WRITING AN ESSAY
1. The aim of an essay is to communicate something.
Half the task in philosophy is communication. No matter how good your ideas, if you cannot present them in a way such that others can understand them, and see why they should believe them, you will not be doing good philosophy in the sense that is required within the academic discipline.
2. Plan your essay before you start writing.
[image: ]No more than around half of the time you spend preparing for an essay should be devoted to reading. The rest of the time should be spent working out your own reactions to what you have read and deciding how you will structure your essay. If you simply write down everything that occurs to you at the moment at which it occurs, what you produce will be scarcely coherent. At the very least you should, before you start writing, make a list of, say, the five or six main points that you want to make; ensure that you have said everything that you want to in connection with one point before you move on to the next one; and, as far as possible, signal the shift from one point to the next.
3. Do not try to write an essay in one sitting.
Especially if the sitting begins at 1.00 in the morning on the day that the essay is due. Life will be a lot easier for you if you aim to finish the essay well before the deadline. If you write the essay well in advance there will be much less competition with others for the relevant reading, much less chance of your missing the deadline, and much less chance of your having to work on it when you have a headache, when there is a film on that you would like to see, and so on.
A paragraph, or whole essay, which looks completely clear to you one day may look a good deal less clear the next. When that happens it will almost certainly look less clear still to most of your readers. Give yourself time to put the essay to one side for a few days after writing a first draft. When you come back to it you may well sec lots of room for improvement. You might also ask a friend to read it. If he or she does not understand it or is not convinced, there is more that you can usefully do to the essay.

4. Beware of rambling introductions.
Do not spend time on general introductory remarks of the form: ‘The problem of [image: ]is an extremely difficult one that has puzzled philosophers for hundreds of years'. That will probably be true whatever the question -- which is why many feel safe in saying it, but also why it is not worth saying. You should aim to capture the reader's attention by taking him or her straight into the argument.
5. Pay attention to what others have said on the topic.
[image: ]The lectures and suggested reading will contain arguments which you may want to use or to reject. There is little chance that you will be able to think of all the important and relevant arguments yourself. You may also find objections to the position that you are going to adopt, or objections to an argument that you are going to use. You should be aware of these objections so that you can reply to them. Remember that the aim is to communicate: to convince others of your view. If you are going to convince others it is vital that you have an idea of what others have thought — and so what others are likely to think -- about the position that you are defending.
6. The aim is to defend a particular position.
[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]The aim in writing a philosophical essay on a specified topic is to defend a particular view of the matter; or, if you cannot decide what the answer should be, to show what considerations you think support the different possible answers. Think of yourself as trying to convince somebody who takes the opposite view. (Or if your answer is ‘Don’t know' think of yourself as trying to convince those who think they do know that it is not as easy as they suppose.) What is wanted is not, as such, a report of what others have said on the topic. The question 'Can we have knowledge of the future?' does not ask whether Bertrand Russell believed we could have knowledge of the future. It is true that he was pretty clever and thought pretty hard about this, so what he said is almost certainly worth serious consideration; you may well decide there is good reason to present his arguments in your essay, either because you think they are good arguments or because you want to show what is wroug with them. The point, however, is that they are only relevant in so far as they help you to defend your answer to the original question: 'Can we have knowledge of the future?'. (Sometimes you will be asked to discuss a particular philosopher’s views on some issue. In that case, of course, presenting their views is, in itself, relevant.)

7. Make sure that what you say is relevant to the question.
Make sure that everything you say is relevant to the question; and if there is any possible room for doubt about its relevance show how you take it to be relevant. It is important here to notice just how specific the question is in what it asks. For example, the question ‘Does death rob life of meaning?' is not the question 'Is life meaningful?'. It raises a specific issue about the meaningfulness of life: that concerning the bearing death has on it. The question 'Is the question "Does God exist?" answerable on the basis of empirical evidence?' is not the question 'Does God exist?'. Nor is it the question 'Is there empirical evidence that God exists?'. The question is more specific than either of those: it asks whether a particular question — namely, "Does God exist?" -- can be answered, positively or negatively, on the basis of evidence of a particular kind. It is not always easy to see whether a given point is relevant to a question; an important part of your work is to distinguish what is and is not relevant.
  You will probably have noticed that politicians generally answer the question that they wish they had been asked — which is often different from the question they have actually been asked. Unfortunately, they often get away with it. But you won't. So while writing keep going back to the title to make sure that you are still on track.

8. Ask yourself what someone who disagrees with your view would say.
If you run out of relevant things to say after you have written one side don 't turn to irrelevant things to fill out the essay. Instead, ask yourself how somebody who disagrees with the view you have defended might argue against you. Present the opposing argument in the strongest form you can, then fry to show what you think is wrong with it. As mentioned earlier, you should think of yourself as trying to convince somebody who holds a different view; and remember that you're not trying to gain some kind of political advantage over the opponent, so don’t pretend to yourself or others that the opposing argument is weaker than it is. If you can’t see how anybody could possibly disagree with the view you have defended then you are probably missing something -- whatever your view is, there are probably many intelligent people who hold that it is clearly wrong. It is generally best to pay most attention to the literature that rejects the view you are inclined to accept. If you already believe something, presumably for good reason, there's not much point in looking for further reason to believe it; you should be looking, rather, for the most serious objections to it: a main part of your work will then be to state those objections clearly and to to answer them. Thus if, after consulting the literature, you still find the answer to a particular question completely obvious, you should probably avoid that question. Apart from anything else, it is unlikely that you will find much of interest to write about it.

9. Use paragraphs to structure your essay.
Your essay should have a definite structure and you should make it as easy as possible for the reader to see that structure. It is generally a good idea to have a [image: ]brief introduction stating what you aim to do and a brief conclusion stating what you think you have established. The rest of the essay will consist of arguments that you think support your conclusion, and replies to possible objections to it.
  Think carefully about how you break your writing up into paragraphs. Each paragraph should contain one idea. It should be possible to summarize the line of thought in your essay in terms of a series of sentences each of which captures the key idea of each successive paragraph. Always make the connection between one paragraph and the next clear; this will often involve using phrases of the kind mentioned in 10. [Properly written texts are like spiders' webs: tight, concentric, transparent, well-spun and fine.' Theodor Adorno.]

[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]10. Use linking phrases to help make the structure clear.
You should make it clear to yourself, and to the reader, where one argument ends and another one begins. It will not always be possible to split an essay up neatly into distinct arguments, but you should fry to make divisions of this kind whenever you can. Give signposts that will help the reader to follow the overall argument. Make clear whether you are drawing a conclusion, replying to an objection, introducing a new argument, etc by using such phrases as 'This shows that ...', 'It has been argued that ...’, 'On the other hand ...t, 'However, this conflicts with ...’, etc.

11. Express your views in your own words.
You should not, generally, need to look at books and articles once you start writing except when you want to quote a passage. You should make sure you have understood and assimilated the reading before you start writing. A decisive test of whether you have fully understood what you have read is whether you can reproduce it in your own words without the help of the original text; and to be able to do so is particularly important when you agree with most of what is said: it is impossible for others to see whether you have understood what you have read if you follow the author's presentation too closely; there is also the danger that you will  slip inadvertently into something that comes close to plagiarism — see section 13.

12. Make your quotations work for you.
If you are quoting in support of your argument, don’t treat the material as "expert evidence" for the correctness of your view. Always say what point you think the quotation brings out. Say what its relevance is to your argument; this will link the quotation in with your text, and show the marker that you have a grasp of the issue. It's a good idea to give a very brief paraphrase (just a sentence) of what you take the quotation to be saying. If you use a quotation to make objections to your view your paraphrase will re-state the objection, and so ensure that you have presented the objection in as strong a light as you can. 

13. Beware of plagiarism
One problem that anyone assessing essays has to face is that of unacknowledged copying from others, technically called 'plagiarism', a word that comes from the Latin word for kidnapping'. The golden rule is: ALWAYS ACKNOWLEDGE [image: ]YOUR SOURCES!
  There are two sorts of plagiarism to be avoided:
-- Deliberate plagiarism. This occurs if you simply copy chunks out of a textbook and pass them off as your own composition. There is nothing to be gained from this; it will always, if detected, count against you, and may result in a serious loss of marks for that piece of work. Of course everyone needs to use books to obtain the factual material for an essay, and nobody is going to object to your doing that. But it is the way in which you handle this material that counts: how you relate it to other facts, how you base your arguments on it, how you use it to support your own ideas. You may sometimes find it appropriate to quote from a book or article; in that case, clearly indicate the extent of the quotation by enclosing it in quotation marks, and give the source of the quotation in parenthesis or in a footnote. Otherwise, material obtained from books or articles should be presented in your own words and integrated into your own treatment of the question. Note, however, that it is still necessary to indicate the source of such paraphrased material.
-- Inadvertent plagiarism This may occur if, in the course of note-taking, you copy substantial passages from a book or article into your own notes, After a lapse of some days, you may have forgotten that thc notes were taken verbatim from another writer, and may use them in the composition of an essay. From the point of view of the tutor reading the essay, this is still plagiarism, although unintentional. The way to avoid it is not to make your notes too detailed, and to ensure that they are assimilated in your own words. A summary of points, with page references to remind you where to find them again, will in any case be a lot more helpful than lengthy copying from the text.
You should always give, at the end of the essay, a list of the books and articles you have referred to, but acknowledging your sources requires you to give precise page-references to them as well. Any matter that is not referenced properly is assumed to be your own. 

14. Take care how you express your ideas.
Correct grammar and the correct use of words is, if possible, even more important in philosophy than in other areas. If you express yourself badly it will probably not be clear to the reader what you think; indeed, bad expression is often a sign that you yourself are not clear what you think. Remember too that the sly lay traps for the unwary by misusing language: a man who claims to have ‘refuted’ what another has said when he has done no more than disagree is, if he doesn’t know the difference, only ignorant; but, if he does, he's trying to pull the wool over someone's eyes.

15. Avoid complicated sentences and pretentious or technical words.
These are quite inconsistent with your aim: which is to communicate with a reader. There are occasions when, because of the nature of the subject matter, complicated sentences or technical terminology are difficult to avoid. These occasions are, in fact, quite rare in philosophy. When you have to use an unusual word, or a familiar word in an unusual way, explain clearly how you are using it.

15. Take care with your spelling
In particular, with the spelling of ‘argument’; and with apostrophes: 'It’s time you cut the cat's tail and its whiskers. All other cats' tails and whiskers are cut once a month and yours should be too.'
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14. Close with a conclusion.
Close your essay with a brief, clear statement of what you think you have established. Do not say: 'What you think about all depends on your point of view'. The aim of the essay is to give reasons for thinking that a certain point of view is correct. As said before, you may not be able to make up your mind which point of view is correct. But then the aim of the essay must be to show why you can't: what you think the powerful arguments on both sides are.
15. Give a bibliography at the end ofyour essay.
There are various ways in which m-ticles and books may be listed in a [image: ]the aim of all of them is to give the reader enough information to be able to find, as easily as possible, the piece referred to. One standard way for books is:
Duff, R.A., Trials and Punishments (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986)
And for arficles:
Quinton, Antony, 'The Soul', The Journal ofPhilosophy, LIX (1962), 363409.
The following books offer further useful guidance:
AP. Martinich: Philosophical Writing
Joel Feinberg: Doing Philosophy: A Guide to the Writing ofPhilosophy Papers
Oswald Hanfling: Uses andAbuses ofArgument, especially sections 1 and 3.1-3.2 Patrick Dunleavy: Studyingfor a Degree, ch. 4
D.J. Collinson: Writing English, ch. 8 (Other chapters contain useful guidance on related issues).
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