
Aristotle Contest 2026 
 

Advice on Writing a Strong Essay 
 
Are you considering submitting an essay to this year’s Aristotle Contest? We hope so! 
 
Here are some notes on each of this year’s three question prompts that will help you organize 
your thinking on the topic, understand it better, and have a stronger essay. 
 
But first some general comments. If you read through the three prompts, you’ll see that each one 
has the same structure: 
 

• it raises a challenging philosophical issue; 
• it asks you to answer a question concerning that issue; 
• and it asks you to defend the answer you’ve given. 

 
Strong essays will address each part of this three-part structure. They will explain in clear, 
vigorous language exactly what the philosophical problem is that the prompt raises. They will 
state an answer to the question asked by the prompt. And they will give an argument in defense 
of that answer. 
 
On explaining a philosophical problem: the key thing here is that you help your reader 
understand the puzzle or problem posed by your chosen prompt. Is there a clash of principles, in 
which two claims we think are true turn out to conflict with one another, forcing us to choose 
between them? Is there an important concept or principle that turns out to be hard to understand, 
possibly even incoherent? Tell your reader! But make sure to be as precise and rigorous as 
possible in how you explain the issues. 
 
On answering a philosophical question: you must answer the main question your chosen prompt 
asks. This answer will be, in effect, your solution to the philosophical problem posed by the 
prompt. Don’t beat around the bush—tell your reader what you think! For example, say things 
like “I think that all aesthetic judgements are merely subjective” or “I think that a world in which 
God exists would be a better world than one in which there is no such being.” 
 
But what if your view on the matter is something less straightforward? That’s fine too! Just state 
it clearly, for instance: “I think that some kinds of aesthetic judgement are objective while other 
kinds are merely subjective” or “I think that theism’s truth would be good regarding certain 
matters but bad regarding others.” (It’s even okay to answer along these lines, “I think that we do 
not yet know enough or understand enough to give a definitive answer to this question.”) The 
important thing is that you answer the question and then tell your reader why you think your 
answer is the correct one. 
 
Which leads us to… 
 
On defending an answer to a philosophical question: It isn’t enough for you to tell your reader 
what you think the right answer to the question is. You must defend your answer. That means 
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giving the reasons why you think your answer is best and defending those reasons from possible 
objections. This should be the longest, most detailed part of your paper. Why? Because this is the 
part where you are doing genuine philosophizing. Defending your answer might mean giving a 
formal philosophical argument for it, but it could also mean simply listing considerations that 
make your answer more plausible or more likely to be true than alternative answers. It’s also 
crucial that you anticipate and deal with possible objections to your ideas. What would an 
intelligent, well-informed person say to try to refute your argument? Can you show that their 
objections are mistaken? 
 
By the way: students sometimes wonder whether they are allowed to use the first-person singular 
pronoun in their submissions. They ask, “can we say ‘I’ in our papers?” Of course you’re 
allowed to say “I”! How else are you going to tell your reader what you think? So feel free to 
write things like “I believe that this view is true” or “I don’t think that this objection succeeds in 
refuting my position.” But—and this is hugely important—you can’t simply state what you think 
and leave the matter there. You must give your reasons for your view, provide an argument, 
defend it. 
 
Okay, on now to this year’s three prompts! 
 
Topic 1 
“De gustibus non est disputandum”—there is no disputing about taste, as the old saying has it. 
Well, is it true? Are there objective truths about beauty and other aesthetic matters? Or are all 
such judgements merely subjective? Defend your answer. 
 
What are some reasons why someone might think there are objective truths about beauty? What 
are some reasons why someone might deny this? Which set of reasons seems most compelling to 
you and why? In general, are aesthetic judgements fact-stating in the way that judgements about 
history or economics or physics are? That is what this prompt is about. 
 
You will want to make sure that you say something about what you take the difference between 
objective and subjective judgements to be. Be careful! People use the terms “objective” and 
“subjective” to mean many different things. You will need to settle on a specific understanding 
that is relevant to the topic and then use it consistently. 
 
Topic 2 
Suppose generative AI technology becomes so advanced that AI systems can carry out scientific 
and humanistic inquiry better and faster than humans. Imagine it! Physics, mathematics, biology, 
medicine, economics, archaeology, philosophy, literary scholarship—you name it, the AIs can do 
research in these fields better and faster than humans. In this (possible?) future, would there be 
any point to having humans involved in research? And is this a future we should want? Defend 
your answer. 
 
This prompt asks you to address questions about the value of intellectual inquiry. Is inquiry in 
science and the humanities valuable only insofar as it yields knowledge of what is true? If so, 
then someone might think that if AI does inquiry better than any human could, there is no value 
in having humans participate. Or is there value to the very process of engaging in inquiry, value 
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that is over and above the value of gaining knowledge of what is true? If so, then someone might 
think that even if AI outdoes all human intellectual effort, doing science and engaging in 
scholarship might still be worthwhile activities for humans to pursue. (Compare: someone might 
think that even if a robot can run faster than any human, there is still the value of running itself 
and thus reason for humans to take up running for fun or exercise.) 
 
Well, what do you think? Give your arguments and defend them.  
 
Topic 3 
Theism is the claim that God—understood as an all-powerful and perfectly good being who 
created the world—exists. Philosophers have long debated the question whether theism is true or 
false. But there is a different question that is also important: would it be good or bad for theism 
to be true? In other words, suppose that God exists: would that fact by itself make the world 
better or worse? Answer the question and defend your answer. Make sure to specify the 
particular respects in which you think it would be good/bad for theism to be true. (If your view is 
that God’s existence would make no difference to how good/bad the world is, that’s fine. Defend 
that view.) 
 
This prompt doesn’t ask about whether God exists. It asks whether God’s existence would 
thereby make the world better than it would be if God didn’t exist. 
 
Here’s a way to think about this distinction. Take pain. One question we could ask about pain is 
whether it exists, whether it’s real. (While you might be tempted to say, “of course pain is real!” 
be careful: there have been philosophers who have argued that pain is illusory, that it doesn’t 
really exist.) But another question we could ask about pain is whether, supposing it’s real, does 
its existence make the world better or worse than it would be if pain didn’t exist. Some might 
argue that pain makes the world worse; a world relevantly like ours but in which there is no pain 
would be to that extent better. But others might take the opposite view. They might insist that 
pain’s existence is a good thing, a feature of the world that makes it better than it otherwise 
would be. (Proponents of this view owe us an account of what that goodness consists in.) 
 
See the difference between the two sorts of questions? This prompt asks a question of the second 
type about God: would the truth of theism be a good or a bad thing? There are many fascinating 
issues lurking here, and your job is to untangle them in answering the question. 
 
*** 
 
Finally, a few more general points that apply no matter which prompt you select: 
 

1. Explain the issue you are addressing as clearly as you can. Define any special 
terminology that you may find you need to use. Don’t assume that just because 
philosophers are reading your essay you don’t have to define technical jargon. 
 

2. Your essay shouldn’t be either a book report or a research project. We don’t want to know 
what other philosophers think; we want to know what you think! Winning papers might 
very well refer to no other authors at all. Thus, while it is fine if you refer to other 
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thinkers’ ideas, your essay should go well beyond that and defend your own views. Of 
course, if you do cite other writers, you must give a bibliographically complete citation. 
 

3. As a corollary to the previous point, please do not use AI in any way in writing your 
paper. We want to know what you think, not what other philosophers think and certainly 
not what a chatbot thinks! We also want to original essays, and if you use AI you will end 
up parroting whatever the AI thinks. Moreover, since the purpose of writing an Aristotle 
Contest essay is to practice thinking and writing philosophically while clarifying your 
thoughts about a difficult controversial topic, it would be a tremendous missed 
opportunity for you to farm out the writing process to an AI tool. 

 
4. Don’t write too much. It’s better to go into great depth regarding a few key points than to 

discuss a dozen only superficially. 


