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The 4 Habits of Highly Effective Philosophy Students
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Philosophy as an Activity

•	Philosophy isn’t a spectator sport
•	Studying philosophy involves learning to philosophize - that’s why it’s such a great subject!
•	Studying philosophy is a process of becoming a philosopher
•	Philosophy is primarily an activity…of thinking for yourself
An activity with a history and a subject matter…
•	Studying history of philosophy still requires engagement with the ideas (and often reconstruction to see if still relevant)

•	The subject matter of philosophy is distinctive: 
•	APPEARANCE AND REALITY
•	Metaphysics
•	Ethics 
•	Aesthetics


The 4 Habits of Highly Effective Philosophy Students

•	Active reading
•	Active listening
•	Active discussion
•	Active writing

HABIT ONE: ACTIVE READING

‘To read good books is like holding a conversation with the most eminent minds of past centuries, and moreover, a studied conversation in which these authors reveal to us only the best of their thoughts’ Descartes, Discourse on Method

Wittgenstein’s declaration to his readers
‘I should not like my writing to spare other people the trouble of thinking. But, if possible to stimulate someone to thoughts of his own.’
foreword to Philosophical Investigations

Don’t be a passive reader: think of Miles Davis

•	Read and think - not a dusty museum
•	How do you do this?
•	Take notes
•	Ask ‘Is the author right?’
•	Look for counterarguments/counterexamples


What is the value of writers with whom you disagree?

•	‘Both teachers and learners go to sleep at their post as soon as there is no enemy in the field’  J.S.Mill On Liberty


Practical Advice for Active Reading
•	Get an overview
•	Don’t get bogged down in details
•	Look for signposts
•	Know the point of any example
•	Look up key words in a philosophical dictionary (or preferably several)
•	Make sure you know the point of any example

HABIT TWO: ACTIVE LISTENING

•	Not always easy to take in philosophy through the ear…

Jean-Paul Sartre on the attentive pupil:

‘The attentive pupil who wishes to be attentive, his eyes riveted on the teacher, his ears open wide, so exhausts himself in playing the attentive role that he ends up by no longer hearing anything’ From Being and Nothingness

Practical advice on Active Listening

•	Listen for menus (signposts again)
•	Pay attention to arguments - use notes for keeping engaged 
•	Don’t expect to learn in your sleep
•	Prepare yourself



HABIT THREE: ACTIVE DISCUSSION

•	Real time discussion teaches you the limits of what you know (quickly)
•	May even undermine dogmatism…that’s what Bertrand Russell thought…

Practical Advice on Active Discussion

•	Don’t worry if you don’t seem to be getting anywhere…
•	Ask questions and try to answer them
•	Be concise

HABIT FOUR: ACTIVE WRITING

•	Writing is Thinking
•	Analyse the question
•	Make a plan 
•	WRITE (sooner rather than later)
•	Think about your reader


Words to watch!

•	Valid/true
•	Refute/repudiate
•	Contradiction/contrary
•	Disinterested/uninterested
•	Imply/infer
•	Begs the question/invites the question
•	Principle/principal

More practical advice about writing

•	Make points, don’t just allude to them

Write Clearly

‘Obscurity is the refuge of incompetence’ Robert Heinlein

‘Have something to say, and say it as clearly as you can. That is the only secret of style’ Matthew Arnold

How to write clearly

•	Avoid complicated sentence structure

‘A sentence is more likely to be clear if it’s a short sentence communicating one thought, or a closely connected range of ideas’ 
Harold Evans

•	Avoid passive constructions
•	Try reading it out loud

MAKE A CASE
•	Simple strategy:
•	Make a point
•	Back it up
•	Show how it relates to the question

KEEP IT RELEVANT

•	Don’t let reader ask ‘so what?’
Even more practical advice on writing philosophy essays
•	Use signposts
•	Don’t use long quotations
•	Consider counterarguments
•	Use your own examples if possible
•	Avoid autobiography
•	Don’t plagiarise - always give references/bibliography






BECOMING A PHILOSOPHER

•	Remember that the ultimate aim is surely not simply to get a good mark, but to acquire and practise the tools needed to think for yourself…

•	The 4 habits are the principal means to achieving that end 

FURTHER READING 

Nigel Warburton Philosophy: The Essential Study Guide (Routledge, 2004).
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