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First things first: You need, first of all, to make sure you understand the assignment. One thing
you will need to decide is whether the assignment requires you to give your own view or simply
to present some view which you may or may not share.

The pondering stage: Once you understand the assignment, you will need to think the issues
through carefully. Mull them over, discuss them with each other or with me. Even after this, you
may not be sure what you think — that’s wise, as the issues are tricky. If you need to present
your own view, you may feel stuck. Simply pick the side you are inclined most towards and then
defend it to the death. This is useful for developing your budding philosophical wings, even if
you’re not sure you’ve picked the correct side!

A word about scholarship1: When you are presenting or using the ideas of another, you must
do so fairly and accurately. You must, of course, acknowledge the source of the idea, giving a
citation and full reference. Except in a very few cases, quotations are unacceptable but, of course,
if you do use the words of somebody else, you must use quotation marks and give a page reference
as part of your citation.
You are not encouraged to do extra reading to complete assignments. They are not, or not mainly,
research papers. I want to see you working out your own thoughts, as clearly and as rigorously
as you can. If you do use a source from outside class, be sure to credit the author, giving a full
citation in a footnote, including page references.
Failure to give full citations, acknowledge the source of other’s ideas or to use quotation marks
when using the words of another counts as plagiarism, a particularly awful violation of academic
integrity. You must acknowledge the source of ideas and words you use whatever the source —
e.g. book, web site, journal, relative, friend, classmate etc. etc.

Philosophy is hard: If you don’t find it hard, then either you were born with philosophy in your
very bone marrow or you do not understand the assignment. Although the degree of difficulty is
high, my expectations are modest. I expect only that you say something reasonable — not that
you discover a 422 step deductively valid argument from indisputable premises! (Though that
would be great, should you stumble across one!)

Writing style: A simple, clear and concise style is recommended. Oratory and rhetorical flourishes
will not particularly help, nor will bare assertion in any style; it is the content of your arguments
and the substantive force of your reasoning that I will be assessing. Imagine your audience as a
bright 14 year-old, who is intelligent but has no special philosophical knowledge. She needs to be
able to understand your paper.

Is there a right answer? When you are asked for your own opinion, there is no preferred answer.
You make take any position, provided you can give reasons for it. Remember: any claim is
admissible in philosophy, provided one can give reasons for it. I don’t care what position you end
up taking, but only how clearly and cogently you defend it.

Relevance: Be sure that your paper answers the question asked. If you are asked to defend a
particular view, that’s what your paper should do. If you are asked to write about a particular
topic, that is the topic you need to write about. You will lose credit for including irrelevant
material.

1Further discussion can be found in the Centre’s Student Handbook, available from Reception or at http:
//www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/student_information/index.php.

2I hope that everyone fully understands the great significance of this figure for the universe.
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Language: Clarity and conciseness are very important. It should be crystal clear to your reader
exactly what you are saying and what your reasons you are for saying it. Philosophy requires
very precise use of language, because many of the issues involve somewhat subtle distinctions.
Remember, I will evaluate the written work you hand in and not the thoughts you had while
writing. So, you need to say what you mean and mean what you say, as precisely as possible.
You may remember Lewis Carroll on this topic3:

“Come, we shall have some fun now!” thought Alice. “I’m glad they’ve begun asking riddles — I believe

I can guess that,” she added aloud.

“Do you mean that you think you can find out the answer to it?” said the March Hare.

“Exactly so,” said Alice.

“Then you should say what you mean,” the March Hare went on.

“I do,” Alice hastily replied; “at least — at least I mean what I say — that’s the same thing, you know.”

“Not the same thing a bit!” said the Hatter. “Why, you might just as well say that ‘I see what I eat’ is

the same thing as ‘I eat what I see’!”

“You might just as well say,” added the March Hare, “that ‘I like what I get’ is the same thing as ‘I get

what I like’!”

“You might just as well say,” added the Dormouse, which seemed to be talking in its sleep, “that ‘I

breathe when I sleep’ is the same thing as ‘I sleep when I breathe’!”

Structure: If you are asked to use a particular structure, be sure to follow it exactly.

Editing: It is usually best to write quite a lot and then later pare down your draft, eliminating
redundancies, repetition and irrelevancies. You can then organise the remainder as systematically
as possible. Be sure to proofread and edit, edit, edit! Here are some suggestions which you may
find useful:

• When you’ve written your first draft, put it aside for a time. Then look at it again. Imagine
you are your own worst enemy and have been paid by the CIA to humiliate and destroy the
paper. Write down the criticisms and objections which occur to you.

• Now, stop imagining you’re somebody else and try to answer the criticisms. Some of this
adversarial thought process might go into your paper; philosophers often try to anticipate
objections.

• Get a friend to read your (new) draft.
• Get a classmate to read it.
• Read your paper out loud.
• Make sure you have answered the question / done the assignment and not something else.
• If the assignment has several parts, make sure you have done all of them.
• Remember that spell-checkers are fallible. In particular, be careful that you have the correct

word spelt correctly and not merely a correctly spelt word. Make sure you spell the authors’
names correctly.

• If the assignment allows you to turn in a draft for feedback, make full use of the opportunity
by turning in a draft which is as complete and as good as you can possibly make it.

• Keep repeating the process until you feel your paper is as good as possible.

Good Luck. I’m looking forward to seeing what you have to say.

3Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in The Complete Works of Lewis Carroll, The Modern Library:

Random House. Pp. 75–76. (Note: no copyright year is included as none is given.)


