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Below is some advice for writing the essay. It is not intended to cover everything, but it should help 
with some major pieces of the puzzle.  
 

Introduction 
Be sure to state your thesis clearly in the introduction. Your introduction should also tell the reader 
the structure of your paper. Here is a brief example.  
 

In this essay I show that Malagasy naming practices offer a new objection to Millianism 
about names. I first explain Millianism and the common objections to it. Next I explain 
Malagasy naming practices, which provide clear examples of proper names that have both a 
connotation and denotation. I next explain why these practices present new problems for 
Millianism. Last, I consider replies on behalf of the defender of Millianism.   

 
Your reader should know what your main idea or thesis is after reading your introduction and she 
should know how you plan to demonstrate its truth.  
 

Avoid unnecessary complication 
Always try to write as clearly and as straightforwardly as you can. Don't use stilted language. Use 
language that you are confident that your friends can understand. Consider the two quotations 
below. They say the same thing. One says it much simpler, and therefore makes its content more 
accessible to the reader.  
 
"Indubitably, the question as to whether utilitarianism can, through the utilization of a consideration 
of parameters that effectuate the amplification of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness for all 
who live and breathe in this earthly realm, enhance human happiness is of paramount importance." 
 
"Whether utilitarian principles can enhance human happiness is an important question.  
 

Be your own critic 
You should look at your own writing as an outsider. Be your own critic. Lewis Vaughn offers the 
following advice on how to be your own critic: "Trying to view your writings as others might takes 
practice. A trick that often helps is not to look at your writing for a day or two then go back to it and 
read it cold. You discover after you take this little break that some passages that seemed clear to you 
earlier are mostly gibberish."1 In other words, being your own critic and revising help you achieve 
clarity. 
 

Write in the first person when appropriate 
It is okay to use “I” when writing academic papers. Scholars are called on to state their own views 
much of the time. For example, "I believe that Descartes sets too high of a standard for knowledge. 
We can know that something is true even if we can possibly doubt the truth of what we believe." 
There is no better way to state your own views than by using "I."  
 
 



Avoid redundancy 
Don’t say the same thing twice. Don’t say something that is not relevant. Your essay should make 
each point with the appropriate amount of verbiage and then you should move on to the next point. 
Don’t pad your essay with filler.  
 

Use quotations wisely 
There are two main points about quotation to keep in mind when writing your paper. First, 
introduce and explain quotations. Consider the following quote which explains the idea.  
 

Quotations are not like seasoning; they cannot be sprinkled randomly throughout 
your paper to improve its overall flavor. Every quotation must be properly 
introduced and explained. When you quote material, you must ensure that your 
reader knows who wrote it (you or someone else) and how it is related to your thesis 
as well as the point at hand. Your reader should never have to think, "Whose words 
are these, and what do they have to do with this discussion?"2  
 

It is always a good rule of thumb to say something about a quote that you introduce. I understand 
the temptation to let the quotes do the work for you, but you must show me that you understand 
what the quote is saying, by either explaining it or by raising some sort of critical remark about it.  
 
Perhaps more importantly, you should never plagiarize. Plagiarism can occur in many different 
ways, but the basic idea is that if you represent the work of another writer as your own, then you 
have committed the sin of plagiarism.  
 
As far as citing sources goes, you can use endnotes, as I have done in this document. This will 
perhaps make things easier on you. You will not need an additional works cited page this way. If 
you want to cite in another way, that is fine. As long as the origin of the quotations you are using is 
clear.  
 

Be original and creative 
Much of the advice above is negative. It tells you what not to do. Thus, it may seem like writing is 
not fun. But it can be! It is ultimately a chance for you to say something new and creative about a 
topic—to express your own ideas and imagination. You should always strive to be original in your 
writing and try to make some real contribution to the knowledge that precedes you.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
1 John Perry, Michael Bratman, and John Martin Fisher, Introduction to Philosophy (New York: 
Oxford, 2010), 49. 
2 John Perry, Michael Bratman, and John Martin Fisher, 96-97.		


