avoid clichés and frivolous verbiage. Remember the quote from Pryor at the beginning of this section. 

As far as vocabulary is concerned, be true to your own inner dictionary; it is painfully obvious when you are not. Just remember, if you wouldn’t say it, do not write it! 
Best of luck in your philosophy class! Here are some alternative sources for you to turn to. Topics include writing and reading in philosophy, philosophy encyclopedia, and philosophy research database. 
Writer- Jordan Ochs UMD WRC Tutor, 2012
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