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How to Read Philosophy – a Quick Guide 

Carolina Flores 

This is a guide that is meant to help you develop habits that will make it easier for you 

understand philosophy articles, think critically about them, and use them as a springboard to 

develop your own views. This doesn’t apply just to articles published in philosophy journals; 

you can apply this kind of approach to much of what you read. You probably won’t implement 

all these at once. Also, reading can come in degrees of intensity and seriousness, from 

skimming just to get the general idea to reading the same article multiple times to develop a 

settled view of your own on the issues discussed.  

The central point to keep in mind is that philosophy is all about giving and assessing 

arguments. This can make papers dry and difficult to read, but also rich and rewarding: once 

you’ve understood the article, you will have a clear grasp of reasons for or against a view you 

might have antecedently liked or disliked without being able to articulate why, and a sense of 

how different views hang together (or the knowledge that certain views are incompatible). 

Given the nature of these texts, you want to read them actively. It’s often a good idea 

to start by reading the article as you would read normally (e.g. fiction or a newspaper article), 

with the aim of getting a sense for the main points and argumentative structure. You should 

expect to find some parts confusing or obscure. Make note of that so that you can return to 

them more slowly. It’s also a good idea to notice your hunches about weaknesses and strengths 

of the view. 

After this, go over the article more carefully: underlining, taking notes, making sure to 

take stock as you go along, checking for understanding and for disagreement with the author. 

You should pause occasionally to ask questions such as “What’s the argument here? Does this 

follow? Mightn’t someone object…? How is this term used? Why is this point made here? What has this 

discussion to do with the overall argument? Could it be applied to…?” etc. And it is a good idea to 

pause at the end of a section and try to articulate the main points in your own words, which 

should result in a very helpful summary of the text. 
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A Step-By-Step Guide 

Here are some detailed steps you might want to follow (1-5 every time, the remaining 

when you want to get a detailed understanding of the topic):1 

1. Identify the general problem or issue that the author is discussing. Ideally, you want 

to be able to formulate this as a question. 

2. Identify the specific theses or conclusions (the solution or view) that the author 

intends to argue for or defend. Usually philosophers will indicate early on in an article 

the general issue they are discussing and the specific position they aim to defend. (When 

reading a book, you would want to identify the overall issues discussed in the book and 

the theses it aims to defend and do the same for each chapter.)  

3. Identify the arguments given by the author to support his or her theses or position. 

What does the author tell you in order to justify their position? What premises—that is, 

what information, evidence, or considerations—are given to support which conclusions?  

4. Often, philosophers use words with precise technical meanings; sometimes they will 

even introduce new vocabulary—new technical terms. Identify the author’s definitions 

of any technical terms or central concepts, because what an author means by their 

terms may not be what you would mean or what is commonly meant.  

5. Identify where the author is considering objections to their view and arguments; what 

replies do they offer to the objections?  

6. Each time you read or reread an article, check to make sure you have correctly identified 

the main points and arguments. You might practice by reconstructing the author’s 

arguments—write out the conclusion (the thesis the author wants to support), then 

write out the premises (the evidence or considerations given to support the conclusion). 

Words or expressions that signal when a conclusion is being drawn include the 

following: therefore, consequently, hence, it follows that. Words that signal premises 

include: since, if, because, all, some, none.  

                                                           
1 Adapted from Connie Rosati, “Some suggestions on how to approach reading a philosophy article or book” 

https://philosophy.arizona.edu/sites/philosophy.arizona.edu/files/u98/Rosati%2C%20How%20to%20Read%20a%20Philosophical%20Article%20or%20Book.pdf
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7. Once you have identified the author’s position and the arguments they give for that 

position, you can begin to evaluate the position and arguments—you can begin to 

construct objections of your own. Steps for evaluating an argument:  

a. Identify the conclusion, 

b. Identify the premises, 

c. Supply any unstated or missing premises on which the argument relies. Your 

aim is to construct a valid argument: one such that, if all the premises are true, 

there is no way the conclusion can be false. Once you have an argument of this 

form, you can: 

d. Assess the premises. Are the premises true or plausible? Why or why not?  

 


