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Writing for ethics 

adapted byHeather Lanthorn from http://www.mit.edu/~yablo/writing.html, in turn adapted from 

http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~jpryor/general/writing.html. 

 

An ethics paper consists of the reasoned defense of some claim. 

 State your thesis/position early. Your paper must offer an argument for it. It can't consist in the 

mere report of your opinions (assertions – you can refer here to learn more about arguments), nor 

in a mere report of the opinions of the philosophers we discuss. You have to defend the claims 

you make. You have to offer reasons to believe them. 

So you can't just say: 

"My view is that P." 

You must say something like: 

"My view is that P. I believe this because..." 

or: 

"I find that the following considerations...provide a convincing argument for P." 

Similarly, don't just say: 

"Descartes says that Q." 

Instead, say something like: 

"Descartes says that Q; however, the following thought-experiment will show 

that Q is not true..." 

or: 

"Descartes says that Q. I find this claim plausible, for the following reasons..." 

 

An ethics paper is not a mystery novel. 

 Provide the thesis early. Formulate the central problem or thesis you wish to argue (pick on side!) 

at the beginning of your paper, and keep it in mind at all times. Make it clear what the problem is, 

and why it is a problem. Be sure that everything you write is relevant to that central problem. In 

addition, be sure to say in the paper how it is relevant. Don't make your reader guess. 

 

 We don’t need spurious clues or information. Nothing should go into your paper which does 

not directly address that problem. Prune out everything else. It is always better to concentrate on 

one or two points and develop them in depth than to try to cram in too much. One or two well-

mapped paths are better than an impenetrable jungle. 

 

 We are not keen detectives hoping to glean meaning from what you say (or don’t say). Take 

special pains to be as clear and as explicit as you possibly can. Say exactly what you mean in the 

first place. Part of what you're being graded on is how well you can do that. Pretend that your 

reader has not read the material you're discussing, and has not given the topic much thought in 

advance. This will of course not be true. But if you write as if it were true, it will force you to 

http://www.mit.edu/~yablo/writing.html
http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~jpryor/general/writing.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RDjCqjzbvJY
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explain any technical terms, to be clear about assumptions, to illustrate strange or obscure 

distinctions, and to be as explicit as possible when you summarize what some other philosopher 

said. In fact, you can profitably take this one step further and pretend that your reader is lazy, 

stupid, and mean.  

o He's lazy in that he doesn't want to figure out what your convoluted sentences are 

supposed to mean, and he doesn't want to figure out what your argument is, if it's not 

already obvious. Say what you are going say, say it and then say it again.  

o He's stupid, so you have to explain everything you say to him in simple, bite-sized pieces.  

o And he's mean, so he's not going to read your paper charitably.  

 

 Don’t depend on empirical evidence to make your claim.The arguments are not about empirical 

data on survival with certain CD4 counts or after a liver transplant at a given age. The goal is to 

develop a moral argument. 

 

 

Originality of claims. 

 The aim of these papers is for you to display familiarity with the material and an ability to think 

critically about it. Don't be disappointed if you don't make an utterly distinctive contribution to 

human thought in your first attempts at philosophical writing. There will be plenty of time for that 

later on. Your critical intelligence will inevitably show up in whatever you write. 

 

 An ideal paper will be clear and straightforward (see below), will be accurate when it attributes 

views to other philosophers (see below), and will contain thoughtful critical responses to the texts 

awe read. It need not always break new ground. 

 

 If you do want to demonstrate independent thought, don't think you have to do it by coming up 

with a novel argument. You can also demonstrate independent thought by offering new examples 

of familiar points, or new counter-examples, or new analogies. 

 

 A good philosophy paper is modest and makes a small point; but it makes that point clearly and 

straightforwardly, and it offers good reasons in support of it. People very often attempt to 

accomplish too much in a philosophy paper. The usual result of this is a paper that's hard to read, 

and which is full of inadequately defended and poorly explained claims. So don't be over-

ambitious. Don't try to establish any earth-shattering conclusions in your paper. 

 

 

Approaching a paper. 

 Make an outline. Before you begin to write, you need to think about the questions:  

o In what order should you explain the various terms and positions you'll be discussing?  

o At what point should you present your opponent's position or argument?  

o In what order should you offer your criticisms of your opponent?  

o Do any of the points you're making presuppose that you've already discussed some other 

point, first? And so on. 

 

http://www.mit.edu/~yablo/www/writing.html#SimpleProse
http://www.mit.edu/~yablo/www/writing.html#ViewsOfOthers
http://www.mit.edu/~yablo/www/writing.html#ViewsOfOthers
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 The overall clarity of your paper will greatly depend on its structure. That is why it is important 

to think about these questions before you begin to write. 

 

 Make an outline of your paper, and of the arguments you'll be presenting, before you begin to 

write. This lets you organize the points you want to make in your paper and get a sense for how 

they are going to fit together. For instance, you want to be able to say what your main argument 

or criticism is before you write. If you get stuck writing, it's probably because you don't yet know 

what you're trying to say. 

 

 Give your outline your full attention. It should be fairly detailed. (For a 5-page paper, a suitable 

outline might take up a full page or even more.) 

 

 

Make the structure of your paper clear. 

 You should make the structure of your paper obvious to the reader. Your reader shouldn't have to 

exert any effort to figure it out. Beat him over the head with it. Give an overview of the paper 

early on. 

 

 What you need to do is to make it clear what sort of move you're making at each point in your 

paper. Say things like: 

...We've just seen how X says that P. I will now present two arguments that not-P. My 

first argument is... 

My second argument that not-P is... 

X might respond to my arguments in several ways. For instance, he could say that... 

Another way that X might respond to my arguments is by claiming that... 

So we have seen that none of X's replies to my argument that not-P succeed. Hence, we 

should reject X's claim that P. 

 You can't make the structure of your paper obvious if you don't know what the structure of your 

paper is, or if your paper has no structure. That's why making an outline is so important. 

 

 

Use simple prose and revise. 

 Don't shoot for literary elegance. Use simple, straightforward prose. Keep your sentences and 

paragraphs short. Use familiar words. We'll make fun of you if you use big words where simple 

words will do. These issues are deep and difficult enough without your having to muddy them up 

with pretentious or verbose language. Don't write using prose you wouldn't use in 

conversation. If you wouldn't say it, don't write it. 

 

 Start strong. Don't begin with a sentence like "Down through the ages, mankind has pondered 

the problem of..." There's no need to warm up to your topic. You should get right to the point, 

with the first sentence. 
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 Read your paper out loud. This is an excellent way to tell whether it's easy to read and 

understand. As you read your paper, keep saying to yourself: 

"Does this really make sense?" "That's not at all clear!" "That sounds pretentious." "What 

does that mean?" "What's the connection between this sentence and the previous one?" "Does 

this sentence do anything more than repeat what I just said?" and so on. 

o You may feel a bit silly reading your paper out loud but it is worth it for the clarity of 

writing you will gain. 

o If you stumble while you are reading outloud, it probably means that the words don’t 

really go together and/or the sentence is too complex. 

o If you feel that you need to be wearing either a toga or a powdered wig to orate your 

paper, that’s not a great sign. Simplify. 

 

 Start Work Early. Philosophical problems and philosophical writing require careful and 

extended reflection. Don't wait until the night before to start your paper. This is very stupid. 

Writing a good philosophy paper takes a great deal of preparation. You should leave yourself 

enough time to think about your topic and write a detailed outline (this will take several days). 

Then write a draft (this will take one day). Set your draft aside for a day or two. Finally, sit down 

in front of the computer again and compose the final version (this will take one day). When 

you're writing the final version of your paper, it's much more important to work on the structure 

and overall clarity of your paper, than it is to clean up a word or a phrase here or there. 

 

 Be precise with your language. If you call something "X" at the start of your paper, call it "X" 

all the way through. So, for instance, don't start talking about "Plato's view of the self," and then 

switch to talking about "Plato's view of the soul," and then switch to talking about "Plato's view 

of the mind." If you mean to be talking about the same thing in all three cases, then call it by the 

same name. In philosophy, a slight change in vocabulary usually signals that you intend to be 

speaking about something new. 

 

 

Considering counterarguments, presenting and assessing the views of others 

 Try to anticipate objections to your view and respond to them. Don't be afraid to bring up 

objections to your own thesis. It is better to bring up an objection yourself than to hope your 

reader won't think of it. Of course, there's no way to deal with all the objections someone might 

raise; so choose the ones that seem strongest or most pressing, and say how you think they might 

be answered. 

 

 Keep in mind that philosophy demands a high level of precision. It's not good enough for you 

merely to get the general idea of somebody else's position or argument. You have to get it exactly 

right. (In this respect, philosophy is more like a science than the other humanities.) Hence, when 

you discuss the views or arguments of Philosopher X, it's important that you establish that X 

really does say what you think he says. If you don't explain what you take Philosopher X's view 

to be, your reader cannot judge whether the criticism you offer of X is a good criticism, or 

whether it is simply based on your misunderstanding or misinterpretation of X's views. 

http://www.mit.edu/~yablo/www/writing.html#Draft
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 At least half of the work in philosophy is making sure that you've got your opponent's position 

right. Don't think of this as an annoying preliminary to doing the real philosophy. This is part of 

the real philosophical work. 

 

 Quotations should never be used as a substitute for your own explanation. When you do quote an 

author, always explain what the quotation says in your own words. If the quoted passage contains 

an argument, reconstruct the argument in more explicit, straightforward terms. If the quoted 

passage contains a central claim or assumption, give examples to illustrate the author's point, and, 

if necessary, distinguish the author's claim from other claims with which it might be confused. 

 

 It is permissible for you to discuss a view you think a philosopher might have held, or should 

have held, though you can't find any evidence of that view in the text. When you do this, though, 

you should explicitly say so. Say something like, "Philosopher X doesn't explicitly say that P, but 

it seems to me that he might have believed it, because..." 

 

 You don't want to summarize any more of a philosopher's views than is necessary. Don't try to 

say everything you know about X's views. You have to go on to offer your own philosophical 

contribution. Only summarize those parts of X's views that are directly relevant to what 

you're going to go on to do. 

 

 

Grammar 

o It's OK to end a sentence with a preposition. It's also OK to split an infinitive, if you need to. 

(Sometimes the easiest way to say what you mean is by splitting an infinitive. For example, 

"They sought to better equip job candidates who enrolled in their program.") Efforts to avoid 

these often end up just confusing your prose. 

 

o Do avoid other sorts of grammatical mistakes, like dangling participles (e.g., "Hurt by her 

fall, the tree fell right on Mary's leg before she could get out of the way"), and the like. 

 

o You may use the word "I" freely, especially to tell the reader what you're up to (e.g., "I've just 

explained why... Now I'm going to consider an argument that..."). 

 

o Don't worry about using the verb "is" or "to be" too much. In a philosophy paper, it's OK to use 

this verb as much as you need to. 

 


