Writing Philosophical Essays
Authored by Steven J. Todd, University of Connecticut.
Writing well requires that you read philosophy and understand what you have read. You need to read in order to write.
Your paper should respond to a philosophical argument.
You will need to evaluate and/or criticize an argument or position.
You must take a stand on an existing issue.
Do not try to offer an entirely new position; you need to work up to that.
Do not merely restate someone else's claims or arguments (though you may need to restate a position in order to criticize it). Rather, carefully analyze some argument or claim.
If you can clearly argue for one or two points in 5 pages, you will have done a fine job.
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General Considerations
Identify Your Audience
Throughout your paper, assume your audience is smart, ignorant of your insight, and hostile to your position. Your audience, given they are smart, will be sensitive to any ambiguity or alternate way to read your work. Your audience, given they are ignorant to your brilliant insight, will need to be carefully guided through your original ideas. Your audience, given they are hostile, will resist your reasoning every step of the way and attempt to find every reason to reject your conclusion. 
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Keep your language simple. Start with acceptable claims, premises you think your audience would already agree with, and then carefully move your reader, via your arguments, one step at a time, through your more contentious claims. Use simple words, clearly articulated ideas and unambiguous sentences. And of extreme importance, be consistent. Do not contradict yourself. If you claim that the universe only consists of physical objects, then do not also claim that non-physical spirits inhabit those physical objects within that same universe. 
Goals
A well-written philosophy paper should meet the following goals:
1. have a clearly stated thesis (conclusion) you will argue for
2. have clearly stated reasons (premises) that will establish your conclusion
3. have a clearly stated version of the problem you are addressing
4. have clarified any terms and justified your premises
5. have considered objections to your arguments
6. have established your conclusion through careful reasoning
Defining Your Topic
What should you write about? First, you should be reading philosophical texts. If you are doing this properly (see section on "How to read philosophy") you will have already written several pages on various topics and articles you have been reading. These pages will include initial analysis and criticisms of those articles, the structure of the arguments, and strengths and weaknesses of both the arguments and the claims. Pick a topic that interests you. It is probably best to consider an argument you do not agree with because you might not be as sensitive to weaknesses in an argument you find totally convincing.
Decide what the philosophical issue is. What exactly is the argument you will support or take issue with? What exactly is the problem with the argument? Are one or more premises inadequately supported? What is wrong with them? Are there presumed truths that the argument in question does not state, which are necessary for the argument? Is the reasoning flawed? Does the conclusion fail to follow? Do you want to consider the strengths and weaknesses of two opposed positions? There may be several problems with a position you want to discuss. Pick only one or, at most, two for your topic. Philosophy moves slowly, because it moves very carefully. You do not have to destroy an argument. Recognizing a potential problem and articulating a modest point is all that is necessary and, realistically, all you should expect to accomplish. 
Structuring your paper
The Outline
Once you've stated your thesis and considered some support for it, you will need to generate an outline of how your argument might go. This will further structure and focus your thinking. Here is a simple schematic of an outline (obviously, there should be more filled in for a real outline of a real argument, and your outline will be slightly different - this is merely a schematic):
I. Thesis (the overall conclusion of your argument)
II. Premise one: The first point that you need to establish for your thesis.
a. List sub-arguments supporting Premise One, including definitions and clarifications.
III. Premise two: the second point that you need to establish for your thesis.
a. List sub-arguments supporting Premise Two, including definitions and clarifications.
IV. Premise three: the third point that you need to establish for your thesis.
a. List sub-arguments supporting Premise Three, including definitions and clarifications.
V. Counter argument that undermines your reasoning.
VI. Response to the counter argument.
VII. Conclusion: state what you've demonstrated (your thesis) and summarize how. Remind your smart, ignorant (though now less so) and hostile (though now, hopefully, placated) audience what you accomplished.
The Thesis
Specifically state the thesis of your paper (which is also your conclusion) in your introduction. Focus your audience on your conclusion immediately. Get to the point. Don't ramble about how cool some philosopher is or that she is smart or lived a long time ago. Just state the philosophical problem, the argument you are responding to, where you think the problem lies and your thesis. Be sure to say why your thesis is important.
First Person
Use the first person pronoun. This is YOUR insight. You might also need to initially clarify certain terms. Once clarified, use the same term throughout. Use neither different terms for the same purpose (do not consult a thesaurus), as this could alter the meaning of your claims, nor the same term for different purposes. For instance, if by 'cleave' you mean 'to adhere', do not later use 'cleave' for 'to separate'. Use simple, direct and clear language throughout your paper. 
Other Considerations
State the Obvious
It is often a good idea to accurately portray the premises, the conclusion and the structure of the argument you are discussing. Make it excruciatingly clear that the argument you are laying out is not yours. Get a good, firm grasp of the incredibly obvious, state it clearly, and use directional cues to alert your audience where you are going with your reasoning. 
Directional Cues
Directional cues keep your smart, ignorant and hostile audience focused on your path of reasoning. Use 'however', 'but', 'yet' etc. to alert your reader that you are changing the direction of your analysis. When you extend beyond the obvious, use directional cues such as 'moreover' and 'further' to alert your audience that you are extending your point and not merely repeating it. 
Consider Objections
At some point in the body of your paper, you need to consider at least one serious objection to your argument. Be sure to use directional cues so that your smart, ignorant and hostile audience does not think you are refuting yourself - that you are inconsistent (in rational debate, inconsistency is a more serious flaw than getting a fact wrong). Use phrases such as: "Someone could argue against my position as follows." or "It might appear to some that I have misinterpreted So-and-So", and state the objection to your position.
Then, clearly state how you will overcome the objection, using phrases such as "yet their argument fails since..." or "However, I have not misinterpreted the argument because..." Use premise indicators like 'since' and 'because' as well as conclusion indicators like 'therefore' and 'thus'.
Be sure you use the appropriate indicator. You will be held to the words as written on the page, not what you think you've said. Therefore, since you want to be clear, and because your audience is smart, ignorant and hostile, you should use premise and conclusion indicators to clearly indicate your actual premises and actual conclusion. 
Final Thoughts
Throughout your paper you should have presented a careful reasoned defense of some philosophical claim.
Whatever your topic, use clear, careful language throughout.
Clarify your terms.
Demonstrate you understand the issue at hand.
Move slowly, one point at a time, and justify everything. Use examples to make your points clear.
Don't forget to bounce ideas off your fellow classmates and friends. They will help you identify areas you need to further clarify and justify. And their complaints and encouragement will often lead you to consider more interesting lines of reasoning.
Do not be afraid to revise and even abandon an idea that cannot withstand informal criticism. You may have strong intuitions about certain issues, and your paper will be a good place to articulate your intuitions. Writing good philosophy papers is hard work, takes many revisions, but is quite rewarding.
