
Improving your writing at the micro level

Referencing

Title

Put the title of a book-length work in italics or underline it. Put the title of an article or chapter in quotation marks. See The Chicago Manual of Style.

Names

When referring to an author refer to the first and last name at the first mention and to the last name there after. See also citations. Spell names correctly.

References

Most students make mistakes using web sources. You and your reader must be able to assess the quality of the source, including its authorship. Wikipedia is not a legitimate source because there is no author accountability. When citing a journal, cite so that the reader can find the source. It is not acceptable to copy the web address that appears on the file (especially if you found it through a search!). You need to cite it properly, preferably to the original printed version. All information required of a written source is required of a web source. If you are citing web-originating sources, include the last accessed date. See the Chicago Manual of Style (at least) 15th edition. 

Do not put web addresses in the text; it makes your text hard to read. Again, see Chicago Manual of Style (at least) 15th edition.
Class notes and class lectures – from this class or any other are not acceptable sources. If you would like to cite that material, get the original sources.

Citations

Each quotation or citation needs author, date, and page number and where appropriate line number. This information can be put in parentheses followed by a period if it is at the end of a sentence or in a footnote. Complete bibliographic information should be included in a bibliography or in the footnote.

Quotations of more than 2 lines should be indented.

Failure to cite properly is plagiarism. Every idea, paraphrase, or exact words by an author should be cited.

You must cite properly. There are four acceptable forms. Please note proper punctuation.

1
"The text of the author goes here" (author, year:  page).
Put the complete bibliographic information in the bibliography.

OR

2
"The text of the author goes here."1
Put the complete bibliographic information in the footnote.

OR

3
If the text of the author takes up two lines of normal text, then indent the text, like this, and use single spacing. When you are done with your citation return to normal spacing. Be careful not to start the text again with a new paragraph, unless it is your intention.1

Put the complete bibliographic information in the footnote. 

OR

4

If the text of the author takes up two lines of normal text, then indent

the text, like this, and use single spacing. When you are done with your 

citation return to normal spacing. Be careful not to start the text again with 

a new paragraph, unless it is your intention. (author, year:  page)
Put the complete bibliographic information in the bibliography.



Writing style

Incorporation (inc.)
In general, do not rely on citations to make your argument for you. Use the citation as evidence for your own argument about what the author says and means, but do not let it replace your words. Incorporate the citation into your own text. 

If you are getting an idea from someone, put the author of the idea in the text as in, “as Cynthia Enloe argues…”
Parallelism (||)

“Not only” and “but also” need to go before the same part of speech in a given sentence.

Good example:

It should be noted that there are also many scholars like Henry Shue who think of human rights not only from the perspective of “right” per se, but also from the perspective of “duty” and “dignity.”

Bad example:

Not only does a democracy guarantee certain human rights such as voting equality, but also it also protects the inherent rights that go along with the fundamental rights. 
Individuals are not only the right-bearers but also have positive responsibilities “to conceive, nurture, and support better institutions that…make at least the basic rights of all reasonably secure” (Shue 1990/1996: 173-174).

Clearly Jean-Jacques Rousseau can be considered a political liberal because his view of civic education is a means for the citizens to not only unite split infinitive to share sovereign power via their love of the laws, but for them to also make the state the object of their affection. (See also split infinitive)

“Not only” needs to go before the thing that is not only…

“Mill not only criticizes the political and social subordination of women, but also the education of women which socializes them to accept this position in society.”  Try instead…

“Mill criticizes not only the political and social subordination of women, but also the education of women which socializes them to accept a subordinate position in society.”  Note I also got rid of a “this.”  

And “but also” needs to go before the thing that is not only…., but also…

Therefore, it is possible that had the ERA passed, women could not only be forced into military service with the reinstitution of the draft, but also fighting on front lines.

Ideas. Ideas need to be parallel. Compare apples and apples, not onions and oranges. Or if you want to compare apples to oranges, then compare two different fruits. You cannot compare a noun with a verb. You cannot compare a concept with an action.

Grammar. Grammar needs to be parallel. You should choose parts of speech that are the same. Here you would change participate to participating.

Bad example:

The people form a government by either electing representatives or participate in it directly.

It is hard to explain in words what it means to have parallelism in your sentences, but a couple of examples may help.

“Rousseau describes the gradual evolution of individuals to a more industrious and enlightened state.”  Individuals (concrete, humans) cannot become a state (abstract, a collective noun in this usage). How about…

“Rousseau describes the gradual evolution of autonomous individuals to more industrious and enlightened citizens in a state.”  Individuals can become citizens.

Unclear

The following is an example of an unclear comparison. What two things are being compared to the human rights regime, cultural traditions or values and practices?

 Asian cultural traditions do provide a different moral standpoint to justify values and practices vs. the human rights regime of the West.

The following is an example of unclear logic.

Nothing is always universal, so is the content of human rights.

The following is an example of unclear language.

The very analysis of wife rape has been disadvantaged by the political sovereignty of the private home.

Antecedent
The “antecedent” of a pronoun is the noun that went before the use of the pronoun and is the idea, person, or object to which the pronoun (he, it, that, which, who…) refers.

You should always be crystal clear to what “It,” “This,” and “That” refer.

Theoretically human rights should be as effective as national rights at securing liberties; but it again runs into the trouble of lack of institutional enforcement.

Stay away from “this.”  If you have to use “this” than you probably don’t know what you are talking about. If you know what you are talking about, use words that convey your meaning.

Split infinitive

The infinitive is the unconjugated form of the verb and has no subject. It is in the form of to be, to sing, to process, to think…A split infinitive is one that has been violated by an author’s putting some word (usually an adverb between “to” and the rest of the verb. People speak in split infinitives all of the time. Think archaic, think “to be or not to be.”  Hamlet would never let a not come between to and be.

Bad examples:

To discuss human rights, its precise definition, its origin, and the geography of its existence, is to simultaneously open up a virtual Pandora’s box for further debate and disagreement.

The state should have a test for the children to not only require education, but good education.

To bind democracy by a list of qualities, to circumscribe its meaning, to limit its nature is to grossly understate its real significance.

Clearly Jean-Jacques Rousseau can be considered a political liberal because his view of civic education is a means for the citizens to not only unite split infinitive to share sovereign power via their love of the laws, but for them to also make the state the object of their affection. (See also parallelism).

To be “for the people,” it needs to actually do the people’s bidding.

For example:

People know that they should not split an infinitive; however, our every day language has become corrupted such that it is hard to remember how to write properly.

NOT:  People know good rules of grammar; however, our every day language has become corrupted such that it is hard to remember how to properly write.

Transitions

Also, And, Moreover, Another, et al. are transition words that do not tell the reader how you are constructing your argument but rather only that you are stringing ideas together.

Bad example:

On the contrary, MacKinnon raises a new concept of human rights that looks to social context, broadly and in each particular, to eliminate imposed stratification. Also, this concept fairly recognizes that social inequality exists and must be changed, rather than assuming a neutral and equal social world and avoiding legal differentiation to preserve it.

Therefore (et al.)

“Therefore,” “however,” “whereas,” “consequently,” “ furthermore,” and “moreover” are adverbs. When using these adverbs to relate one clause (subject and verb) to another, they should be set apart by a comma. For example:  

People know good rules of grammar; however, our every day language has become corrupted such that it is hard to remember how to write properly.

Note that “; however, ” or “. However, ” are acceptable. “, however, ” between clauses is not acceptable.

These words establish a relationship between clauses. Make sure that you meant that relationship.

Passive voice

There are good and bad uses of the passive voice. Most are bad. Bad uses are when the author wants to avoid saying something. The result is unclear, awkward writing that would be better rephrased. Use of the passive voice should be a sign to you that you should find a better way of saying what you are saying and that you should be clearer about what you mean.

Good example:

More specifically, there are three sorts of arguments according to Song.

Subject/verb

Make sure that the subject of your sentence can do the verb of your sentence.

For example a person cannot exemplify pressure:

International pressure, as Daniel Bell exemplifies, helps determine “whether and how a government responds to needs and sufferings” of its citizens (1996:641).

For example political morality cannot make decisions; free will cannot dismiss; people do these verbs:

Political morality basically decides or agrees upon what the rights and beliefs are in any given nation. 
It is the free will of the people in deciding their government that dismisses this view. (See also Passive Voice).

Singular/plural

The subject and the verb must agree and a pronoun must be the same number (singular or plural) as the noun to which it refers:

Bad example:

Daniel Bell argues that eastern approaches to human rights are more conducive to Asian values because it is consistent with their culture and tradition.

Each nation has its own set of ideals and beliefs that they feel are important to their country.

Good example:

In Singapore, police are allowed to test a person’s urine for drugs if he or she behaves in a suspicious manner.

Word Choice

wc.
Make your word choices carefully. Use the best word for an idea. If I have to look up what a word means to see precisely what you mean here, you had better mean precisely that!

Look up the words you use in a dictionary. Is that really the best word to say what you mean?  Thesauruses do not give you exact synonyms so check in a dictionary also.

Watch out for the penchant for using odd turns of phrase.

Don’t undermine your argument with weird word choices:

For many years there has been a constant bickering back and forth by champions of both sides. 

Do you really mean to belittle the debate and its participant by using the word “bickering”?

If you have to say that it is “obvious” or “clear”, it probably isn’t.

It is obvious that the issue of gender inequality in the work place presents a problem to both Kymlicka and Sen’s ideas of liberalism.

Words to watch out for

“how” – students often use “how” when they mean “that”. 

I will show how women have been oppressed politically.

That might be your argument, in which case you would muster evidence of structural conditions, invisible and visible exercises of power, etc. Or you might just be arguing that women are oppressed politically, in which case statistics on women’s political participation would be the kind of evidence you would need.

Sentence Fragment

Every sentence needs a subject and a verb. A sentence fragment is missing one of these.

Metaphor

met.
Do not use a metaphor instead of an argument.

Agreement

agr.
Make sure that there is subject-verb agreement, not only in the usual high school grammar sense, but also in the sense of proper usage. Make sure that the subject of your sentence can do your verb.

Scare quotes

Put quotations in quotations. If you mean people talk about “women” but they really mean by that, “mothers” that is fine. But don’t put words in quotation marks if you are not quoting someone and if you are quoting someone, say who it is and where they are. If it truly is common and you don’t want it in your text, find an example to put in a footnote.
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