
 
 

Avoiding Academic Bull [Crap] 
 

1. Use the clearest words you can. Students often feel pressure to use words with a certain gravitas or 
‘tone’ in academic writing, frequently to their disadvantage. Remember that the goal of an essay is to 
communicate an intelligent point, not to sound a particular way or prove that you did well on the SAT.  

• Academic BS: “Problematical employment of bombast dissimilar to diurnal elocutionary 
practices results in somnolent reception.” 

• Translation: “Stuffy language puts your audience to sleep.” 
You want to be formal, not stilted. The first sentence may sound impressive, but it is pompous at best and 
confusing at worst. Not only is the second sentence simpler, its meaning is also immediately clear.  
 
2. Don’t make your reader work. It’s fine to use complex language if you have a reason for doing so, 
and if you know your audience will understand you. Unfortunately, it is tempting to dress up sentences 
with unnecessary complexity for the sake of sounding profound. This quickly leads to verbal bloat.  

• Academic BS (real life published example): “The visual is essentially pornographic, which is to 
say that it has its end in rapt, mindless fascination; thinking about its attributes becomes an 
adjunct to that, if it is unwilling to betray its object; while the most austere films necessarily draw 
their energy from the attempt to repress their own excess (rather than from the more thankless 
effort to discipline the viewer).”1 

• Translation: Probably “critical reflection about film is difficult because of the experience of 
spectacle is overwhelming,” but it’s hard to say exactly. 

The immediate objection is that technical language exists for a very good reason. Used well, it conveys 
specific information efficiently and clearly. For instance: 

• Academic: “Aristotle’s epistemology reinforces the ethical conclusions of his natural teleology.” 
• Translation: “Aristotle’s beliefs about how we are able to learn and know truths about the world 

reinforce the ethical arguments he makes based on his view that all things have a specific function 
for which they are uniquely well suited by natural design.” 

The grammar of the first sentence is significantly easier to follow, even if the words are difficult. It also 
conveys a large amount of specific information very concisely. 

 
3. Redundancy Problem of Redundancy. ßSee how sloppy that looks? A similar thing happens when 
you throw too many modifiers, supporting clauses, and adjectives into a sentence for no reason. 

• Academic BS: “Observing from a legalistic standpoint the Constitution is the highest law in the 
land of America.” 

• Translation: “The Constitution is the highest law in America.” 
The first sentence is a mess. “From a legalistic standpoint” is implied by “law;” the word “observing” 
contributes nothing, and “America” and “the land” serve the same purpose. The combined effect of these 
additions is to confuse the sentence. For example, bringing up a “legalistic standpoint” may sound fancy, 
but it makes the reader wonder what other standpoint they should have been thinking about and distracts 
from the key point about the Constitution. Don’t weigh down your core ideas with verbal baggage.  
 
4. Get to the Point. You can avoid many of the dangers listed above by being concise. Notice how most 
of the stronger examples provided here are shorter. Brevity is not always better—sometimes you need to 
write a lot to make your point in full—but trimming away the non-essential makes your argument more 
obvious (and your communication more powerful). Clear writing tends to go with clear thinking; an 
observation that unfortunately helps explain why so much legal, professional, and academic writing is full 
of bloat. Bloat hides weak arguments by shifting the responsibility of clear thinking off the writer and 
onto the reader. Do your best not to contribute to this problem. Be responsible: write well.  
                                                
1 From F. Jameson, Signatures of the Visible, (Routledge, 1990, p. 1); Second place winner of the annual Academic 
Bad Writing Contest, 1997. http://denisdutton.com/bad_writing.htm 


