On Papers: Plato’s Republic
When writing, always keep in mind your audience. For papers in Philosophy graduate seminars, your audience is not the professor but ‘the ideal reader’—someone with a college education in philosophy, perhaps more, and yet no specific knowledge of the author or topic you are discussing. This does not mean that you need to provide this reader with a general education about the author or topic (e.g., when Plato was born, where he lived, and so on, unless of course this is relevant to your argument); but it does mean that you must supply details relevant to your case (e.g., the precise details of Plato’s tripartite psychology, if these are relevant to some other point you wish to make about Plato’s philosophy). It is difficult to describe this balance in the abstract. Like most skills worth having, it is learned in practice.
When writing, always keep in mind that you are trying to communicate. Accordingly, strive always to be clear. Most matters are simple and allow straightforward explanations. Some matters are complex—philosophical matters are, alas, often of this sort—but with great effort even these matters can be explained accessibly. Here is a motto worth remembering: “Write not so that you can be understood but rather so that you cannot be misunderstood.” Achieving this level of clarity is difficult because it involves a number of skills. To name a few: explaining anything that might cause confusion (without belaboring the obvious), avoiding ambiguous language (without appearing pedantic), and setting your thoughts in logical order (more on this in the next paragraph). In the end, good writing relies upon two old-fashioned skills, both in short supply nowadays: good grammar and a wide vocabulary.
As for logical order, it should be as transparent as possible. In your introduction, forecast the outline of your argument. Along the way, use frequent ‘signposts’ to inform your reader of his progress. In your conclusion, remind him where he has been. It is possible to overdo this technique, to the point that it becomes tedious, but rarely have I found it overdone in student writing. More often than not I find myself wondering where I am in the argument, where I have been, and where I am going. Signposts include section titles, and sometimes sub-section titles. But paragraph breaks are the most common signposts. Each paragraph should aim to make one point and contain a mini-argument to bolster it. Orchestrate these paragraphs to create the larger argument of a section. Arrange sections to create a sophisticated defense of your thesis. Think of yourself as a lawyer defending an innocent client against false but persuasive accusations. Or, think of yourself as a scientist vindicating an unorthodox thesis before a skeptical audience. Do not think of yourself, please, as the next Hegel or Heidegger, Lacan or Derrida.
Signposts also include announcements like the following: “Now let us consider why Plato thinks we recollect only eternal truths,” or “After adducing Plato’s argument for recollection, we shall submit it to three objections.” As far as objections are concerned, think of them always, and register the ones most powerful against your claims. After all, these objections may occur also to your reader, and you appear a thoughtful and sophisticated writer whenever you anticipate the criticisms of your reader. The cumulative effect of two or three such experiences is great. “One might object at this point,” you can write, stating the objection and beginning your refutation of it with your own variation on these themes: “The weakness of this objection is that it fails to take into consideration the following passage,” or “Although initially threatening, this objection ultimately begs the question,” and so on. 
Feel free to use technical terms like “begging the question,” the ones you reviewed in Warburton’s Thinking from A to Z. As a philosophical writer, however, please use them in their technical sense (“begging the question” most of all). A very basic but reliable guide to philosophical writing is Anthony Weston’s A Rulebook for Arguments. Weston makes clear the importance of clarity: a clearly formulated topic, a clearly stated thesis, a clearly articulated dialectical structure. A universal guide to good writing is The Elements of Style (popularly known as “Strunk and White,” after the author and editor). I can add nothing to the timeless tips in this book. Sit regularly in the schoolhouse of Strunk and White and learn not only how to write but also how not to write. Many of the red ink spilled on student papers could be saved if only students would read a page of this book each day throughout one semester. 
When it comes to matters more specific to academic writing, such as bibliographic documentation, I use The Chicago Manual of Style, as do most philosophical journals. Since one goal of this course is to train you to produce professional work, I expect your papers to accord with CMS rules. Every aspiring philosopher should have a copy of the latest edition and consult it throughout the writing of term papers. If you do not know the difference between a hyphen, an en-dash, and an em-dash, for instance, sacrifice a hecatomb to Red Pen and then buy the most recent edition. It should be dog-eared by the time you finish graduate school and seek a job in this field.
Now, for our course in particular, I have asked for term papers of approximately fifteen pages. If in fewer pages you can propose an interesting question, survey some of the literature on it, and adduce arguments against rival views but in favor of your own, by all means write fewer than fifteen pages. But that is more difficult than writing more, since concision is more difficult than verbosity. In no case, please, write more than twenty pages. As for scholarship, your sources may include ones from the syllabus, but others should come to light as a result of your independent research. These articles or books should be among the most recent and influential treatments of your topic. Avoid old articles or contributions that have made no difference to the scholarly debate. In the latter case, you may need to consult me. 
The goal of this exercise is to enter a live professional conversation, understand its terms, stake a position within it, and defend your position against its rivals with cogent arguments. This is the livelihood of professors. Your goal is to write something that might—in the eyes of a blind reviewer—pass for a product of this profession. Good spelling, good grammar, good style, good documentation: these are the basics, but important nonetheless. Most important of all is to propose an interesting thesis and to support it by convincing argument. Most important, in other words, is to write in a way that might advance our collective philosophical knowledge.
Off the top of my head, here are ten errors that occur often in student writing and that you should endeavor to avoid:

1. using ‘however’ as a conjunction

2. confusing ‘then’ and ‘than,’ ‘affect’ and ‘effect,’ ‘their,’ ‘there,’ and ‘they’re,’ ‘your’ and ‘you’re,’ ‘its’ and ‘it’s,’ etc.
3. dangling prepositions and dangling participles
4. ambiguous referents for pronouns, especially ‘this.’ 

5. run-on sentences and comma splices

6. split infinitives

7. using ‘they’ as a singular pronoun, or ‘their’ as a singular adjective
8. quotations longer than three lines that are not set off from the regular text; quotations shorter than three lines that are not properly integrated into the regular text 

9. mixed metaphors

10. misplaced modifiers, especially ‘only’; thus, distinguish:

a. Only grandma drinks whiskey

b. Grandma only drinks whiskey
c. Grandma drinks only whiskey

If you do not know what any of these terms mean, please ask. Indeed, if any of my instructions about this paper are unclear, please ask. They are meant to be taken seriously. In order that they will be, I will deduct 5% from any paper that makes any one of the above errors; similarly, I will deduct 5% from any paper that does not hew to the citation guidelines of the Chicago Manual of Style or an equally canonical style manual. This is a graduate seminar; as I stress on the syllabus, the highest goal is to write a paper on its subject that would be considered for review by a major journal in the field. Poor prose and poor citation are reliable ways to disqualify your paper from such consideration from the start.
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