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Introduction

The Primal Scene of Academic Writing

All academic writers begin their journeys in the classroom. There
they write for an audience of one person: the teacher.

Professors read students’ work as evaluators. The evaluator
has a specific job: to read their students’ writing from beginning
to end and assess it. (The job usually includes writing a response,
too, but let’s put that task aside.)

The central quality of the evaluator’s job is thoroughness. She
will read your work closely and completely. One of my former
teachers, Edward Tayler, described it this way:

With proper allowance for human weakness, you may reason-
ably hope for an attentive, sympathetic reading of every word
you write—a kind of reading you may not reasonably hope for
ever again.!

This kind of careful reading is a gift. As Simone Weil put it: “At-
tention is the rarest and purest form of generosity.”?

But there’s another concrete and essential reason why student
writers may expect this careful attention: the reader is getting paid.

The evaluator’s position as a paid reader is the exact oppo-
site of the general reader’s. General readers pay for the privi-
lege of reading (by buying books or magazines, or subscribing to
websites), and they feel no obligation whatever to be thorough.

General readers will quit reading if they don’t enjoy what they’re
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2 INTRODUCTION

doing, or if they don’t feel they’re getting something worthwhile
out of the experience.

Every academic writer begins by writing for a captive audi-
ence: someone who is literally being paid to pay attention. Long
before they set foot in graduate school or venture beyond it, aca-
demic writers spend years getting used to a reader who can’t be
distracted or discouraged, because that reader receives cash to
read to the end.?

The main problem with writing for a captive audience is that it
teaches us to take the reader’s attention for granted. Student writ-
ers learn to be long-winded because they know—consciously or
not—that their reader won’t quit on them. They can begin a mile
away from their topic and slowly work their way in. Or they may
supply three examples where one will do (usually to fill up pages
to reach an assigned word limit—tell me you’ve never done that),
all because they trust that the reader will dutifully trudge through.

When student writers sit down to write for a paid audience of
one, they enact the primal scene of academic writing. Like other
mythical moments of originary consciousness—the fall of Adam
and Eve, the Freudian discovery of civilization’s discontents, and
so on—this primal scene portends disappointment. It points to
its own future failures.

But academic writing’s primal scene begets far worse than pro-
lixity. Its worst symptom is that it promotes a disconnection from,
and disregard for, the reader.

If you know that your readers will stay with you no matter
what, you don’t have to worry too much about how you treat them.
Instead of working to care for the reader, academic writers are
taught by their earliest experience that readers are unconditionally
invested. They require no consideration because they’re already
on the hook. That unfortunate lesson invites all kinds of bad writ-
ing, and with it the genesis of this book.

Like all primal scenes, the academic writer’s beginning ripples
forward to affect the future. Academic writers don’t leave our pri-
mal scene behind. Instead, we re-create and repeat it. (I know I
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INTRODUCTION 3

have. I've made many of the mistakes that I warn against in this
book.) After we pass the stage of writing for an audience of one,
we go on to make many of the same bad moves when we write
for wider audiences, often with the hope of getting published.
Unexamined bad habits become enshrined. Care for the reader
remains an afterthought—or no thought at all.

The primal scene thus stays with us ever after. Writing a paper
for your undergraduate professor, a dissertation for a committee,
and an article for publication are really three versions of the same
exercise, separated by time and experience. Like the professor
who reads a student’s work, the evaluators of journal and book
submissions are paid readers also.*

I’ll have more to say presently about how to create a more
generous relation between the academic writer and the academic
reader—a lot more. I’ll also give unvarnished advice about other
writing matters.

In a book full of rules and principles, here’s the first one:

Even if the reader is being paid, it is better to write as though
he or she were not. Write to earn your reader’s attention, and
then keep on earning it.

On Rules (and Rule-Breaking)

I wrote this book for two main reasons. The first is that academic
writing has a bad public reputation, with painful results that affect
us all. Imagine standing up to announce that most scholarly books
and articles are boring, impenetrable, or worse. The response

* Wait, I hear you say: article evaluators typically aren’t paid. That’s technically
true (though the readers of submitted book manuscripts usually are compensated).
But evaluators who teach at colleges and universities are paid for what is ambiguously
called “service,” a category that includes this kind of work. There’s also an implied
quid pro quo that promotes focused attention: I read the work of my peers with care
so that they will do the same for me. Whether through the influence of pay or barter,
the author of a scholarly submission may expect a careful and complete reading just
as the student author of a seminar paper does.
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would be a collective shrug—because that sentiment has become
avirtual cliché. Most academic writing is assumed to be bad. Every
academic writer starts out in that deep hole.

I would characterize the problem differently. I find that most
academic writing is unfriendly and ungenerous. Too many aca-
demic writers treat their readers indifferently, or worse. But our
readers are the reason that academia—and academic writing—
exist in the first place. Poor academic writing contributes to a
larger lack of respect for academic work.

That disrespect is everybody’s business. If higher education
is a public good—and it must be—then it must interact fruitfully
with the wider public. Yet the writers working in higher educa-
tion mistreat various publics, including our closest community
of fellow academic readers. Too much academic writing sends an
unfortunate message to readers: you don’t matter.

Every academic writer—whether student or teacher—
represents all the others. Yes, each writer is a free agent. But aca-
demic writers also take part in a shared system of inquiry. We
matter to each other—and to our readers—as a group. As I will
suggest, that’s why we must write well: because our work matters
to more than just ourselves.

Which brings me to my second reason for this book: because
reading most academic writing is work. I mean that in both the
literal and the figurative sense. Reading academic writing is liter-
ally part of many people’s jobs. Figuratively, doing that job can
be a slog—it’s work to get through the stuff. We (and by “we,” I
don’t mean just professors and students, but anyone engaged in
serious intellectual inquiry) may read academic writing as part of
our jobs, but that doesn’t mean that reading it has to feel like work.
Put simply, most academic writing is reader-unfriendly.

This unfriendliness problem also affects all of us—and again, I
don’t mean only people who work at colleges and universities.
Academic writing, like the intellectual mission it demonstrates,
badly needs renovation, lest it be dismissed and torn down by a
public that is increasingly skeptical about it. The public judges us
by what we say, starting with how we say it. I hope that this book
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will help individual writers. I hope, too, that it will lead to writing
that helps readers. And, finally, I hope that it will also aid the larger
effort to reinforce the frayed relations between town and gown.

What about Al?

As T was finishing this book, artificial intelligence (AI) abruptly
arose as a frightening specter on the writing landscape. Language
Learning Models such as ChatGPT are already provoking ques-
tions of whether writing will soon turn into the esoteric practice
of a small population of specialists. The role of Generative Al
will surely shake out in the coming years, and I offer my own
early thoughts on that subject in the appendix to this book. The
capacities of Al already amaze—but they don’t include conscious,
connected communication.

The idea of writing as communication lies at the center of this
book. A writer who does a good job forges a connection with the
reader, and sympathetic understanding flows back and forth. Too
much academic writing lacks writerly effort to create that con-
nection. Nor is the problem limited to academic writing. Today’s
public sphere is filled with too much noise and not enough actual
communication.

If academics are to fulfill their role as teachers, then we ought
to model communication—a connection between writer and
reader—at every level of the academic enterprise. Al can’t do that
because it lacks sensibility. This must be the job of actual human
writers. Any writing that goes beyond “souped-up auto-correct”
(as economist Paul Krugman has described AI) requires that the
writer seek understanding and connection with other humans.*
How to connect is a skill that’s not limited to writing—but writing
can teach it. And we can use more of it in the world.

All of this brings me to . . . cooking. Perhaps you’ve read the maga-
zine Cook’s Illustrated. The format of a typical CI article is: “I set
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out to make the perfect version of a potato gratin.” The writer will
then continue: “I was looking for that perfect combination of crisp
potato crust and mealy interior, the just-right balance of cream
and cheesy tang in the sauce. So I cooked 192 versions of the dish
in which I fiddled with all the variables (ingredients, temperatures,
cooking times, and so forth) until I got each element just right.
Let me describe what I did. And finally, let me present the perfect
recipe for a potato gratin.”

That’s how CI founding editor Christopher Kimball and his
epigones cook. You may say that you have your recipe for a dish
and I have mine, and to each their own taste. Not Kimball. He’ll
inform you with conviction that his recipe is the right one. You
might say he’s a fascist cook, but after trying some of his recipes,
I can say that his flavors run on time.*

There’s a value to knowing a set of rules. Rules put the struts
under the wings of imagination. If you learn the rules that govern
a cuisine, you’ll know how to invent a recipe within that cuisine or
experiment outside of it. If you learn the rules that govern writing,
you can be creative within any set of conventions. Of course you
can—and sometimes should!—break those rules, but not before
you show that you know them. Otherwise, you will, in the words
of one of my old teachers, be presumed to have made a mistake
rather than a point.®

For Example

Jazz musicians knew that soulfulness and spontaneity are the
product of discipline and responsibility. ~—LouUlIS MENAND

* In 2015 Kimball was forced out of the magazine he founded after more than
twenty years, but Cook’s Illustrated continues undaunted. So does Kimball, who has
started a new venture, Milk Street. I mention these things not just because I like to cook
tasty food but also because I want to illustrate the proper function of a footnote, which
should act something like an extended parenthesis. More on footnotes in chapter 3.
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But what about the danger that rules can restrict and exclude?
In a 2015 review of Umberto Eco’s How to Write a Thesis, literary
critic Hua Hsu talked about the relevance of rules to scholarly con-
versation. The “protocols and standards” that feature in research
and writing guides like Eco’s (and also the one you’re reading),
says Hsu, “offer a vision of our best selves.” Hsu channels Eco’s
belief that following these rules “allows the average person entry
into a veritable universe of argument and discussion.”

A common criticism of rulebooks these days is that they exclude
members of disadvantaged groups. Many members of these groups
are first-generation entrants to colleges, universities, and other
intellectual collectives. The concern is that too many rules oppose
the learning needs of an increasingly diverse community of schol-
ars. Much good pedagogy is directed at meeting such students
“where they are.” I try to do that in my own classrooms.

But rules need not discourage community or isolate its would-
be members. Rules can also build communities. They can bring
readers and writers together. Hsu suggests that the changing
demographics of the academy make Eco’s call for rules all the more
vital, because rules ensure clarity and unity within an ever more
diverse conversation. The more voices engaged, the more valu-
able the rules of engagement.®

This book presents a lot of rules, so before I go further, I want
to make my rationale clear.

The first and most important test of a writing rule is whether
it produces good writing. But “good writing” is a subjective term,
you may say. That’s true, so let’s keep it simple: good writing is
writing that meets the needs of its audience. These needs will, of
course, differ by case. The reader of a user’s manual for a television
set and the reader of a scholarly history of the Balkans aren’t
seeking the same experience. I'll address the specific needs of the
academic reader in chapter 1.

Consider the vexing case of the first-person pronoun. Most
writers have been taught never to say “I” in their expository writ-
ing. Judging from what my students tell me, the ban has invariably
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8 |INTRODUCTION

been presented as a rule with no explanation other than “because
it’s not proper,” which is really no explanation at all. The blanket
rule against “I” is a bad rule because it produces bad results.
Lots of serious writing benefits when the writer steps forward.
You’re the one doing the talking, after all, not an anonymous and
impersonal voice intoning, “It is interesting to note that.”

Of course, certain kinds of writing may benefit when you don’t
say “I.” In much lab science writing, the procedure matters more
than the person carrying it out, so it can be useful to efface the
experimenter to highlight the experiment. But my point is that
the absolute prohibition of the first-person pronoun reflects unex-
amined dogmatism rather than a concern for good writing. Good
rules must come with good reasons.

Tip
Don’t avoid contractions.
The rule against contractions is another bad one. True,
contractions tend to be informal and academic writing tends
toward the formal, but it’s also valuable to sound like a per-
son, not a stuffed shirt. Moreover, contractions often provide
the smoothest passage through a sentence. If | had used “it
is” instead of “it’s” earlier in this paragraph, it wouldn’t have
sounded right to me.

You needn’t use contractions as often as | do, but you
shouldn’t avoid them just because someone warned youagainst
them. The proof lies in the result.

When you lay down rules, you also have to allow for changes—
and that’s another reason to know the “why” behind the rule. T’ll
supply reasons in this book, and I'll acknowledge changes. Language
evolves. Here are a few quick examples. The word “nauseous” origi-
nally meant “causing nausea” (as in, “The smell of that sour milk
is nauseous”). But the word’s usage has changed over time. Now it
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also means “nauseated”—that is, about to vomit (“That sour milk
made me nauseous”). In fact, the “nauseated” definition has largely
displaced the older meaning of “causing nausea.” Likewise, “data”
used to be a plural noun (with “datum?” as the singular). Now it’s
mostly used in the singular, a usage I follow here. The word “hope-
fully” used to mean “with hope” (““May I have a cookie?’ she asked
hopefully”). Now it also means “it is to be hoped” (“Hopefully the
cookie jar has been left unattended”). In this case, too, the newer
definition has elbowed the older one aside.

I don’t love all these changes, but I accept them. (Well, most
of them. I choose to use “hopefully” only the old way.) Personal
pronoun usage is undergoing rapid change right now, so rapid that
I won’t suggest any rules to govern pronouns in this book. At the
time of this writing, the singular they is being used by the New
York Times, but the Chicago Manual of Style approves of it only in
“informal” writing.

Like all writers, I prefer certain changes over others, but I try to
stay open to possibility. That is, I don’t fancy myself a “prescriptive
grammarian” in all ways. I want rules only when they make sense.

Perhaps, then, ’'m not quite the dictator that Christopher Kim-
ball is when he enters the kitchen. Surely there’s more than one
way to cook something. The proof, you might say, is in the pud-
ding. Moreover, tastes change. Yet Kimball’s chocolate chip cookie
is pretty damned good. If you want to depart from the established
standard, you should have a reason.”

The usage of the word “unique” shows the need for rules. The
word means “one of a kind,” and therefore it accepts no compari-
sons. One thing cannot be “more unique” than another. That’s
a good rule, and I correct writers when they break it, because
“somewhat unique” has no meaning, and “relatively unique” is
like saying “sort of pregnant.”

While I’'m wearing my grammarian’s hat, I will offer the
Grammarian’s Most Important Rule: Don’t look like an idiot if
you can avoid it. You can qualify “unique” in a small number
of sensible ways (“nearly unique” is okay, for instance, because
it’s logical). Stray from those and you’ll find that it’s not a good
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look—and a bad look hurts your credibility, and with it your
writerly fortunes.

I have focused so far on the smallest possible examples—single
words—but rules likewise apply to sentences, paragraphs, and
whole arguments. Usage, like scholarship, changes “by method-
ological consent”—which is to say, gradually.® I'll work through the
rules from the large to the small in this book. After an opening chap-
ter on the special needs of the academic reader, I’ll present some
rules in chapter 2 for the construction of arguments, paragraphs,
and sentences. Chapter 3 will look at words, with a particular focus
on jargon. Chapter 4 concludes the book with an argument that
academic writing must change—for the sake of academics and
academic work, and for the sake of readers. All of this guidance
points toward an overarching goal: We need to value and respect
our audiences better.

If you want to bestow that respect on your reader, then one
priority should prevail: clarity. Writers make decisions all the time.
How long should this sentence be? How much detail should I go
into to explain a concept? Should the ending look back toward
what I have already done or forward to the new ideas I’'ve brought
into view? The answers are judgment calls, shaped by experience—
and rules.

The answers also arise from practical common sense: what will
work best. Should I use the first person? Should I tell an illustra-
tive story? Should I start with a scene or a thesis statement? The
overarching question that governs all of these cases and many
others is, “Will doing this help me make my point clearly, and in
a way likely to grab and keep my reader’s attention?”

As the writer, you are the first judge of your work. The basis
for your judgment should be what is clearest and, more broadly,
what will best meet the reader’s needs.

In the end, it comes down to that. We make judgment calls to
persuade the reader, so the reader is our second judge. Groups
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of readers make up audiences—and I’ll be considering how to
address more- and less-specialized audiences in the second half
of this book. But it all starts with the relation between writer and
reader. If we make moves that make us less persuasive to the
reader, those moves must be mistakes. The most important rule
is to avoid mistakes, and this book will help you do that.

But don’t be afraid to break the rules—if it advances your cause.

The best sentence I've ever seen breaks lots of them. The fol-
lowing extract is from Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 1963 “Letter from
Birmingham Jail.” In the second sentence, King’s rage against
“white moderates” takes the form of a slow burn:

I guess it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging
darts of segregation to say “wait.” But when you have seen vi-
cious mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown
your sisters and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate-
filled policemen curse, kick, brutalize, and even kill your black
brothers and sisters with impunity; when you see the vast
majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering
in an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent so-
ciety; when you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your
speech stammering as you seek to explain to your six-year-old
daughter why she cannot go to the public amusement park
that has just been advertised on television, and see tears well-
ing up in her little eyes when she is told that Funtown is closed
to colored children, and see the depressing clouds of inferior-
ity begin to form in her little mental sky, and see her begin
to distort her little personality by unconsciously developing
a bitterness toward white people; when you have to concoct
an answer for a five-year-old son asking in agonizing pathos,
“Daddy, why do white people treat colored people so mean?”;
when you take a cross-country drive and find it necessary to
sleep night after night in the uncomfortable corners of your
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automobile because no motel will accept you; when you are
humiliated day in and day out by nagging signs reading “white”
and “colored”; when your first name becomes “nigger” and
your middle name becomes “boy” (however old you are)
and your last name becomes “John,” and when your wife and
mother are never given the respected title “Mrs.”; when you
are harried by day and haunted by night by the fact that you
are a Negro, living constantly at tiptoe stance, never knowing
what to expect next, and plagued with inner fears and outer
resentments; when you are forever fighting a degenerating
sense of “nobodyness”—then you will understand why we
find it difficult to wait.

You might say that King’s sentence runs on. (It’s 318 words long.)
I think you would also say that it works. And it works precisely
because it runs on, because its long windup creates pressure that
parallels the pressure that King is writing about.

Try This

Practice creative rule-breaking. You can only do so if you
already know the rules. Be thankful someone bothered to teach
you these rules, or be angry that no one felt it was worth the
trouble to teach you—angry enough that you go off and learn
them yourself. —MIN HYOUNG SONG

Furthermore

There is no moral or ethical reason to spell a word in the way
that intelligent readers expect to see it spelled. But if you don’t
spell the word in the conventional way, intelligent readers will
assume that you are merely ignorant, and they will be right.
—EDWARD MENDELSON
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On the other hand, here’s a case where breaking the rules does
not make sense: on a curriculum vitae (cv), or academic résumé.
Readers of cv’s have definite habits. When you write yours, you
should typically lead with your school credentials, because cv
readers (including potential employers and grant and scholarship
givers) almost always look for that information right away. It does
not behoove you to annoy them by burying it.

Similarly, when you lay out your cv, you should follow the
conventions of your discipline. If scientists expect your publi-
cations to be presented in chronological order and in a specific
bibliographic format, then why not meet their expectations? If you
don’t, you’ll distract them from their most important task, which
is to assess your credentials. A cv is not the place to challenge
your reader’s assumptions or expectations. It’s an arena where
you should typically follow the rules.

Rules help because they ease communication. Breaking them
makes sense when the exceptions ease communication. So learn
the rules—and after you do, be alert to where they may not apply.
If you want to be persuasive, flout convention when you need to,
but only if you can show your reader—at the same time—that
you know what you’re doing. Be chatty in an academic essay,
write in the second person, quote Wikipedia, mix footnotes and
endnotes, or add a surprise ending—as long as it makes you un-
derstandable and convincing to your reader. Sometimes it will.
But let’s be realistic here: you won’t want to make these risky
moves very often.

One rule supersedes all the others: You can do anything as
long as it works.

How to Read This Book

You should read this book any way you want. At one point while
writing it, I was calling it How to Take Care of the Academic Reader.
You’re the reader, and I want to take care of you, not order you
around. My central point is that good academic writing depends

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

14 INTRODUCTION

on that care—which most academic writers don’t learn how to
give. For that reason, I devote chapter 1 to that idea alone. There, I
explain the relation between academic writer and academic reader
in a series of metaphors. (In the process, I make a case for the use
of metaphor in academic writing—and for having some fun where
and when you can.)

Then come the rules, advice, and tips on how to make good
academic arguments in good academic prose. (The rules and tips
appear in italic or boldface type, the most important ones in both.)
The two middle chapters form a sequence that starts globally and
gradually works down to the local details: Chapter 2 focuses on the
argument, first on the whole and then its parts: introductions and
conclusions, transitions, signposts, paragraphs, sentences. Chap-
ter 3 centers on words and phrases, with a spotlight on the use
and misuse of jargon. The final chapter, “Why We Must,” moves
outward again. There, I discuss what is at stake for all of us, and
why good academic writing ought to matter to all academic writ-
ers, separately and together.

In other words, this book is a sandwich. The hefty helping
of tips and techniques is the filling. Surrounding the filling and
holding it all together is my larger argument about why the link
between academic writer and reader is so important.

No one should tell you how to eat a sandwich, and I’'m not
going to try. You can skip right to the specifics in the middle if
you want—I won’t be offended. Please read this book however
you like; I’'m grateful that you're reading it at all. But that first
chapter is there because the later specifics balance atop its foun-
dational idea that good academic writing is about a relationship,
a connection with your reader. And the first step is to look more
closely at that reader.
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academic readers, 32-34; comparison
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35; reading for use by, 29-32, 34; and
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3, 14, 15-19, 23-24, 29-32, 35; specifics
of writing for, 32-34; suffering aspect
of, 28; taking mid-argument care of,
70-77; writing deductively for, 53
academic writers (and writing): and
abstraction in arguments, 141-142;
academic anxiety of, 124-125, 169, 172;
and academic readers, 3, 14, 15-19,
23-24, 29-32, 35; avoiding assump-
tions about readers, 126; avoiding

bloat/bloating, 39-40; avoiding block
quotes, 39, 40—41; avoiding fearful
writing, 172-173; avoiding linear
writing, 56-57; avoiding use of the
passive voice, 152; and clarity of
boundaries, 55, 77; and consequences
of skipping the basics, 16-17; and
consequences of writerly confidence,
168; and consequences of writing
badly, 176-178; and the drafting
stage, 36; and excesses of abstraction,
141-142; Fitzgerald’s call for “gener-
ous thinking” and, 181; and “generous
writing,” 179; goals/purpose of, 34-35,
73,165, 171, 174-175, 178-180; and hazy
words, 147; humiliation of bad writ-
ing by, 132-133; limiting the presence
of sources in the text, 48-49; and
movement toward micro-audiences,
174-175; narcissism of, 32; and the
need to show what isn’t being talking
about, 77-78; primal scenes of, 1-3;
professional obligation of, 165; and
respect for readers, 24; shame-based
culture of, 124; shared journey of,
1-4; specialization vs. balkanization
and, 175; taking mid-argument care
of readers, 70-77; teaching role of,
18-19, 126-128; and thesis develop-
ment and structure, 24, 50, 52-53,
67-71, 75, 99, 143; and uselessness

of ambiguous difficulty, 124; use of
own voice by, 42; using simple vs. big
and complicated words, 153; writing
deductively for academic readers, 53
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architecture of arguments. See argu-
ments, architecture of

arguments: alternation of abstract and
the concrete in, 141-145; concern
for the reader in, 55-56; deductive,
67-68; description/goal of, 50, 60-62;
evaluating success of, 122; geom-
etry of, 65-70; inductive, 65-66, 70;
keeping readers oriented in, 55; and
mid-argument care of the reader,
70-77; persuasive, 55; potential
problems with, 50-51; presentation
of, in the introduction, 62; reader’s
effort in comprehending, 16; reverse-
outlining of, 54; role of paragraphs
in building, 100; role of sections in
formation of, 98; role of self-belief
in, 61; signposting of, 28, 38, 61-62,
75-77; sound structure component
of, 55-56; stages in development of,
61-62; as stories, 50-56; “they say/I
say” strategy in, 55; use of deduction
in, 53-54; use of the abstract and
concrete with, 143; use of quotes in,
45; writers’ use of abstraction in,
141-142. See also arguments, archi-
tecture of

arguments, architecture of, 60-83; ad-
dressing counterarguments, 63-65,
119; creating conclusions, 83-86; lit-
erature review and, 62, 78-82; and
mid-argument caring for the reader,
70-77; in opening/introduction,
33, 53, 61-62, 68-69; showing what
isn’t being talked about and, 77-78;
structure/geometry of, 65-70; struc-
turing a comparison, 65

artificial intelligence (AI), 5; Krugman’s
description of, 5; strategy for using,
185-187. See also ChatGPT; genera-
tive AI; language learning models

bad jargon, 149-150, 167-168

bad rules: prohibiting contractions, 8;
prohibiting first-person pronouns

Berlant, Lauren, 166-167

Birkenstein, Cathy, 55

bloat/bloating, 390-40

block quotes/block quoting, 39, 40-41;
avoiding the use of, 39, 40-41, 92-93;
use of trimming/ paraphrasing with,
47-48. See also quotations

boundaries, need for clarity of, 55, 77

Bourdieu, Pierre, 166

Butler, Judith, 166

Caro, Robert, 63

chapters: limiting the size of, 30,
98; and repetition of key points, 99;
summary of, in scholarly mono-
graphs, 33, 37; use of footnotes in,
109-110

ChatGPT, 5, 185-187

Christie, Agatha, 53

citations, 108-112; determining need
for, 108-109, 111-112; footnotes vs.
endnotes, 109-111; and impact of
being cited, 35, 37; and strategy for
being cited, 35; when and how to
use, 108

clarity: of boundaries, 55, 77; of citation,
44-45; jargon’s inhibition of, 132, 136,
141; prioritization of, 10; of sentences,
101, 103; value of rules for, 7

clichés, 3—4, 60, 102-103, 150, 158, 170

Comedians in Cars Getting Coffee
(Seinfeld), 51

conclusions: creation of, 83-86;
description of, 33; prospective, 84;
retrospective, 84; signposts and, 76

contractions: avoidance vs. usage of, 8;
use and misuse of, 154-155

Cook’s Illustrated (magazine), 5-6, 6n

counterarguments, 63-65, 119

creative writing: and academic writing,
19-20; clichés vs., 20; defined, 20;
goal of, 156

Darwin, Charles, 84, 85,133

deconstruction/deconstructionists,
138-140

deductive arguments, 67-68
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dependent clauses, 104-106, 148

Derrida, Jacques, 166

Dickens, Charles, 128-129

Dickinson, Emily, 23

discussion section, of scientific
paper, 33

dissertations: consequences of skip-
ping over the basics in, 16, 125; evalu-
ation of, 3; and goal of persuading
the advisor, 34; repetition of key
points in, 99; standing up for your
idea in, 173; transformation of papers
into, 70

drafting stage, tips for, 36

Eby, Clare Virginia, 80

Eco, Umberto, 7

Elements of Style, The (Strunk and
White), 36

endnotes: deciding when to use, 72; vs.
footnotes, 109-112; vs. hyperlinks,
111; use of citations and, 108. See also
footnotes

essays: attention span and, 39; audi-
ence profile for, 173-174; comparison
of, to paragraphs, 93; deconstruc-
tionist’s view of, 139-140; footnotes
and, 109-110, 169; op-ed, 67n; of
Orwell, 132, 176; sections and, 77;
structure of, 70; value of the argu-
ment to, 50

evaluators (of students’ work): profile
of, 3n; role of, 1, 3

expository writing, 7-8

extended metaphors, 19-22; annotated
example of, 23-28; hand clasp as
example of, 19; and relationship of
academic writing to “creative writ-
ing,” 19-20; role of, 19-20. See also
metaphors

Facebook, 107, 179-180
fearful writing: description of, 172;
strategy for avoiding, 172-173
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first-person pronouns, use of, 7-8, 10

Fitzgerald, F. Scott, 144-145

Fitzpatrick, Kathleen, 171

Flickr, 179

footnotes: advice on using, 170; con-
sequences of overreliance on, 110n;
distractibility of, 111; vs. endnotes,
109-110; hyperbolic example of,
169; vs. hyperlinks, 111. See also
endnotes

Geertz, Clifford, 25

general readers: compared to academic
readers, 29-37; profile of, 1-2, 32

generative Al §, 185

Gentrification of the Mind (Schulman),
66

geometry: of argument, 65-70; of
paragraphs, 93-97

Germano, William, 164, 172

Gopnik, Adam, 144-145

Gordon-Reed, Annette, 102-103

Graff, Gerald, 55

“Grammarian’s Most Important Rule,”
9-10

How to Write a Thesis (Eco), 7
Hsu, Hua, 7

inductive arguments, 65-66, 70
Instagram, 179
Internet, 58, 180, 186-187. See also artifi-
cial intelligence; social media
introduction, 33, 61-62; description
of, 33; inclusion of summary in, 37;
presentation of argument in, 62; and
strategy for writing last, 68-69
“Itis...that” construction, avoidance
of, 159

Jameson, Fredric, 18

jargon: bad, 149-150, 167-168; and chal-
lenges related to the word “text,”
136-141; consequences of improper
use of, 131-132, 146; creating vs.
obscuring meaning by, 146; dead
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metaphors as, 145-146; deconstruc-
tion/deconstructionists and, 138-140;
and hazy words, 147; effect of, 133;
exclusionary nature of, 64, 129n; and
friendliness, 134; good, 134-147; and
in-group/out-group divide, 128-131,
133, 135, 147-148; and incivility,
128-134; inhibition of clarity through,
132, 136, 141; inventing, vs. borrowing
from sources, 147; judgment calls on
the use of, 148-152; in Little Dorrit,
128-129; malignant examples of,
129-132; in medical discourse, 134;
providing concrete detail to support,
141; precision required for use of,
135-136; and redefining terms for
clarity, 136; and risks of imprecision,
136-141; social/political aspects of,
133; specialized professional, 135; use
of, without explanation, 160

Johnson, Mark, 20

judgment/judgment calls: based on the
need of the material, 24; between
brief vs. longer contextual points,
72; on endnotes and footnotes,
110-112; by readers, 10-11; role of
experience in shaping, 10; on style of
paragraphs, 97; on the use of jargon,
148-152; On use Vs. OVEruse, 22

key terms, defining, 53, 149
Kimball, Christopher, 6, 6n, 9
Krugman, Paul, 5

Lakoff, George, 20

language learning models, 5, 185
Lincoln, Abraham, 39

literature review, 62, 78-82
Little Dorrit (Dickens), 128-129

MacDonald, John D., 164-165
Martin, Steve, 129n

materials and methods section, 33
McPhee, John, 58

Memento (film), 123

Menand, Louis, 6

Mendelson, Edward, 12

metaphors: abstractions and, 143-144;
academic readers as blue whales,
31-32, 34; goal/usefulness of, 21-22;
Lakoff and Johnson on, 20; overuse
of, 22, 145-146; use of, by Wilbur
Wright, 20-21; for the use of second-
ary sources, 80; value of, 22; writing
as travel, 23-27. See also extended
metaphors

micro-audiences, 174-175

Milk Street, 6n

mistakes to avoid, 151-163; interrogat-
ing a text, 158; overuse of big words,
153; overuse of “is,” 163; overuse of
“seems,” 168; semantic generaliza-
tion, 157-158; use of “concerted,”
153; use of “conversely,” 154-155; use
of empty verbs, 162; use of false “if/
then” conditional clause, 155; use
of “impacted/impactful,” 155-156;
use of “itis. .. that,” 159; use of
jargon without explanation, 160; use
of overused adjectives, 156; use of
overused assertion terms, 156; use of
“proactive,” 160; use of “societal,”
160; use of the -ize suffix, 159; use of
the pronoun “this,” 160; use of tired
phrases, 158; use of weak verbs, 161,
163,168

monographs (scholarly monographs),
33,99

Murder on the Orient Express
(Christie), 53

New York Times Everyday Reader’s
Dictionary of Misunderstood,
Misused, Mispronounced Words, The
(Urdang), 153

obstacles to clarity and concision:
bloat/bloating, 39-40; block
quotes/block quoting, 39, 40-41;
quoting, 42

O’Connor, Flannery, 57, 200n4
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op-ed essay, 67n

OpenAl, 185

Orwell, George: on “dead metaphors,”
145-146; examples of jargon chosen
by, 132; on loose, imprecise writing,
176-177. See also “Politics and the
English Language”

pacing, 27

paragraphs, 86-100; avoidance of
block quotations for ending, 92-93;
avoiding tangled, 103; benefits of
short, 97; comparison of, to essays,
93; comparison of, to sentences,
101; deductive structuring of, 94;
inductive structuring of, 94-95; rect-
angular, 96-97; role of, in building
arguments, 100; role of sentences in
building, 100; as stories, 87-89; topic
sentences of, 90-91; transitions be-
tween, 98-100; triangular, 93, 96-97;
upside-down, 89-91

paraphrases: and citations, 44, 108;
example of, 130; mixing quotations
with, 43-44, 46, 47-48, 49, 186

park, poisoning pigeons in the, 75

passive voice, 151-152

persuasive arguments, 55

pictures: compared to abstractions,
145-147; use of, in data visualization,
1130, 116; use of text vs., 138

pigeons, poisoning in the park, 75

poisoning pigeons in the park, 75

“Politics and the English Language”
(Orwell), 132,176

Posselt, Julie R., 46

Povinelli, Elizabeth, 166

primal scene of academic writing, 1-3

pronouns, first-person, 7-8, 10

prospective conclusions, 84

Puritans, 171

quotation marks: scare quotes, 130;
single quotes, 48

quotations, 42; interlinear, 45; mixing
paraphrase with, 43-44, 46, 48, 186;
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use of, in advancing the argument,
45; use of, in illustrating the point,
46-48. See also block quotes/block
quoting

Reagan, Ronald, 152

rectangular paragraphs, 96-97

recursion, 105-107

results section, of scientific papers, 33

retrospective conclusions, 83-84

reverse-outlining, of arguments, 54

Rosovsky, Dean Henry, 175

rules, 3-5; benefits of breaking, 11-13;
of citations, 108-109; and commu-
nication, 13; and community, 7; and
doing what works, 13, 105; Eco and
Hua Hsu on, 7; evolution of language
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sections, 33: determining usefulness
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sentences (continued)
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say” in, 100; simple, 103-104, 1421n;
topic, 88, 90-92, 106-107; use of
metaphor in, 102; varying structure
of, 104, 108

signposts (signposting): of the argu-
ment, 28, 38, 43, 51, 61-62, 75-77;
building/development of ideas as,
76; conclusions and, 76; connecting,
74; description of, 37-39; emphasis,
74-75; examples of, 37, 38; guiding,
74; questions answered by, 75-76;
step-back, 75; transitions and, 73-76;
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tion of deduction, 52-53; signposting
in, 51; and text’s role in invoking
context, 52; and writing from the
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Wikipedia, 179

Wilder, Billy, 51
Wiltshire, Stephen, 56
Wordsworth, William, 42-43
Wright, Orville, 20
Wright, Wilbur, 20-21

YouTube, 179

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu





