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It seems like not everyone has a good understanding of the importance of citing, and that’s the fault of the education system 
for not giving adequate reasons for thinking it’s important. Here are a few brief comments on the importance of citation, which 
will help you identify what it is and why/where you should do it. My site has some more links to resources on how to cite. 

Note: These comments are prepared specifically for PHL275 (summer 2016) and our upcoming paper, and may not generalize 
to all other assignments or courses (even if they should, in part). Always go by course requirements in each course.  

What citations are: citations are a way of attributing a claim, a definition, a position, or an idea (etc) to an author. It is giving 
credit to the source of the ideas you’re using when they aren’t your own (and acknowledging when other people have the same 
idea, even if you came up with it on your own). Note: this means citations are not just for direct quotes, but for anything that 
your writing makes mention of that isn’t your own. It’s an important academic virtue to cultivate, and an essential part of 
academic honesty and humility. To see why it’s important, consider what happens when we don’t cite well. 

When you do not cite appropriately, a few things happen: 

1. You are being academically dishonest about where the ideas come from, and this is often tantamount to plagiarism 
(deliberate or otherwise), which is a punishable academic offence. Ignorance is not considered an excuse here. 
 

2. It undermines the sense that you have engaged with the text. How does your reader know that you’re not just getting 
your information from Wikipedia or Sparknotes (which, by the way, very frequently interpret readings improperly or 
differently than they’re being used in the course: be careful), or that you haven’t just made it up and gotten lucky? 
Where your assignments are meant to test your engagement with the text, we want to see citations as proof that you 
have engaged. Another justification for citing the text instead of the lectures or slides. 
 

3. It actually weakens your argument. Recall that your papers are supposed to be argumentative, and that a strong 
argument is one which is valid and sound. A sound argument is supposed to be valid and have true premises, so you 
want people to believe that your premises are true. Some of those premises or claims are going to be about what other 
authors have said, and citations are a way to support those claims.  Example structure of an argument: 
 

Author A says W is true. 
But, if X is true, then W is false. 
X is true.  
Therefore, W is false. 
Therefore, Author A is wrong. 
 

If this argument is to be sound, then the premises must be true. To show your reader that the first premise is true, you 
should cite the text and show where Author A does say that. This will support the claim that they did say it, and that 
you are not misrepresenting the author or attributing to them a weaker position. This is another reason we should be 
citing from the text, not just the slides or lectures.  
 

4. Finally, it doesn’t let us help correct or suggest different readings. Your readers and graders want to be as charitable 
as possible. Sometimes students make mistakes in interpretation, or have atypical (but equally valid) interpretations of 
the text. If a grader sees a claim about the text that looks wrong, but doesn’t have a precise citation to see where it 
came from, they can’t try and see where you might have gone astray or where your interpretation came from. As a 
result, they can’t reward your attempt or help correct you on interpretation to show how it should have been read. 

Hopefully, you do not want these things to happen, so you should want to cite and cite often (over-citing is better than under-
citing). Cite when something isn’t your own, cite precisely so we can identify and locate the source easily, and cite for all 
representations of others’ works, not just direct quotations. More resources for citing can be found on cdf.so/forstudents. 


