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	  [intro	  paragraphs	  omitted]	  
	  
	  	   When	  you	  write	  typical	  academic	  prose,	  it	  is	  nearly	  impossible	  to	  make	  a	  
strong,	  clear	  statement.	  The	  benefit	  here	  is	  that	  no	  one	  can	  attack	  your	  position,	  say	  
you	  are	  wrong	  or	  even	  raise	  questions	  about	  the	  accuracy	  of	  what	  you	  have	  said,	  if	  
they	  cannot	  tell	  what	  you	  have	  said.	  In	  those	  terms,	  awful,	  indecipherable	  prose	  is	  
its	  own	  form	  of	  armor,	  protecting	  the	  fragile,	  sensitive	  thoughts	  of	  timid	  souls.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  The	  best	  texts	  for	  helping	  us	  understand	  the	  academic	  world	  are,	  of	  course,	  
Lewis	  Carroll's	  Alice's	  Adventures	  in	  Wonderland	  and	  Through	  the	  Looking	  Glass.	  
Just	  as	  devotees	  of	  Carroll	  would	  expect,	  he	  has	  provided	  us	  with	  the	  best	  analogy	  
for	  understanding	  the	  origin	  and	  function	  of	  bad	  academic	  writing.	  Tweedledee	  and	  
Tweedledum	  have	  quite	  a	  heated	  argument	  over	  a	  rattle.	  They	  become	  so	  angry	  that	  
they	  decide	  to	  fight.	  But	  before	  they	  fight,	  they	  go	  off	  to	  gather	  various	  devices	  of	  
padding	  and	  protection:	  "bolsters,	  blankets,	  hearthrugs,	  tablecloths,	  dish	  covers	  and	  
coal	  scuttles."	  Then,	  with	  Alice's	  help	  in	  tying	  and	  fastening,	  they	  transform	  these	  
household	  items	  into	  armor.	  Alice	  is	  not	  impressed:	  "	  Really,	  they'll	  be	  more	  like	  
bundles	  of	  old	  clothes	  than	  anything	  else,	  by	  the	  time	  they're	  ready!'	  she	  said	  to	  
herself,	  as	  she	  arranged	  a	  bolster	  round	  the	  neck	  of	  Tweedledee,	  to	  keep	  his	  head	  
from	  being	  cut	  off,'	  as	  he	  said,	  Why	  this	  precaution?"	  Because,	  Tweedledee	  explains,	  
"it's	  one	  of	  the	  most	  serious	  things	  that	  can	  possibly	  happen	  to	  one	  in	  a	  battle_to	  get	  
one's	  head	  cut	  off."	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Here,	  in	  the	  brothers'	  anxieties	  and	  fears,	  we	  have	  an	  exact	  analogy	  for	  the	  
problems	  of	  academic	  writing.	  The	  next	  time	  you	  look	  at	  a	  classically	  professorial	  
sentence_long,	  tangled,	  obscure,	  jargonized,	  polysyllabic_think	  of	  Tweedledum	  and	  
Tweedledee	  dressed	  for	  battle,	  and	  see	  if	  those	  timid	  little	  thoughts,	  concealed	  
under	  layers	  of	  clauses	  and	  phrases,	  do	  not	  remind	  you	  of	  those	  agitated	  but	  
cautious	  brothers,	  arrayed	  in	  their	  bolsters,	  blankets,	  dish	  covers	  and	  coal	  scuttles.	  
The	  motive,	  too,	  is	  similar.	  Tweedledum	  and	  Tweedledee	  were	  in	  terror	  of	  being	  
hurt,	  and	  so	  they	  padded	  themselves	  so	  thoroughly	  that	  they	  could	  not	  be	  hurt;	  nor,	  
for	  that	  matter,	  could	  they	  move.	  A	  properly	  dreary,	  inert	  sentence	  has	  exactly	  the	  
same	  benefit;	  it	  protects	  its	  writer	  from	  sharp	  disagreement,	  while	  it	  also	  protects	  
him	  from	  movement.	  
	  



	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Why	  choose	  camouflage	  and	  insulation	  over	  clarity	  and	  directness?	  
Tweedledee,	  of	  course,	  spoke	  for	  everyone,	  academic	  or	  not,	  when	  he	  confessed	  his	  
fear.	  It	  is	  indeed,	  as	  he	  said,	  "one	  of	  the	  most	  serious	  things	  that	  can	  possibly	  happen	  
to	  one	  in	  a	  battle_to	  get	  one's	  head	  cut	  off."	  Under	  those	  circumstances,	  logic	  says:	  
tie	  the	  bolster	  around	  the	  neck,	  and	  add	  a	  protective	  hearthrug	  or	  two.	  Pack	  in	  
another	  qualifying	  clause	  or	  two.	  Hide	  behind	  the	  passive_voice	  verb.	  Preface	  any	  
assertion	  with	  a	  phrase	  like	  "it	  could	  be	  argued"	  or	  "a	  case	  could	  be	  made."	  
Protecting	  one's	  neck	  does	  seem	  to	  be	  the	  way	  to	  keep	  one's	  head	  from	  being	  cut	  off.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Graduate	  school	  implants	  in	  many	  people	  the	  belief	  that	  there	  are	  terrible	  
penalties	  to	  be	  paid	  for	  writing	  clearly,	  especially	  writing	  clearly	  in	  ways	  that	  
challenge	  established	  thinking	  in	  the	  field.	  And	  yet,	  in	  academic	  warfare	  (and	  I	  speak	  
as	  a	  veteran)	  your	  head	  and	  your	  neck	  are	  rarely	  in	  serious	  danger.	  You	  can	  remove	  
the	  bolster	  and	  the	  hearthrug.	  Your	  opponents	  will	  try	  to	  whack	  at	  you,	  but	  they	  will	  
seldom,	  if	  ever,	  land	  a	  blow_in	  large	  part	  because	  they	  are	  themselves	  so	  wrapped	  in	  
protective	  camouflage	  and	  insulation	  that	  they	  lose	  both	  mobility	  and	  accuracy.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  So	  we	  have	  a	  widespread	  pattern	  of	  professors	  protecting	  themselves	  from	  
injury	  by	  wrapping	  their	  ideas	  in	  dull	  prose,	  and	  yet	  the	  danger	  they	  try	  to	  fend	  off	  is	  
not	  a	  genuine	  danger.	  Express	  yourself	  clearly,	  and	  it	  is	  unlikely	  that	  either	  your	  
head_or,	  more	  important,	  your	  tenure_will	  be	  cut	  off.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  How,	  then,	  do	  we	  save	  professors	  from	  themselves?	  Fearful	  people	  are	  not	  
made	  courageous	  by	  scolding;	  they	  need	  to	  be	  coaxed	  and	  encouraged.	  But	  how	  do	  
we	  do	  that,	  especially	  when	  this	  particular	  form	  of	  fearfulness	  masks	  itself	  as	  
pomposity,	  aloofness	  and	  an	  assured	  air	  of	  superiority?	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Fortunately,	  we	  have	  available	  the	  world's	  most	  important	  and	  illuminating	  
story	  on	  the	  difficulty	  of	  persuading	  people	  to	  break	  out	  of	  habits	  of	  timidity,	  
caution,	  and	  unnecessary	  fear.	  I	  borrow	  this	  story	  from	  Larry	  McMurty,	  one	  of	  my	  
rivals	  in	  the	  interpreting	  of	  the	  American	  West,	  though	  I	  am	  putting	  the	  story	  to	  a	  
use	  that	  Mr.	  McMurty	  did	  not	  intend.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  In	  a	  collection	  of	  his	  essays,	  In	  a	  Narrow	  Grave,	  Mr.	  McMurty	  wrote	  about	  
the	  weird	  process	  of	  watching	  his	  book	  Horsemen	  Pass	  By	  being	  turned	  into	  the	  
movie	  Hud.	  He	  arrived	  in	  the	  Texas	  Panhandle	  a	  week	  or	  two	  after	  filming	  had	  
started,	  and	  he	  was	  particularly	  anxious	  to	  learn	  how	  the	  buzzard	  scene	  had	  gone.	  In	  
that	  scene,	  Paul	  Newman	  was	  supposed	  to	  ride	  up	  and	  discover	  a	  dead	  cow,	  look	  up	  
at	  a	  tree	  branch	  lined	  with	  buzzards	  and,	  in	  his	  distress	  over	  the	  loss	  of	  the	  cow,	  fire	  
his	  gun	  at	  one	  of	  the	  buzzards.	  At	  that	  moment,	  all	  of	  the	  other	  buzzards	  were	  
supposed	  to	  fly	  away	  into	  the	  blue	  Panhandle	  sky.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  But	  when	  Mr.	  McMurty	  asked	  people	  how	  the	  buzzard	  scene	  had	  gone,	  all	  he	  
got,	  he	  said,	  were	  "stricken	  looks."	  
	  



	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  The	  first	  problem,	  it	  turned	  out,	  had	  to	  do	  with	  the	  quality	  of	  the	  available	  
local	  buzzards_who	  proved	  to	  be	  an	  excessively	  scruffy	  group.	  So	  more	  appealing,	  
more	  photogenic	  buzzards	  had	  to	  be	  flown	  in	  from	  some	  distance	  and	  at	  
considerable	  expense.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  But	  then	  came	  the	  second	  problem:	  how	  to	  keep	  the	  buzzards	  sitting	  on	  the	  
tree	  branch	  until	  it	  was	  time	  for	  their	  cue	  to	  fly.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  That	  seemed	  easy.	  Wire	  their	  feet	  to	  the	  branch,	  and	  then,	  after	  Paul	  
Newman	  fires	  his	  shot,	  pull	  the	  wire,	  releasing	  their	  feet,	  thus	  allowing	  them	  to	  take	  
off.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  But,	  as	  Mr.	  McMurty	  said	  in	  an	  important	  and	  memorable	  phrase,	  the	  film	  
makers	  had	  not	  reckoned	  with	  the	  "mentality	  of	  buzzards."	  With	  their	  feet	  wired,	  
the	  buzzards	  did	  not	  have	  enough	  mobility	  to	  fly.	  But	  they	  did	  have	  enough	  mobility	  
to	  pitch	  forward.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  So	  that's	  what	  they	  did:	  with	  their	  feet	  wired,	  they	  tried	  to	  fly,	  pitched	  
forward,	  and	  hung	  upside	  down	  from	  the	  dead	  branch,	  with	  their	  wings	  flapping.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  I	  had	  the	  good	  fortune	  a	  couple	  of	  years	  ago	  to	  meet	  a	  woman	  who	  had	  been	  
an	  extra	  for	  this	  movie,	  and	  she	  added	  a	  detail	  that	  Mr.	  McMurty	  left	  out	  of	  his	  essay:	  
namely,	  the	  buzzard	  circulatory	  system	  does	  not	  work	  upside	  down,	  and	  so,	  after	  a	  
moment	  or	  two	  of	  flapping,	  the	  buzzards	  passed	  out.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Twelve	  buzzards	  hanging	  upside	  down	  from	  a	  tree	  branch:	  this	  was	  not	  
what	  Hollywood	  wanted	  from	  the	  West,	  but	  that's	  what	  Hollywood	  had	  produced.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  And	  then	  we	  get	  to	  the	  second	  stage	  of	  buzzard	  psychology.	  After	  six	  or	  
seven	  episodes	  of	  pitching	  forward,	  passing	  out,	  being	  revived,	  being	  replaced	  on	  
the	  branch	  and	  pitching	  forward	  again,	  the	  buzzards	  gave	  up.	  Now,	  when	  you	  pulled	  
the	  wire	  and	  released	  their	  feet,	  they	  sat	  there,	  saying	  in	  clear,	  nonverbal	  terms:	  "We	  
tried	  that	  before.	  It	  did	  not	  work.	  We	  are	  not	  going	  to	  try	  it	  again."	  Now	  the	  film	  
makers	  had	  to	  fly	  in	  a	  high_powered	  animal	  trainer	  to	  restore	  buzzard	  self_esteem.	  
It	  was	  all	  a	  big	  mess.	  Larry	  McMurty	  got	  a	  wonderful	  story	  out	  of	  it;	  and	  we,	  in	  turn,	  
get	  the	  best	  possible	  parable	  of	  the	  workings	  of	  habit	  and	  timidity.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  How	  does	  the	  parable	  apply?	  In	  any	  and	  all	  disciplines,	  you	  go	  to	  graduate	  
school	  to	  have	  your	  feet	  wired	  to	  the	  branch.	  There	  is	  nothing	  inherently	  wrong	  
with	  that:	  scholars	  should	  have	  some	  common	  ground,	  share	  some	  background	  
assumptions,	  hold	  some	  similar	  habits	  of	  mind.	  This	  gives	  you,	  quite	  literally,	  your	  
footing.	  And	  yet,	  in	  the	  process	  of	  getting	  your	  feet	  wired,	  you	  have	  some	  awkward	  
moments,	  and	  the	  intellectual	  equivalent	  of	  pitching	  forward	  and	  hanging	  upside	  
down.	  That	  experience_especially	  if	  you	  do	  it	  in	  a	  public	  place	  like	  a	  
seminar_provides	  no	  pleasure.	  One	  or	  two	  rounds	  of	  that	  humiliation,	  and	  the	  world	  
begins	  to	  seem	  like	  a	  treacherous	  place.	  Under	  those	  circumstances,	  it	  does	  indeed	  



seem	  to	  be	  the	  choice	  of	  wisdom	  to	  sit	  quietly	  on	  the	  branch,	  to	  sit	  without	  even	  the	  
thought	  of	  flying,	  since	  even	  the	  thought	  might	  be	  enough	  to	  tilt	  the	  balance	  and	  set	  
off	  another	  round	  of	  flapping,	  fainting	  and	  embarrassment.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Yet	  when	  scholars	  get	  out	  of	  graduate	  school	  and	  get	  Ph.D.'s,	  and,	  even	  more	  
important,	  when	  scholars	  get	  tenure,	  the	  wire	  is	  truly	  pulled.	  Their	  feet	  are	  free.	  
They	  can	  fly	  whenever	  and	  wherever	  they	  like.	  Yet	  by	  then	  the	  second	  stage	  of	  
buzzard	  psychology	  has	  taken	  hold,	  and	  they	  refuse	  to	  fly.	  The	  wire	  is	  pulled,	  and	  yet	  
the	  buzzards	  sit	  there,	  hunched	  and	  grumpy.	  If	  they	  teach	  in	  a	  university	  with	  a	  
graduate	  program,	  they	  actively	  instruct	  young	  buzzards	  in	  the	  necessity	  of	  keeping	  
their	  youthful	  feet	  on	  the	  branch.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  This	  is	  a	  very	  well_established	  pattern,	  and	  it	  is	  the	  ruination	  of	  scholarly	  
activity	  in	  the	  modern	  world.	  Many	  professors	  who	  teach	  graduate	  students	  think	  
that	  one	  of	  their	  principal	  duties	  is	  to	  train	  students	  in	  the	  conventions	  of	  academic	  
writing.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  I	  do	  not	  believe	  that	  professors	  enforce	  a	  standard	  of	  dull	  writing	  on	  
graduate	  students	  in	  order	  to	  be	  cruel.	  They	  demand	  dreariness	  because	  they	  think	  
that	  dreariness	  is	  in	  the	  students'	  best	  interests.	  Professors	  believe	  that	  a	  dull	  
writing	  style	  is	  an	  academic	  survival	  skill	  because	  they	  think	  that	  is	  what	  editors	  
want,	  both	  editors	  of	  academic	  journals	  and	  editors	  of	  university	  presses.	  What	  we	  
have	  here	  is	  a	  chain	  of	  misinformation	  and	  misunderstanding,	  where	  everyone	  
thinks	  that	  the	  other	  guy	  is	  the	  one	  who	  demands,	  dull,	  impersonal	  prose.	  
	  
[….]	  
	  
Ego	  is,	  of	  course,	  the	  key	  obstacle	  here.	  As	  badly	  as	  most	  of	  them	  write,	  professors	  
are	  nonetheless	  proud	  and	  sensitive	  writers,	  resistant	  in	  criticism.	  But	  even	  the	  
most	  desperate	  cases	  can	  be	  redeemed	  and	  persuaded	  to	  think	  of	  writing	  as	  a	  
challenging	  craft,	  not	  as	  existential	  trauma.	  A	  few	  years	  ago,	  I	  began	  to	  look	  at	  
carpenters	  and	  other	  artisans	  as	  the	  emotional	  model	  for	  writers.	  A	  carpenter,	  let	  us	  
say,	  makes	  a	  door	  for	  a	  cabinet.	  If	  the	  door	  does	  not	  hang	  straight,	  the	  carpenter	  
does	  not	  say,	  "I	  will	  not	  change	  that	  door;	  it	  is	  an	  expression	  of	  my	  individuality;	  
who	  cares	  if	  it	  will	  not	  close?"	  Instead,	  the	  carpenter	  removes	  the	  door	  and	  works	  
on	  it	  until	  it	  fits.	  That	  attitude,	  applied	  to	  writing,	  could	  be	  our	  salvation.	  If	  we	  
thought	  more	  like	  carpenters,	  academic	  writers	  could	  find	  a	  route	  out	  of	  the	  trap	  of	  
ego	  and	  vanity.	  Escaped	  from	  that	  trap,	  we	  could	  simply	  work	  on	  successive	  drafts	  
until	  what	  we	  have	  to	  say	  is	  clear.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Colleges	  and	  universities	  are	  filled	  with	  knowledgeable,	  thoughtful	  people	  
who	  have	  been	  effectively	  silenced	  by	  an	  awful	  writing	  style,	  a	  style	  with	  its	  flaws	  
concealed	  behind	  a	  smokescreen	  of	  sophistication	  and	  professionalism.	  A	  coalition	  
of	  academic	  writers,	  graduate	  advisers.	  journal	  editors,	  university	  press	  editors	  and	  
trade	  publishers	  can	  seize	  this	  moment_and	  pull	  the	  wire.	  The	  buzzards	  can	  be	  set	  



free_free	  to	  leave	  that	  dead	  tree	  branch,	  free	  to	  regain	  to	  regain	  their	  confidence,	  
free	  to	  soar.	  


