
How to Read Philosophy

How to Read Philosophy
PHIL 1104: Philosophy and Social Ethics

Nathan Kellen

University of Connecticut

August 28th, 2014



How to Read Philosophy

Reading Philosophy

Reading philosophy is often difficult for students. This is because of a
number of reasons, including:

I Age of the texts

I Difficulty in the material

I Topic (too abstract)

I Foreign definitions/jargon
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Reading Philosophy - Note-Taking

I’m going to offer some hints to help you read philosophy. We’ll start by
discussing note-taking.

You need to take notes in order to best understand philosophical papers.
Do not rely on your memory, as memorising a bunch of different, often
complicated arguments, doesn’t always work out.

I suggest that you print out the readings (or write on the PDF).
Underline or highlight what you take to be the main points.

Write question marks where you are confused and write yourself a quick
note to bring to class. (I do this constantly!)
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Reading Philosophy - Note-Taking

Whenever you expect or see an argument, try to find what the author is
claiming. Watch out for key words like “therefore”, “thus”, etc.

Try to outline the arguments in numbered premise-conclusion form. This
will make it easier to understand the argument and find out where you
may agree or disagree with the author.

Every time you finish a paper, write a short paragraph about what you
think the author argued for, what was confusing and what you might say
in response.
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Reading Philosophy - Terms and Jargon

Philosophers often use foreign terms in specific ways. Often times they
use common terms in ways that you might not recognise.

Look out for definitions. Look out especially for terms bolded or
italicised - these are often definitions.

Any time you come across a definition, highlight the definition and circle
the term, then write ‘df. [term]’ in the margins. This makes it easy to
come back to.
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If you think a philosopher has said something completely crazy, chances
are they haven’t. None of the papers I’ve picked are stupid, although
most are (IMO) at least partially wrong. Check to make sure that they
are using the same terms as you. Remember that different words are
often spelt the same!

You should also not assume that all authors use terms in the same way.
“Realism” means several different things (at least three main definitions),
for example. Be sure not to assume that one author is talking in the
same way that you and I do in class, or another author does in a different
paper.
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