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Book	review	
	
	
Stylish	Academic	Writing.	
Helen	 Sword	 (2012).	 Cambridge,	 Massachusetts	 &	 London,	 England.	 Harvard	 University	
Press.	Includes	bibliographical	references	and	index.	
	
	
Helen	Sword	has	produced	a	beautifully	written	and	well-structured	style	guide	based	on	the	
principle	 that	 "elegant	 ideas	 deserve	 elegant	 expression,"	 although	 the	 serious	 reader	
quickly	 realizes	 that	 there	are	also	social	and	philosophical	dimensions	 included,	making	 it	
definitely	much	more	than	that.	Aiming	to	be	useful	to	writers	of	all	disciplines,	she	defines	
stylish	 academic	writing	 very	broadly.	 To	make	 this	 definition	 applicable	 and	 viable	 for	 all	
writers,	 she	 maps	 this	 difficult	 terrain	 with	 mathematical	 precision	 based	 on	 painstaking	
research	from	which	she	distills	a	number	of	stylish	elements	that	will	augment	the	quality	
of	 expert	 penmanship	 in	 general.	 Sword	 is	 a	 noted	 literary	 scholar	 by	 training,	 having	
received	her	PhD	in	Comparative	Literature	from	Princeton	University,	and	is	now	Professor	
and	Director	of	the	Centre	for	Learning	and	Research	in	Higher	Education	at	the	University	of	
Auckland.	Additionally,	she	is	an	award-winning	teacher,	and	poet	who	has	published	widely	
on	 modernist	 literature.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 she	 is	 a	 prolific	 writer	 on	 higher	 education	
pedagogy,	digital	poetics,	and	academic	writing,	not	to	mention	that	she	has	written	more	
than	 5	 single-authored	 books.	 Her	 fervent	 support	 for	 creativity	 and	 craftsmanship	 in	
scholarly	writing,	teaching,	and	the	arts,	won	her	the	highly	coveted	University	of	Auckland's	
2007	 Teaching	 Excellence	 Award	 for	 Innovation	 in	 Teaching	 as	well	 as	 the	 2013	 HERDSA-
TERNZ	Medal	 for	 a	 scholar	who	has	 actively	 contributed	 and	positively	 influenced	 tertiary	
education	research	in	New	Zealand.	
	
This	short	professional	biography	is	revealing	in	that	the	book	under	review	lays	out	some	of	
the	 problems	 faced	 by	 academic	 writers	 of	 all	 disciplines	 in	 both	 branches	 of	 human	
knowledge	 --	 sciences	 and	 humanities	 --	 whose	 prose	 for	 the	 most	 part	 appears	 to	 be	
entrenched	 in	 hollow	 conventions.	 For	 that	 reason,	 the	 book	 offers	multiple	 strategies	 to	
help	 reinvigorate	 the	 already	 existing	 writing	 norms	 that	 have	 proven	 to	 be	
counterproductive	 so	 far	 and	 adds	 a	 number	 of	 new	 ones	 that	 have	 metaphorical	 and	
literary	 value.	 She	 presents	 samples	 and	 discusses	 both	 the	 stylistic	 elements	 that	
asphyxiate	the	energy	and	 individuality	of	authentic	expression	as	well	as	those	that	could	
produce	the	opposite	effect	but	which	were,	and	still	are,	ignored	by	writers	as	we	speak.	To	
this	 end,	 Sword	 simultaneously	 analyzes	 books	 and	 articles	 by	 more	 than	 70	 exemplary	
authors	(whom	she	characterizes	as	“stylish	academic	writers”)	proposed	by	their	discipline-
based	peers,	whose	style	 indeed	exemplifies	and	 incorporates	the	criteria	described	 in	her	
book.	 Furthermore,	 she	 offers	 valuable	 advice	 to	 beginning	 and	 seasoned	 researchers	 on	
how	to	avoid	a	dull	and	anemic	writing	style.	To	correct	the	situation	she	specifically	wrote	
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Stylish	 Academic	 Writing	 which	 is,	 guaranteed,	 both	 accessible	 and	 illuminating	 for	 any	
reader	truly	interested	in	refining	their	writing	capabilities.	
	
The	advantage	of	this	guide	over	others	is	that	Sword	brings	massive	research	to	bear	on	the	
tacitly-accepted	 malaise	 of	 academic	 writing.	 Plowing	 through	 numerous	 journals	 from	 a	
wide	spectrum	of	disciplines,	she	discovered	that	the	stylistic	recommendations	in	the	how-
to	literature	were	not	being	followed,	since	most	of	the	published	articles	display	a	"kind	of	
disciplinary	 monotony,	 a	 compulsive	 proclivity	 for	 discursive	 obscurantism	 and	
circumambulatory	diction."	(p.	3)	 I	applaud	Sword	for	daring	to	 lift	the	mantle	that	has	for	
long	 been	 cloaking	 one	 of	 the	 best	 well-kept	 secrets	 of	 academia	 --	 that	 most	 academic	
prose	 is	 laden	 with	 jargon,	 abstractions,	 impersonality	 and	 obfuscation.	What	 makes	 her	
book	unique	is	that	she	furnishes	copious	data	to	substantiate	her	claims;	for	instance,	she	
actually	counts	down	to	the	last	detail	like:	how	often	the	first-person	pronoun	is	used	in	the	
hundreds	of	articles	analyzed.	Likewise,	she	measures	how	often	and	how	well	they	use	all	
the	stylistic	machinations	for	eloquence	she	outlines	in	the	book.	(I	will	be	referring	to	these	
technical	 devices	 later	 and	 I	 will	 also	 be	 listing	 them	 in	 the	 endnotes	 for	 the	 benefit	 of	
interested	 readers).	 Sword	 challenges	 writing	 practitioners	 to	 write	 clearly	 and	 with	
readability	 as	 the	 ultimate	 goal.	 Unwilling	 to	 deceive	 and	 to	 pamper,	 she	 stresses	 that	
learning	how	to	write	stylishly	is	a	lifelong	process	that	involves	patience,	pain,	and	a	lot	of	
hard	 work	 but,	 in	 the	 end,	 the	 experience	 reaped	 is	 both	 pleasurable	 and	 intellectually	
rewarding.	 Elaborating	 further,	 she	 also	 urges	 scholars	 to	 adopt	 techniques	 that	 we	
commonly	 encounter	 in	 newspapers	 and	 literary	 texts,	 such	 as	 metaphors,	 analogies,	
anecdotes,	 phrasal	 verbs,	 humor	 and	 catchy	 titles.	Asked	how	her	new	book	 came	about,	
she	 responded	 that	prior	 to	writing	Stylish	Academic	Writing	 and	 its	 companion	piece	The	
Writer’s	 Diet,	 she	 had	 conducted	 some	workshops	 on	writing,	 during	which	 she	 observed	
that	 the	divide	between	the	stylistic	strictures	proscribed	 in	standard	guide	books	and	the	
actual	academic	writing	practice	continues	to	widen.1	
	
Practicing	what	she	preaches,	Sword	concocts	an	architectural	metaphor	to	consolidate	her	
agenda	 as	 a	 stylish	writer	 that	 celebrates	 the	 use	 of	metaphors	 to	 explain	 and	 concretize	
abstract	 ideas.	 The	 promotion	 of	 anecdotes	 and	 many	 other	 carefully	 chosen	 rhetorical	
devices,	 she	 is	 convinced,	 intensifies	 the	 readers’	 interest	 and	 comprehension	 of	
professional	 writing.	 Accordingly,	 she	 compares	 the	 eagerness	 of	 academic	 authors	 to	
extend	warm	welcome	to	the	reading	public	out	there	to	a	hospitable	host,	who	airs	his/her	
long-time	hermetically	sealed	house,	by	throwing	the	windows	and	doors	wide	open	and	by	
decorating	 the	 interior	 with	 bright	 colors	 --	 acts	 intended	 to	 make	 it	 cozy,	 aesthetically	
appealing,	 and	 inspiring	 to	 all	 its	 guests.	 Sword	 continues	 to	 push	 academics	 to	 be	more	
daring	 in	 acquiring	 their	 freedom	 from	 the	 tight	 corset	 of	 disciplinary	 and	 institutional	
stylistic	constraints	that	are	by	now	stale	and	passé,	and	yet	manage	to	transmit	the	abstract	
ideas	 of	 their	 subjects	 in	 an	 understandable	way.	 In	 laying	 out	 the	 plan	 of	 her	 book,	 she	
interviewed	 many	 top	 experts	 in	 their	 respective	 fields	 to	 find	 out	 about	 their	 views	 on	
writing,	 their	 daily	writing	 habits;	 how	 they	 learned	 their	 craft;	 the	 sort	 of	 emotions	 they	
associate	 with	 their	 writing,	 and	 what	 skills	 were	 needed	 to	 push	 against	 the	 fossilized	
stylistic	 conventions	 they	 encountered,	 as	 well	 as	 developing	 the	 kind	 of	 psychological	
defenses	to	deal	with	criticism	and	rejection.	To	reiterate:	the	book	is	a	writing	guide	that	is	
relevant	 to	 graduate/post-graduate	 students	 and	 career	 academics	 alike.	 It	 is	 packed	with	
tips	capable	of	revivifying	scholarly	writing	by	freeing	it	from	all	the	negative	elements	that	
chokes	it	to	death,	thus	making	it	more	engaging	for	the	reader.		
	
The	 slogan	 ‘publish	 or	 perish’	 is	 by	 now	 a	 painful	 and	 sometimes	 much	 ridiculed	 cliché	
which,	 nevertheless,	 still	 doggedly	 obliges	 professors	 at	 research	 universities,	
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internationally,	to	produce	a	lengthy	list	of	papers	published	in	peer-reviewed	journals	and	
books.	Ms	Sword	claims	that	the	bulk	of	those	journals	are	filled	with	articles	that	make	for	a	
boring,	 inane	 and	 ultimately	 frustrating	 read	 --	 even	 to	 members	 of	 the	 academic	
communities	themselves,	because	they	are	full	of	 jargon,	nominalizations,	and	run-on	(i.e.,	
loosely	punctuated)	 sentences.	To	encapsulate	 this	preliminary	encomium	of	 the	book,	 let	
us	hear	a	confirmation	of	what	was	sketched	above	from	the	horse’s	mouth:	“The	seeds	for	
this	 book	 were	 sown	when,	 several	 years	 ago,	 I	 was	 invited	 to	 teach	 a	 course	 on	 higher	
education	pedagogy	to	a	group	of	faculty	from	across	the	disciplines.	Trawling	for	relevant	
reading	materials,	I	soon	discovered	that	higher	education	research	journals	were	filled	with	
articles	written	in	a	style	that	I,	trained	as	a	literary	scholar,	found	almost	unreadable.”	(p	4)	
Moreover,	“At	every	turn,	we	found	our	desire	to	learn	thwarted	by	gratuitous	educational	
jargon	and	serpentine	syntax”	(p	5).		
	
Concerning	 the	book’s	 structure,	 I	will	 start	with	 the	analytic	methodology	 Sword	 follows,	
that	 covers	 the	 entire	 spectrum	 of	 fictive	 and	 non-fictive	 writing.	 For	 starters,	 as	
aforementioned,	 from	 the	writings	 of	more	 than	 70	 expert	 academics	 across	 a	 variety	 of	
disciplines	selected,	she	extracts	the	stylistic	characteristics	which	happen	to	reflect	or	agree	
with	 the	 linguistic	 requirements	 she	 advocates.	 The	 book	 is	 divided	 into	 two	 parts	 and	
concludes	 with	 an	 Afterward	 which	 summarizes	 the	 verbal	 and	 structural	 guidelines	
prescribed.	 Part	 I	 entitled	 “Style	 and	 Substance”	 is	 comprised	 of	 3	 interesting	 chapters,	
(Rules	 of	 Engagement;	 On	 Being	 Disciplined;	 A	 Guide	 to	 the	 Style	 Guides),	 which	 set	 the	
theoretical	 stage	 upon	 which	 she	 defines	 her	 view	 of	 ‘stylish’	 penmanship.	 Part	 two	
appropriately	called	“The	Elements	of	stylishness”	is	symmetrically	structured	around	eleven	
short	 but	 extremely	 fascinating	 chapters,	 each	 engaging	with	 a	 specific	 stylistic	 issue	 that	
collectively	 form	the	backbone	of	good	writing	 from	start	 to	 finish	 --	 i.e.,	 from	the	title,	 to	
the	structure,	the	language	and	figures	of	speech	used,	to	meticulous	research	and	accurate	
citations,	all	crowned	by	the	creativity	necessary	for	the	successful	completion	of	the	whole	
endeavor.	 More	 generally,	 the	 individual	 chapters	 bristle	 with	 novel	 suggestions	 for	
improving	university	assignments,	doctoral	dissertations	and	scholarly	articles	that	could	be	
easily	implementable	after	some	training	in	the	form	of	workshops	or	courses.	A	section	on	
the	writing	process	 itself	with	 specific	 reference	 to	 the	academic	essay	 is	also	attached	 to	
each	 chapter.	 As	 Ms	 Sword	 asserts:	 “Stylish	 scholars	 …	 [should]	 express	 complex	 ideas	
clearly	and	precisely;	produce	elegant,	carefully	crafted	sentences;	convey	a	sense	of	energy,	
intellectual	commitment,	and	even	passion;	engage	and	hold	their	readers’	attention;	tell	a	
compelling	 story;	 avoid	 jargon,	 except	 where	 specialized	 terminology	 is	 essential	 to	 the	
argument;	 provide	 their	 readers	 with	 aesthetic	 and	 intellectual	 pleasure;	 and	 write	 with	
originality,	imagination,	and	creative	flair”	(p	8).	
	
In	fact,	Sword	masterfully	orchestrates	four	different	strands	of	research	in	one	fell	swoop:	
(1)	a	survey	of	what	the	aforesaid	70	colleagues	consider	‘stylish’	writing	in	their	fields;	(2)	a	
critical	 examination	 of	 about	 100	 books,	 selected	 by	 them,	 that	 fulfill	 the	 ‘stylish’	
characteristics	singled	out;	(3)	a	detailed	analysis	of	1000	typical	articles	that	covers	a	wide	
range	of	disciplines,	and	(4)	a	perceptive	assessment	of	the	advice	given	by	authors	of	style	
manuals.	 (The	 sources	 as	well	 as	 the	 research	methodology	of	 Sword’s	book	are	minutely	
recorded	 in	 the	 rather	 lengthy	 appendix).	 This	 corpus	may	 seem	 insufficient	 but	 it	 is	 fully	
representative	 and,	 as	 she	 assures	 us,	 “the	 articles	 in	 [her]	 data	 set	 provide	 a	 compelling	
snapshot	of	 contemporary	 scholarship	at	work.”	 (p	11)	Concurrently,	 each	 chapter	 flashes	
the	“Spotlight”	(a	telling	title	for	the	penultimate	subdivision	at	the	end	of	each	chapter)	on	
a	 couple	 of	 excerpts	 from	 stylish	 authors,	 which	 illustrate	 and	 consolidate	 the	 expressive	
points	already	discussed	therein.	Furthermore,	each	chapter	is	capped	with	a	short	section	
(Things	to	Try)	that	is	cram-full	with	astute	ideas	on	how	authors	could	improve	and	enrich	
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their	writing	skills.	This	section	is	also	of	significant	pedagogical	function	since	it	contains	a	
variety	 of	 new	 and	 existing	 writing	 technicalities	 as	 well	 as	 exercises	 and	 tasks	 for	 the	
classroom	 that	 teachers	 will	 undoubtedly	 appreciate.	 Each	 chapter	 also	 contains	 several	
brief	 multi-disciplinary	 samples,	 followed	 by	 page-long	 interludes	 that	 dish	 out	 helpful	
instructions	regarding	the	practices	of	both	stylish	and	non-stylish	writers	--	to	use	Sword’s	
appellation	--	and	for	confronting	and	managing	the	commonly	met	obstacles	to	successful	
writing.		
	
Overall,	Sword	imbues	every	serious	writer	with	a	sense	of	liberation	by	empowering	them	
to	color	their	prose	with	a	sense	of	humor	and	some	controlled	passion.	What	makes	Stylish	
Academic	Writing	amenable	to	everybody	in	the	writing	business	is	that	Jason-like	it	exhibits	
the	two	faces	of	academic	writing:	the	vivid	and	semi-literary	á	la	Sword	as	well	as	the	one	
burdened	with	abstractions	and	inanity.	Put	differently,	she	has	designed	a	book	that	helps	
every	 researcher	 in	 their	 journey	 through	 the	 thorny	 path	 of	 good	 writing.	 Rather	 than	
becoming	acquainted	with	 the	 specific	 stylistic	 features	of	academic	writing	 through	 time-
consuming	and	botchy	experimentation,	 this	handy	 resource	will	 speed	up	 the	knowledge	
and	application	of	 the	key	 requisites	 that	underlie	 formal	papers.	Unfortunately,	 “journals	
do	 not	 hold	 a	 monopoly	 on	 dismal	 writing”	 she	 concludes	 (p	 5)	 because,	 as	 Ken	 Hyland	
proves,	disciplinary	discourse	has	 itself	been	 influenced	by	conventions	that	 insist	polished	
prose	 must	 be	 bland,	 impersonal,	 and	 full	 of	 abstract	 language.2	 Sword	 is	 not	 alone	 in	
expressing	 dissatisfaction	 with	 this	 stylistic	 trend,	 and	 she	 enumerates	 many	 excellent	
academic	writing	guides	already	on	the	bookshelves,	like	William	Zinsser,	for	instance,	who	
identifies	 “humanity	 and	 warmth”	 as	 the	 two	 most	 important	 qualities	 of	 effective	
nonfiction	 (On	Writing	Well:	An	 Informal	Guide	to	Writing	Nonfiction	 (New	York:	Harper	&	
Row,	1980,	p	6);	 Joseph	M.	Williams	who	argues	 that	 “we	owe	 readers	an	ethical	duty	 to	
write	 precise	 and	nuanced	prose”	 (Style:	 Lessons	 in	 Clarity	 and	Grace,	 9th	 ed.	 (New	York:	
Pearson	Longman,	2007,	221),	and	Peter	Elbow	who	urges	authors	to	construct	persuasive	
arguments	by	weaving	 together	 the	 creative	 and	 critical	 threads	of	 their	 thinking	 (Writing	
with	Power:	Techniques	for	Mastering	the	Writing	Process	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	
1981).	
	
Closer	 to	 Sword’s	 stylistic	 perspective	 are	 Richard	 A.	 Lanham,	 who	 offers	 strategies	 for	
‘trimming	 lard-laden	sentences’	 (Revising	Prose,	3rd	ed.	 (New	York:	Macmillan,	1992),	and	
Strunk	 and	White	 who	 describe	 the	 reader	 as	 “a	 man	 floundering	 in	 a	 swamp”	 that	 will	
surely	 thank	academic	writers	 for	hoisting	him	onto	 solid	 ground	as	quickly	 as	possible	 (p	
68).3	Despite	 the	readers’	 frequent	disorientation	 in	 the	cold	and	unwelcome	chambers	of	
much	of	the	arcane	volumes	of	academic	books	and	journals,	nowhere	in	Stylish	Writing	are	
the	rules	touted	written	in	stone;	to	the	contrary,	the	author’s	empirical	evidence	flouts	the	
proverbial	 one-size-fits-all	 formulas	 regarding	 formal	 writing	 and	 creative	 productivity.	
Sadly,	 she	 remarks:	 “Although	 many	 instructors	 commonly	 assign	 these	 books	 [writing	
guides]	to	students,	for	some	unknown	reason	they	hardly	ever	adopt	their	advice”	(p	6).	
	
Sword	appears	to	give	English	 language	teachers	and	university	professors	the	benefit	of	a	
doubt	 when	 she	 claims	 that	 they	 are	 not	 enforcing	 a	 standard	 of	 dull	 and	 conventional	
writing	on	students	in	order	to	punish	them;	rather,	they	are	promoting	scholarly	dreariness	
because	they	think	 it	 is	 in	their	students’	best	 interest,	since	they	equip	them	with	a	 long-
lasting	survival	kit	full	of	writing	skills	that,	they	falsely	assume,	most	editors	of	journals	and	
university	 presses	 desire	 and	 expect.	 Besides,	 the	 colleagues’	 recurring	 bland	 manner	 of	
writing	 seems	 to	 offer	 comfort	 that	 soon	 their	 aspiration	 to	 be	 inducted	 into	 their	 field’s	
elite	 club	will	materialize.	 Lest	 she	be	accused	of	 lecturing	 from	her	high	horse,	 she	notes	
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that	the	question	she	wants	to	address	here	“is	not	so	much	why	academics	write	the	way	
they	do	but	how	the	situation	might	be	improved”	(p	7).	
	
In	a	nutshell,	Sword’s	final	judgment	on	the	way	writing	guides	deal	with	points	of	style	as	a	
whole	is	the	following:	The	six	on	which	they	all	agree	is	the	need	for	clarity,	precision	and	
concision;	 the	use	of	 active	 verbs,	 and	 creating	 a	 compelling	 story;	 the	 six	 they	disagreed	
upon	were	 the	 scant	use	of	 the	1st	person	pronoun,	 structure	and	 the	overuse	of	obscure	
terminology,	among	others.	They	also	argue	that	‘stylish’	academic	writing	is	a	complex	and	
often	 contradictory	business	 in	which	we	 continuously	 stumble	upon	many	grey	areas.	 To	
strengthen	her	 case	 further,	 Sword	elaborates	on	 two	 significant	parts	of	 speech;	namely,	
the	necessary	appearance	of	active	verbs	and	the	need	to	limit	fake	nouns,	which	she	terms	
“zombie	nouns”,	in	masterly	writing.	
	
Parenthetically	 at	 this	 point,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 expand	 on	 the	 function	 of	 active	 verbs	 and	
empty	 nouns	 by	 referring	 to	 two	 interesting	 articles	 that	 clarify	 how	 and	 why	 they	 can	
poison	our	writing	style.	In	“Mutant	Verbs”	Sword	defines	‘verbifying’	as	the	act	of	creating	a	
new	 verb	 from	 another	 part	 of	 speech.	 Of	 course	 any	 noun	 can	 be	 verbed,	 so	 can	many	
adjectives	 --	 for	 example,	we	 can	prettify	 a	 room,	neaten	 our	 desk	 and	brown	 a	 piece	 of	
meat.	 Like	 some	 deviant	 mutation	 in	 nature,	 most	 newly-coined	 verbs	 like	 Mondayize,	
speechify,	 Californicate,	 will	 not	 be	 long-lived.	 Sword	 wonders	 for	 how	 long	 we	 will	 say	
Google	and	Facebook	our	friends?	It	remains	a	mystery	to	linguists	why	some	nouns	mutate	
into	 verbs	while	others	 fail	 to	do	 so.	 Thus	we	horse	 around,	outfox	 our	enemies,	parrot	 a	
phrase,	grouse	about	the	weather,	but	we	do	not	penguin	or	giraffe.	By	the	same	token,	the	
recent	 fad	 with	 the	 use	 of	 -ize	 and	 -izaton	 might	 also	 be	 temporary.	 Inevitably,	 “some	
neologistic	 verbs	 will	 find	 their	 way	 into	 our	 dictionaries	 and	 our	 daily	 lives,”	 but	 will	
Wikialize	 ever	 be	 established	 for	 use	 permanently	 in	 the	 light	 of	 day?	 In	 the	 hands	 of	 a	
genius,	mutation	from	verbs	to	nouns	and	vice	versa,	no	doubt	enrich	the	English	language;	
on	the	other	hand,	when	our	employer	or	teacher	asks	us	to	solutionize	instead	of	to	solve,	
we	shudder	at	their	ignorance	or	bad	taste.4	
	
In	“Zombie	Nouns”	Sword	reports	that	if	you	look	at	the	following	parts	of	speech;	namely,	
an	adjective	(implacable)	or	a	verb	(calibrate)	or	even	a	noun	(crony)	and	attach	a	suffix	like	-
ity,	-tion	or	-ism,	you	have	automatically	created	a	new	noun:	implacability,	calibration,	and	
cronyism.	 These	 nominal	 creations	 are	 loved	 by	 academics;	 lawyers,	 bureaucrats	 and	
business	 writers,	 but	 Sword	 sarcastically	 renames	 them	 “zombie	 nouns”	 because	 “they	
cannibalize	active	verbs,	 suck	 the	 lifeblood	 from	adjectives	and	substitute	abstract	entities	
for	human	beings	which	fail	to	tell	us	who	is	doing	what	in	the	sentence.”	If	we	eliminate	or	
reanimate	 most	 of	 the	 zombie	 nouns	 (tendency	 becomes	 tend,	 abstraction	 becomes	
abstract)	 and	 add	 a	 human	 subject	 and	 some	 active	 verbs,	 et	 viola,	 the	 sentence	
miraculously	 comes	 alive;	 otherwise,	 the	 full	 or	 clear	 transmission	 of	 the	message	will	 be	
blocked.	 At	 best,	 true	 nominalizations	 help	 us	 express	 complex	 ideas:	 perception,	
intelligence,	epistemology,	at	worst,	there	is	communication	breakdown.	The	language	used	
should	 remain	 firmly	 embedded	 in	 the	 physical	 world	 by	 using	 concrete	 language.	
Subsequently	 she	clarifies:	 “To	get	a	 feeling	 for	how	zombie	nouns	work,	 release	a	 few	of	
them	 into	 a	 sentence	 and	watch	 them	 sap	 all	 of	 its	 life[,]”	 but	 also	watch	 it	 become	 the	
epitome	of	obfuscation,	inanity,	and	abstraction.5	The	fuel	that	pumps	the	engine	of	‘stylish’	
writing	 must	 contain	 six	 substances	 which	 Sword	 calls	 the	 6	 Cs’:	 communication,	 craft,	
creativity,	concreteness,	choice	and	courage.	These	features	facilitate	the	understanding	of	
the	abstract	content	that	is	an	inevitable	constituent	of	any	disciplinary	writing.6	As	a	result,	
the	 reading	 of	 academic	 papers	 becomes	 not	 only	 pleasurable	 but	 smooth	 sailing.	 [All	
examples	were	derived	from	the	original	articles.]	
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Abstraction	 breeds	 boredom;	 to	 that	 effect,	 Sword	 points	 to	 an	 essay	 ("Professional	
Boredom,")	by	William	Cronon,	president	of	the	American	Historical	Association,	who	talks	
about	writing	that	builds	walls	to	keep	readers	out	rather	than	pulling	them	down	to	invite	
them	in.	Authors	are	responsible	for	 inoculating	their	writing	against	“jargonitis,”	as	Sword	
states,	 turning	 this	 habit	 into	 an	 addiction	 or	 a	 disease	 to	 which	 a	 cure	 must	 be	 sought	
pronto.	 As	 we	 said	 earlier,	 she	 cautions	 that	 not	 following	 her	 stylistic	 prescriptions	 will	
result	in	dull	and	ineffective	work.	Similarly	Cronon,	a	pro	in	how	to	make	history	appealing	
to	non-historians,	 urges	his	 peers	 to	 resist	 the	 temptation	of	 narrowing	down	 the	 field	 to	
accommodate	 only	 a	 high-brow	 audience,	 and	 in	 lieu	 “continue	 to	 reach	 beyond	 [their]	
professional	circles	to	a	public	that	includes	not	just	an	educated	citizenry[.]”	He	is	confident	
that	“by	welcoming	into	the	general	intellectual	community	whoever	shares	our	passion	for	
the	selected	subject	of	their	heart	or	choice	[,]”	we	can	eliminate	boredom.7	Sword	reminds	
us	 that	 whatever	 we	 plan	 to	 teach	 or	 write,	 our	 responsibility	 as	 educators	must	 be	 top	
priority.	 That	 means	 we	 are	 obliged	 to	 share	 our	 knowledge	 by	 transmitting	 it	 in	 a	
comprehensible	 fashion.	Maintaining	 a	wide	 appeal	 is	 the	 goal.	 Echoing	 Sword,	 Cronan	 is	
proud	 that	 professional	 historians	 have	 succeeded	 in	 deleting	 from	 their	 work	 all	 the	
elements	 she	 considers	 to	 be	 detrimental	 to	writing.	 As	 educators	we	 are	 driven	 to	 seek	
fruitful	intellectual	dialogue	and	camaraderie	with	a	lay	as	well	as	with	an	educated	public.		
To	make	what	she	preaches	accessible	to	all,	she	has	designed	a	user-friendly	website,	called	
The	Writer's	Diet	(www.writersdiet.com),	borrowing	Lanham’s	fitness	metaphor	referred	to	
earlier,	who	talks	about	getting	rid	of	the	‘lard	factor’	in	writing.	To	determine	if	your	prose	
passes	the	health	test,	you	can	post	a	representative	written	specimen,	of	a	set	length	100	
to	1,000	words	 long,	 and	 the	program	will	 assess	 it	 from	 fit	 to	 flabby;	 for	 example,	 it	will	
detect	 the	 vibrancy	 of	 your	 verbs,	 noun	 density,	 proliferation	 of	 prepositions,	 needless	
modifiers,	and	“nutritionally	bankrupt	words”	like	demonstrative	pronouns.	It	is	an	essential	
App	 for	 all	 writers	 to	 familiarize	 themselves	 with	 as	 they	 can	 coincidentally	 grasp	 the	
fundamentals	of	writing	while	using	it.	And	who	knows,	perhaps	they	would	stand	a	better	
chance	of	having	 the	massive	doors	of	publishing	houses	open	and	 ready	 to	greet	 them	 if	
and	when	 they	decide	 to	knock.	 [For	an	optical	view	of	 the	diagnostic	online	card	see	 the	
Endnotes].	 But	 remember:	 To	 shrink	 the	 distance	 between	 “flabby”	 and	 “fit,”	 it	 is	 not	
enough	 to	 just	get	 rid	of	 redundant	words;	 “avoid	 the	clotted	cream	of	 jargon,”	and	steer	
clear	of	writing	“uninspiring,	cookie-cutter	prose,”	but	 to	create	“vigorous	sentences”	 that	
are	 “nourished	 with	 high-quality	 ingredients”	 (as	 she	 light-heartedly	 describes	 in	 an	
interview).	To	complete	the	comparison,	the	mandatory	diet	advised	above	is	the	equivalent	
to	eating	balanced	meals	 rather	 than	 junk	 food,	and	 then	allow	your	writing	 to	undergo	a	
workout	until	it	emerges	trim	and	toned	and,	therefore	more	appealing.	Moving	along	with	
her	'diet'	metaphor,	Sword	contends	that	The	Writer’s	Diet	website	is	not	about	“skinnying	
down”	our	writing,”	but	more	about	 taking	“it	 for	a	workout."8	When	all	 is	 said	and	done,	
the	 Writer’sDiet	 Test	 is	 a	 fascinating	 and	 useful	 tool	 for	 reflection	 and	 an	 aid	 to	 proper	
editing.	Sweating	over	one’s	writing	initiates	and	fosters	interaction;	hence	Sword	tells	Jesse	
Mulligan	 “Many	 writers	 don't	 understand	 that	 really	 readable	 prose	 is	 the	 result	 of	 hard	
work.”	Logically	speaking	of	course:	"Somebody's	gotta	do	the	work	–	so	either	the	author's	
doing	the	work	to	make	it	readable	or	the	reader's	doing	the	work	to	try	to	figure	out	what	
the	hell	 they're	 saying".9	 She	 indicates	 further:	 “Writing	 is	 a	 complex,	 emotionally	 fraught	
task	for	nearly	all	academic	writers,”	nevertheless,	it	is	the	writer’s	duty	not	to	pass	on	the	
buck	 to	 the	 reader	 to	 decode	 or	 to	misconstrue	 their	work	 altogether,	which	 shows	 they	
disrespect	their	fans	to	say	the	least.10	
	
Quite	 frankly,	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 computer	 programs	 evaluating	 prose,	 the	 cards	 scarcely	
produce	 reliable	 data.	 Even	 Sword	 admits	 that	 composition	 teachers	 should	 bear	 in	mind	
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that	automated	paper	grading	tends	to	yield	precarious	results.	Regrettably,	such	solutions	
have	gradually	seeped	into	our	primary	school	education	for	the	sake	of	producing	speedy	
marks	collection	in	standardized	tests.	The	difference	of	these	programs	with	Sword’s	is	like	
night	and	day	because	she	insists	on	heavy-duty	training	prior	to	technical	dependence.	The	
celebrated	e-Rater,	the	automated	reader	developed	by	the	Educational	Testing	Service,	for	
instance,	 can	grade	a	phenomenal	16,000	essays	 in	20	 seconds.	 The	high	numbers	 should	
alert	 us	 to	 the	 danger	 imminent	 in	 such	 programs,	 which	 reward	 big	 words	 and	 long	
sentences,	while	ignoring	the	actual	content	and	writing	style	of	essays,	--	the	very	antithesis	
of	what	she	believes	and	campaigns	for.	Finally,	she	asserts	that	the	online	Writer’s	Diet	Test	
is	not	designed	to	judge,	reprimand	or	shame	writers	but	to	help	them;	in	fact,	it	should	be	
taken	 with	 a	 grain	 of	 salt.	 After	 all,	 as	 she	 has	 confirmed	 lately,	 “Great	 writing	 can’t	 be	
reduced	to	an	algorithm”.	
	
To	round	off	Helen	Sword’s	philosophy	of	good	writing,	mention	must	be	made	to	another	
diagnostic	 tool	 for	 assessing	 the	 working	 habits	 of	 a	 writer,	 which	 goes	 by	 the	 acronym	
BASE.	With	this	additional	online	system,	we	begin	to	see	how	her	view	of	writing	is	multi-
dimensional,	 and	delivers	a	more	 spherical	or	holistic	approach	 lacking	 in	previous	writing	
guides,	mainly	because	it	takes	into	account	the	emotional	and	social	aspects	of	the	author	
in	 the	 pre-and-while	 writing	 stages.	 Incidentally,	 the	 totality	 of	 her	 vision	 on	 acquiring	
masterful	 scholarly	 skills	 can	 be	 deduced	 only	 by	 reading	 Stylish	 Academic	 Writing,	 The	
Writer's	Diet	A	Guide	to	Fit	Prose,	and	Air	&	Light	&	Time	&	Space	How	Successful	Academics	
Write	in	tandem.	Based	on	interviews	with	100	academic	writers	and	1200	responses	to	an	
anonymous	questionnaire	about	academic	writing,	Sword	has	selected	four	writerly	'habits'	
that	are	 reflected	 in	our	writing	attitudes,	practices,	 and	output.	 She	maintains	 that	more	
than	80	percent	of	how-to	 literature	centers	on	behavioral	and	artisanal	habits	alone,	but	
she	 also	prefers	 to	 showcase	 the	 social	 and	emotional	 facets	of	 the	writing	 experience	 as	
well.	In	this	case,	too,	there	is	a	free	online	version	available.	It	draws	for	those	who	tap	into	
it	a	personal	profile	at	the	push	of	a	button,	along	with	oodles	of	technical	advice	on	how	a	
graduate	student	and	a	professional	writer	can	broaden	and	deepen	the	BASE	on	which	they	
can	 structure	 and	 express	 ideas	 stylishly	 in	 their	 work	 --	 to	 use	 Sword’s	 construction	
metaphor	 once	 again.	 That	 means	 that	 her	 book	 cannot	 simply	 be	 considered	 a	 writing	
manual	 but	 also	 a	 sociological	 and	 anthropological	 study	 of	 academic	 writing	 to	 boot.	 In	
essence,	 successful	 academics	 found	 their	writing	 practice	 on	 four	 pillars	 she	 identifies	 as	
the	 BASE	 of	 the	 “house	 of	writing”	without	which	 no	 “home	 improvement”	 can	 proceed.	
They	appear	below	as	itemized	in	Toor’s	review:-		
	
• Behavioral	 habits	 center	 on	 discipline,	 persistence,	 and	 thinking	 out	 of	 the	 box.	 They	

can	flourish	faster	by	deviating	from	set	formulas	and	rules	devised	by	others.	As	Sword	
affirms:	conventions	are	simply	trends	not	laws	to	which	we	must	forever	be	enslaved.	

• Artisanal	 habits	 include	 skills	 of	 craftsmanship,	 editing	 and	 polishing	 your	 work.	
According	to	Sword,	few	academics	enroll	in	an	accredited	course	or	consult	a	bona	fide	
mentoring	 scheme	 before	 deciding	 to	write	 professionally	 in	 their	 field	 of	 interest.	 It	
follows	 that	 their	 writing,	 which	 plays	 such	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 their	 academic	
advancement,	 is	 left	up	to	 luck,	 leaving	open	the	possibility	as	to	whether	their	entire	
career	will	sink	or	stay	afloat.		

• Social	 habits	 comprise	 certain	 behaviors	 such	 as	 team	 work,	 cooperation,	 and	
collegiality,	which	are	imperative	in	bringing	about	the	social	aspect	of	writing.	Sword	is	
convinced	 that	 scholarly	writing	 is	basically	a	group	activity	not	an	 individualistic	one.	
Since	two	brains	are	better	than	one	for	producing	more	effective	results,	 it	 is	best	to	
generate	 positive	 social	 habits	 around	 writing.	 One	 way	 of	 doing	 that	 is	 by	 opening	
windows	of	opportunity	for	students	and	profs	to	share	in	the	writing	process	itself	as	
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well	 as	 in	 the	 revision/editing	of	 the	 finished	product	 for	 the	purposes	of	 exchanging	
feedback	that	will	help	cultivate	a	superior	product.		

• Emotional	 habits	 have	 been	 introduced	 by	 Sword	 in	 order	 to	 firmly	 establish	 the	
positive	aspect	of	writing	rather	than	just	harping	on	the	negative	emotions	with	which	
we	 are	 all	 too	 familiar.	 However	 for	 those	 who	 manage	 to	 master	 the	 craft,	 the	
pleasure	and	satisfaction	ensuing	from	the	experience	are	truly	the	crown	jewels.	With	
her	stylish	guidelines	Sword	drives	home	the	message	that	the	exasperating	and	horrific	
feelings	 every	 writer	 has	 to	 overcome	 should	 not	 be	 regarded	 as	 an	 obstacle	 to	
successful	writing,	 but	 as	 a	motivational	 factor	 that	 can	 induce	 and	 foster	 inspiration	
and	creativity.	

	
Writers	 often	 wonder	 if	 their	 arguments	 sound	 convincing;	 if	 their	 research	 is	 well-
documented;	 if	 their	 sentences	 are	 flat	 or	 flaccid;	 more	 importantly,	 they	 agonize	 over	
whether	they	are	smart	enough	to	be	admitted	 into	the	elite	club	of	their	own	field.	 In	an	
effort	to	reframe	negative	emotions	about	writing,	Sword	again	uses	metaphors.	Instead	of	
describing	 the	writing	enterprise	using	adjectives	 like	 ‘fiddly,’	 ‘finicky,’	 and	 ‘laborious,’	 she	
substitutes	them	with	metaphors	like	sculpting,	crafting,	molding,	and	polishing.		
But	enough	of	the	well-deserved	encomiums	at	this	point!	For	a	review	to	fulfill	its	function	
to	 the	 fullest,	 the	praise	must	be	 counteracted	by	 spotting	at	 least	 a	 couple	of	defects	or	
contradictions	 in	 her	 theories	 of	 stylish	 writing.	 To	 be	 fair,	 I	 had	 to	 read	 long	 and	 hard	
between	the	lines	in	order	to	decipher	some	of	the	adverse	implications	in	the	book	and	to	
decide	if	Sword’s	suggestions	and	solutions	to	the	problems	facing	instructors	attempting	to	
train	students	 in	 the	stylish	method	of	writing	were	adequately	answered.	Let	us	 see	how	
well	 the	book	has	fared.	Running	a	crash	test	on	Sword’s	entire	theories	of	good	writing,	 I	
came	across	several	inconsistencies.		
	
The	first	oxymoron	that	springs	to	mind	after	a	serious	reading	of	her	stylish	guideline	is	the	
curious	 mix	 in	 an	 academic	 paper	 of	 subjective	 elements,	 like	 the	 felt	 presence	 of	 the	
workings	 of	 the	 imagination,	 the	 inclusion	 of	 the	 1st	 person	 pronoun,	 anecdotal	
interpolations,	 and	 personal	 opinion,	 alongside	 the	 necessary	 existence	 of	 objective	
research,	which	by	its	very	nature,	demands	the	exclusion	of	the	self	and	of	personal	bias.	As	
students,	we	are	being	hammered	from	the	start	to	follow	strict	objectivity	so	as	to	achieve	
high	grades	 in	all	areas	of	 learning.	But	here	 is	 the	conundrum:	a)	Personal	pronouns	may	
not	 be	 appropriate	 for	 formal	 writing,	 and	 b)	 how	 can	 a	 fresher	 specify	 what	 exactly	 a	
scholarly	 voice	 is;	 or	 how	 to	distinguish	between	 the	 academic	 and	 the	 journalistic	 styles;	
most	crucially,	how	can	a	an	academically	inexperienced	student	transition	to	graduate-level	
writing	 which	 must	 be	 sifted	 through	 solid	 research.	 As	 a	 result,	 university	 students	 and	
academics	are	constantly	struggling	to	find	their	voice	in	an	environment	that	superimposes	
objectivity	 over	 subjectivity	 in	 writing.	 Naturally,	 there	 are	 some	 elements	 of	 writing	 to	
consider	when	facing	a	scholarly	audience:	word	choice,	tone,	and	effective	use	of	evidence.	
Here	 are	 Sword’s	 guidelines	 on	 these	 problematic	 issues.	 To	 be	 on	 the	 safe	 side,	 before	
attempting	to	write,	you	should	ask	yourself	the	following:		
	

ü Is	my	paper	objective?	
ü Am	I	using	sufficient	literature	to	support	my	assertions?	
ü How	can	I	communicate	with	a	wider	readership?	

	
Granted	 that	 employing	 these	 rules	 will	 ensure	 impartiality;	 after	 which	 your	 writing	 will	
become	lucid,	concise,	and	without	excesses	--	an	approach	that	will	allow	your	content	to	
shine	through.	But	how	can	a	sophomore	reach	this	conclusion	without	being	seized	by	fear	
and	hesitation	 --	not	counting	going	 through	repeated	 trials	and	errors	and,	consequently,	
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receiving	 poor	 grades?	Must	 not	 the	 instructors	 also	 be	 educated	 in	 stylish	 writing	 first?	
Should	 there	 not	 be	 an	 overhaul	 in	 the	 way	 academic	 writing	 is	 being	 taught	 before	 we	
expect	our	students	to	adopt	 it	as	a	writing	style?	Sword’s	answers	to	these	questions	are	
somewhat	 fuzzy,	 even	 though	 the	 initial	 problem	 is	 marginally	 suggested	 but	 without	
proposing	any	concrete	solutions.	
	
For	 instance,	 regarding	 the	 use	 of	 the	 personal	 pronoun	 she	 attempts	 a	 faint	 solution:	
“Those	who	 choose	 a	mixed	mode	 (personal	 pronouns	with	 an	 impersonal	 voice	 or	 third-
person	pronouns	with	a	subjective	voice)	must	work	through	the	potential	inconsistencies	of	
their	 personal-yet-distanced	 stance.	 Notably,	 those	 who	 favor	 third-person,	 impersonal	
prose	 need	 to	 ask	 themselves	 what	 they	 are	 trying	 to	 achieve	 by	 suppressing	 personal	
agency[.]	…”	(p	43)	Most	academics	publish	books	and	articles	because	they	hope,	on	some	
level,	 to	 change	 their	 readers’	 minds	 because,	 as	 Sword	 affirms:	 “When	 we	 muzzle	 the	
personal	 voice,	 we	 risk	 subverting	 our	 whole	 purpose	 as	 researchers,	 which	 is	 to	 foster	
change	by	 communicating	new	knowledge	 to	our	 intended	audience	 in	 the	most	effective	
and	 persuasive	 way	 possible.	 Indeed,	 attention	 to	 audience	 is	 a	 hidden	 but	 essential	
ingredient	of	all	stylish	academic	writing.	One	simple	way	to	establish	a	bond	with	readers	is	
to	employ	the	second-person	pronoun	you,	either	directly	or	by	means	of	imperative	verbs,	
a	mode	 particularly	 favored	 by	 philosophers	 and	mathematical	 scientists.”	 (p	 44)	 It	 is	 not	
clear	 in	 the	 book	 what	 an	 appropriate	 use	 of	 the	 first	 person	 is?	 As	 an	 English	 language	
tutor,	 I	 fail	 to	 find	 any	 instructional	 method	 that	 will	 help	 me	 train	 beginning	 students	
acquire	 this	 sense,	 despite	 the	 extended	 commentary	 she	 lays	 out	 on	 the	 numberless	
excerpts	 related	 to	 the	 language	points	dealt	with	 in	each	chapter.	 For	how	can	using	 the	
personal	pronoun	and	anecdotes	jive	with	objectivity?	It	is	a	fine	balancing	act	for	the	writer	
to	juggle	--	a	skill	that	will	take	time	to	convey	to	our	students,	especially,	when	most	of	the	
articles	 in	 peer-reviewed	 journals	 do	 not	 follow	 Sword’s	 guidelines	 as	 she	 complains	
throughout	the	book.	
	
The	 second	 oxymoron	 is	 how	 to	 handle	 the	 hurdle	 of	 disciplinary	 jargon	 of	 which	 Sword	
devotes	 a	 big	 chunk	 of	 chapter	 ten	 entitled	 “Jargonitis”.	 Of	 course,	 most	 academics	 are	
familiar	with	 the	specialized	vocabulary	of	 their	 field	and	are	aware	of	 its	 significance	but,	
she	expects	them	to	also	acknowledge	that	it	is	a	necessary	evil.	Though	she	characterizes	it	
as	 a	 disease,	 one	wonders	 how	 can	 experts	manage	 to	 express	 the	 fundamental	 ideas	 of	
their	 subject	 clearly	 to	 a	 wider	 audience	 without	 it.	 She	 advises	 proper	 use	 and	 with	
measure.	But	how	can	that	be	accomplished?	I	suppose	(but	Sword	is	silent	on	the	point)	it	
would	 be	 incumbent	 upon	 the	 author	 to	 define	 the	 various	 terms	 for	 the	 general	 public.	
Clarifying	further,	set	terms	like	‘end-stage	renal	disease’	in	the	medical	field	or	the	ideas	of	
‘scaffolding’	and	 ‘differentiation’	 in	 teaching	 require	prior	knowledge	on	 the	 readers’	part,	
so	the	author	could	explain	their	meaning	in	a	footnote,	giving	the	reader	of	an	article	the	
ability	 to	 follow	 the	 general	 flow	 of	 the	 piece	 through	 a	 thorough	 comprehension	 of	 its	
contents.	In	scholarly	work,	the	writer	is	expected	to	have	original	thoughts	on	the	issue	at	
hand,	but	those	insights	must	be	grounded	in	research,	critical	reading,	and	analysis	rather	
than	personal	experience	or	opinion.	To	take	the	former	path,	writers	have	to	cite	sufficient	
sources	 to	 immunize	 their	 writing	 from	 scattered	 personal	 or	 public	 opinions	 which	 are	
unsubstantiated	 by	 nature.	 Instead,	 the	writer's	 opinion	 is	welded	 subtly	 and	 dexterously	
with	the	 information	from	multiple	sources	to	formulate	a	unique	synthesis	that	will	allow	
him/her	to	persuade	the	reader.	Again,	the	how-to	of	the	matter	practically	for	the	teacher	
in	the	classroom	is	vague.	
	
The	 third	 oxymoron	 is	 Sword’s	 insistence	 on	 anchoring	 abstract	 ideas	 firmly	 in	 concrete	
language	where	metaphor	looms	large.	Realistically	however,	weak	and	confused	metaphors	
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could	involve	the	reader	and	writer	in	a	deadly	game	of	thorns.	For	thinking	metaphorically	
means	 that	 our	 students	 are	 exposed	 to	 the	 study	 and	 enjoyment	 of	 literary	 works	 --	
something	 that	 with	 the	 advent	 of	 technology	 has	 faded	 into	 the	 background,	 and	 along	
with	 the	 reading	 of	 literature,	 the	 loss	 of	 stylish	 writing	 as	 well.	 Being	 well-versed	 in	
literature	would	also	be	demanded	of	academic	writers	in	all	fields	--	something	which	is	not	
feasible,	 or	 even	 sensible,	 to	 anticipate	 from	 a	 scientist	 for	 example.	 The	 book	 lays	 out	
precisely	how	academics	could	bridle	or	 control	 their	addiction	 for	 stodgy	and	unreadable	
prose	and	compose	 intelligible	and	cogent	papers	 instead.	 Instructors	already	competently	
train	 their	 students	 to	 bypass	 mechanical	 and	 grammatical	 problems.	 For	 the	 most	 part,	
stylistic	glitches	result	from	poor	craftsmanship:	perhaps	the	author	has	tried	to	cram	three	
or	 four	major	 ideas	 into	 a	 single	 sentence,	 or	 accumulated	 several	 subordinate	 clauses	 in	
one	badly	punctuated	sentence.	Such	errors	are	mostly	grammatical	and	syntactical,	and	are	
a	 far	cry	 from	teaching	students	 to	come	to	grips	with	stylishness.	Concomitantly,	Sword’s	
insistence	 that	 stylish	 writers	 should	 tell	 compelling	 stories	 (the	 definition	 of	 this	 loaded	
literary	 term	 is	 not	 clear-cut;	 how	 would	 a	 medic	 interpret	 the	 word!!),	 and	 show	 a	
humorous	attitude	when	examining	serious	medical	and	philosophical	subjects	(again,	what	
kind	of	humor	is	in	good	taste	or	appropriate	when	examining	serious	subjects),	supplies	the	
reader	 with	 "aesthetic	 and	 intellectual	 pleasure,"	 while	 it	 allows	 academics	 to	 write	 with	
"originality,	 imagination,	and	creative	 flair."	On	the	other	hand,	 this	writerly	direction	may	
create	 anxiety,	 stylistic	 dilemmas,	 even	 annoyance,	 in	many	 students	 and	 academics	 that	
were	 taught	 engaging	 in	 a	 flashy	 and/or	 personal	 type	 of	 writing,	 will	 make	 them	 come	
across	as	banal,	ridiculous,	and	self-indulgent	--	these	stylistic	features	being	diachronically	
reserved	for	literary	practices.		
	
By	way	of	rounding	off	my	critique,	as	an	instructor	of	English	language	and	literature,	I	am	
aware	of	how	difficult	 it	 is	 for	most	 students	 to	differentiate	between	 journalistic,	 literary	
and	academic	prose.	Besides,	many	may	have	read	insufficient	amounts	of	literary	or	poetic	
works.	We	expend	a	great	deal	of	effort	to	show	our	students	how	to	imitate	an	academic	
style,	 which	 really	 translates	 into	 an	 impersonal,	 abstract	 style	 with	 scarce	 or	 no	
metaphorical	 or	 literary	 ornamentation.	 As	 teachers	 we	 should	 make	 stylish	 writing	 the	
norm	before	we	push	our	students	to	take	the	chance	to	use	it	professionally;	otherwise,	we	
could	 end	 up	 confusing	 or	 giving	 them	 mixed	 signals.	 Admittedly,	 both	 teachers	 and	
students	could	probably	derive	good	advice	from	Sword's	book;	for	instance,	instructing	our	
learners	to	structure	their	papers	well	and	 improve	the	sentences	that	are,	as	Sword	says,	
“rotten	at	the	core”	by	keeping	nouns	and	verbs	close	together;	using	concrete	nouns	and	
dynamic	 verbs;	 “de-cluttering”	 their	 writing	 from	 unnecessary	 words,	 thus	 substantially	
reducing	the	word	count	down	to	what	is	absolutely	functional.	Getting	rid	of	litter	not	only	
liberates	your	writing	 from	what	Sword	calls	 “long-winded”	and	“slow-moving”	 sentences,	
but	 it	 also	means	minimizing	adjectives	and	adverbs	 that	are	useless.	That	will	 enable	our	
graduates	deal	with	their	research	topic	in	a	precise	and	clear	manner.		
	
Once	 and	 for	 all,	 Sword	 bursts	 the	 bubble	 that	 skilled	 academicians	 continually	 crank	 out	
fine	prose	instantaneously,	confessing	that	she	turns	out	a	lot	of	rough	drafts	and	not	a	one-
take	 finished	product.	 It’s	 no	wonder	 then	 she	 views	 academic	writing	 as	 a	 laborious	 and	
time-consuming	craft	that	eventually	gets	molded	into	a	beautiful	object.	As	she	confides	to	
a	 reviewer:	 “I’ve	 come	 to	 recognize	 that	 slow	writing	 and	meticulous	editing	 are	not	 ‘bad	
habits’	 that	 can	 or	 should	 be	 changed;	 they’re	 simply	my	way	 of	working.”	 In	 chapter	 11	
entitled	 “Structural	 Designs”	 Sword	 chooses	 essayist	 Annie	 Dillard,	 who	 following	 in	 her	
footsteps,	 describes	 writing	 as	 an	 architectural	 endeavor,	 stitched	 together	 like	 a	
“continuous	 cycle	 of	 design,	 demolition,	 and	 rebuilding[,]”	 where	 “[s]entences	 are	 the	
bricks;	 paragraphs	 are	 the	 walls	 and	 windows:	 Some	 of	 the	 walls	 are	 bearing	 walls;	 they	
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have	 to	 stay,	 or	 everything	 will	 fall	 down.	 Other	 walls	 can	 go	 with	 impunity.	 ...	
Unfortunately,	 it	 is	often	a	bearing	wall	that	has	to	go.	…	Knock	it	out.”	Dillard’s	metaphor	
focuses	on	the	emotional	aspect	of	the	writing	process,	“which	involves	destruction	as	well	
as	production,	short-term	 losses	as	well	as	 long-term	gains.”	Academic	writers	do	not	as	a	
rule	 submit	 to	 William	 Wordsworth’s	 motto	 of	 indulging	 in	 a	 passionate	 overflow	 of	
powerful	feeling	when	writing,	because	they	think	of	themselves	primarily	as	“craftspeople	
who	regard	their	texts	as	intricate,	labor-intensive	structures	that	must	be	carefully	planned	
and	meticulously	built,	from	the	pouring	of	the	foundation	and	the	sourcing	of	the	materials	
to	the	final	polishing	of	the	banisters—	not	to	mention	those	rare	but	wrenching	occasions	
when	the	wrecking	ball	must	be	called	in”	(pp	121-2).	
	
Meanwhile,	let	us	return	to	the	construction	metaphor	again,	this	time	not	simply	to	zoom	
in	on	the	rhetorical	and	structural	pronouncements	on	good	writing,	but	also	to	underscore	
the	 deficient	 and	 shoddy	 ones,	 thereby	 establish	 the	 Swordian	 stylistic	 benchmark	 more	
clearly.	Here	is	what	Sword	thinks	about	the	minor	role	of	section	headings	play	in	a	paper:	
“In	 a	 conventionally	 structured	 academic	 article,	 section	 headings	 function	 like	 centrally	
positioned,	neatly	 labeled	doorways	 that	 lead	us	 from	one	well-proportioned	 room	to	 the	
next.	In	a	uniquely	structured	article,	by	contrast,	we	never	quite	know	where	we	are	going	
or	why,	unless	 the	author	makes	a	 special	 effort	 to	 keep	us	on	 track.	 In	 some	humanities	
articles,	 the	 section	 headings	 feel	 more	 like	 partitions	 randomly	 inserted	 to	 break	 up	 a	
cavernous	 space	 than	 like	 the	 coherent	 components	 of	 an	 architectural	 plan:	 A	 well-
structured	 article	 or	 book,	 like	 a	well-built	 house,	 requires	 careful	 thought	 and	planning.”	
(pp	129-130)	Gleaning	more	insights	from	the	architectural	metaphor,	Dillard	deploys	more	
comparisons:		
	

I	think	there	are	two	types	of	writers,	the	architects	and	the	gardeners.	The	
architects	plan	everything	ahead	of	time,	like	an	architect	building	a	house.	
They	know	how	many	rooms	are	going	to	be	in	the	house,	what	kind	of	roof	
they’re	 going	 to	 have,	 where	 the	 wires	 are	 going	 to	 run,	 what	 kind	 of	
plumbing	 there’s	 going	 to	 be.	 They	 have	 the	 whole	 thing	 designed	 and	
blueprinted	out	before	they	even	nail	the	first	board	up.	(pp	252-3)11	

	
Not	forgetting	that	there	is	a	negative	streak	to	obsessive	organization	and	control,	we	must	
take	 Dillard’s	 lead	 and	 ask:	 “Does	 not	 the	 super	 preparation	 sap	 the	 life-blood	 out	 of	
writing?	 .	 .	 .	 I’m	 torn	 between	 the	 two	 paths	 opened	 before	 the	 academic	 writer	 and	
confused	as	to	whether	that	type	of	writing	is	creative	or	academic.	It	seems	to	me	there	is	a	
difference.”	 (p	254)	 I	have	debated	earlier	 the	nebulous	distinction	between	scholarly	and	
literary	writing	and	Sword’s	eagerness	to	combine	both,	but	here	Dillard	justifies	my	qualms.	
In	 the	metaphor,	 the	 poet	who	 is	more	 creative	 and	 directed	 by	 his	 imagination	 or	 inner	
light	is	designated	as	‘gardener’.	Architects,	along	with	their	engineers,	create	a	precise	and	
detailed	blueprint	before	construction	commences	--	the	academic	author	has	to	work	in	the	
same	manner.	
	
On	the	other	hand,	I	would	ask	my	students	to	keep	the	personal	voice,	relevant	anecdotes,	
and	striking	analogies	rather	 low	in	their	assignments,	and	 later	 in	their	professional	work,	
until	they	conduct	a	search	to	ascertain	whether	such	technical	tactics	are	accepted	by	their	
disciplines,	 publishers	 or	 institutions.	 Similarly,	 we	 could	 explain	 to	 students	 that	 certain	
rules	 are	not	written	 in	 stone,	but	 that	 at	 various	 stages	 in	 their	 studies	 and	 careers	 they	
may	need	to	learn	how	to	write	in	different	styles.		
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The	 fourth	 oxymoron	 arises,	 according	 to	 Sword,	 from	 the	 blatant	 inconsistencies	 she	
perceives	between	the	guidelines	of	major	journals;	standard	style	guides	like	MLA,	Chicago,	
APA,	 which	 she	 also	 enumerates	 in	 Stylish	 Academic	 Writing,	 and	 the	 quality	 of	 writing	
practices	 of	 academics	 we	 commonly	 read	 in	 most	 books	 and	 reviews.	 Some	 of	 these	
misconceptions	as	we	mentioned	earlier	include	the	banning	of	the	first-person	pronouns	or	
the	 wholesale	 preference	 of	 the	 passive	 voice.	 Frankly	 speaking,	 the	 four	 incongruities	
referred	 to	 demand	 a	 serious	 re-orientation	 of	 our	 educational	 system	 --	 especially	 with	
regards	English	language	teaching	--	before	Sword’s	stylish	agenda	can	be	implemented.		
Concluding	 this	 section,	 scholarly	 writing	 necessitates	 careful	 citation	 of	 sources	 and	 the	
presence	of	a	bibliography	or	 reference	 list	 that	denotes	grappling	with	the	 larger	body	of	
literature	 on	 the	 topic	 that	 belongs	 to	 the	 wider	 intellectual	 community.	 The	mechanical	
characteristics	of	scholarly	writing	are:	avoiding	bias;	strong	 introductions	and	conclusions;	
effective	paragraphing;	building	and	organizing	academic	arguments	throughout	the	paper;	
especially	 in	 the	 body;	 overall	 cohesion	 and	 logical	 flow;	 gluing	 the	 paper	 together	 with	
linking	words	 and	 phrases,	 and	 demonstrating	 solid	 critical	 thinking	 --	 to	 record	 the	most	
basic.	 Revision,	 reflection,	 and	 editing,	 top	 off	 the	 life	 cycle	 of	 a	 paper	 that	 has	 to	 be	
completed	before	submission	for	publication.		
	
Stylish	 Academic	 Writing	 exhibits	 superbly	 all	 the	 factors	 that	 can	 obstruct	 research	
originality	 and	 clear	 communication.	 Academic	 writing	 is	 a	 special	 genre	 of	 writing	 that	
endorses	 and	 enforces	 its	 own	 set	 of	 rules	 and	 practices.	 Whatever	 subjects	 you	 are	
studying	and	writing	about,	your	audience	(which	could	also	embrace	non-specialists)	has	to	
be	able	to	comprehend	the	content	of	your	paper	or	book.	For	this	reason,	the	writer’s	pen	
should	 act	 like	 a	 surgeon’s	 scalpel	 that	 rids	 the	piece	of	work	 at	hand	 from	any	wrong	or	
redundant	 wording	 or	 poor	 craftsmanship	 and	 ensure	 that	 every	 paragraph,	 word,	 or	
sentence,	 down	 to	 the	 last	 punctuation	mark,	 is	 in	 the	 right	 place	 and	 functions	perfectly	
towards	the	total	design.	Hence,	in	order	to	present	a	convincing	and	persuasive	argument,	
you	have	 to	 integrate	 your	 ideas	with	 the	most	 recent	 and	 legitimate	 literature	 available.	
Writing	papers,	books	or	assignments	not	only	allows	you	to	come	to	a	better	understanding	
of	 the	subject	 in	a	profound	and	analytical	way,	but	also	to	use	your	work	as	a	vehicle	 for	
illustrating	 your	 ability	 to	 reason	 and	 write	 well.	 Thus,	 if	 your	 work	 is	 to	 have	 social	
significance;	it	is	vital	for	authors	to	have	good	communication	skills.	
	
Finally,	 I	wish	 to	highlight	one	more	 implication	 that	 can	potentially	be	deduced	 from	Ms.	
Sword’s	book	 if	one	 takes	 the	 time	 to	 read	carefully.	 Though	 to	give	her	 credit,	 there	 is	 a	
latent	or	quiescent	sociological	--	and	I	might	add	philosophical/theological	--	layer	that	she	
fears	has	disappeared	from	university	curricula.	If	we	scratch	beneath	the	surface,	we	realize	
that	 the	 spread	 of	 atrophied,	 esoteric,	 and	 incomprehensible	 prose	 overshadows	 a	much	
larger	 problem	 in	 contemporary	 higher	 education	 —	 the	 crisis	 of	 relevancy,	 a	 sense	 of	
meaninglessness	 vis-a-vis	 the	 material	 world.	 Involving	 students	 in	 an	 ongoing	 quest	 for	
truth	 and	 meaning	 in	 life	 is	 almost	 non-existent	 in	 today’s	 secular	 institutions	 of	 higher	
learning.	 The	 spiritual	 dearth	 that	 characterizes	 modern	 higher	 education	 has	 spawned	
many	books	that	lament	the	senseless	and	valueless	quality	of	the	contemporary	intellectual	
backdrop.	 Anthony	 Kronman	 grieves	 the	 loss	 of	 humanistic	 interest	 in	 higher	 education,	
blaming	the	lack	of	moral	and	spiritual	growth	partly	on	the	decline	of	the	 liberal	arts.12	 In	
Excellence	Without	a	Soul:	Does	Liberal	Education	Have	a	Future?	Harry	Lewis	explores	the	
inability	of	higher	education	 to	plunge	students	 into	endless	disputations	about	existential	
matters	that	would	precipitate	or,	at	least,	nudge	their	personal	development.	Sword	goes	a	
step	further	when	she	underlines	the	fact	that	the	lack	of	moral	stature	eventually	also	leads	
to	the	hollowing	out	of	academic	writing.	The	secularization	of	the	past	100	years	may	have	
combated	 superstition,	 narrow-mindedness,	 sectarianism	 and	 dogmatism	 but	 it	 seems	 to	
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have	 failed	 today’s	 youth	because	nothing	else	was	 substituted	 in	 its	 place.	 The	 incessant	
activity	 of	 “deconstructing”	 old-fashioned	 and	 conservative	 beliefs	 has	 backfired	 since	 it	
failed	 to	 nurture	 citizens	 capable	 of	 dealing	with	 complex	moral	 issues.	 This	 dogged	 view	
upheld	by	many	 is	undermining	 the	quality	of	academic	writing.	Warnings	also	come	from	
another	 serious	 thinker,	 John	Somerville,	who	presents	meticulous	documentation	of	how	
the	rise	of	pluralism	and	relativism	in	North	American	culture	usually	ends	in	superficial	talk	
about	 accepting	 diversity	 &	 tolerance	 without	 healing	 the	 spiritual	 bankruptcy	 that	 is	
affecting	 our	 youth	 today	 --	 an	 attitude,	 reflected	 in	 a	 kind	 of	 writing	 devoid	 of	 value13.	
Beyond	 just	 sounding	alarms,	 these	 thinkers	are	also	 calling	 for	 seminal	 changes	 in	higher	
education.		
	
In	closing,	Sword’s	book	on	academic	writing	is	a	profound	reflection	on	the	ever-widening	
chasm	 in	academic	culture	between	conventional	and	creative	 forms	of	expression	 from	a	
range	of	 viewpoints	with	 special	 emphasis	 on	 intellectual	 productivity,	which	 features	not	
only	her	writing	ideals	but	also	a	generous	serving	of	easily	applicable	pointers	for	efficient	
writing.	As	pointed	out	earlier,	her	favorite	slogan	is	that	“convention	is	not	a	compulsion”	
and	“a	trend	is	not	a	law.”	All	the	writing	tools	with	which	we	are	bombarded	as	scholars	are	
fair	game	when	chosen	with	deep	knowledge	and	a	serious	approach	to	the	craft	of	writing.	
In	 a	 well-executed	 article,	 writers	 should	 adopt	 both	 stereotypical	 and	 hybrid	 styles	 to	
achieve	 the	 best	 effect.	 Sword	 is	 not	 chucking	 traditional	 organizational	 skills	 like	
signposting,	good	paragraphing,	or	well-phrased	thesis	statements,	but	she	is	convinced	that	
formulaic	and	straight-laced	techniques	are	not	 the	only	way	 to	organize	a	paper.	What	 is	
more,	 she	 foregrounds	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 no	 ‘secret	 sauce’	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 writing:	
Every	writer	eventually	discovers	their	way	of	revealing	and	projecting	their	own	intellectual	
truths	to	their	readers.	To	pick	up	on	the	diet	metaphor,	it	is	as	if	a	dietician	authorizes	their	
patients	who	wish	to	lose	weight	to	eat	small	doses	of	everything	in	order	to	stay	trim	and	
healthy.	All	in	moderation	is	the	motto;	nothing	is	taboo	unless	it	is	used	self-indulgently	and	
in	bad	taste.	
	
To	muddy	 the	 waters	 even	 further,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 sign	 off	 by	 quoting	Ms	 Sword	 herself	
talking	about	the	need	of	being	able	to	move	easily	from	genre	to	genre,	choosing	the	best	
adaptable	to	the	topic	under	examination	as	well	as	the	inability	of	freezing	the	diverse	and	
multifarious	qualities	of	style	in	a	definition:	“Of	course,	no	one	can	ever	fully	quantify	style.	
…	 Stylish	 writing	 will	 always	 remain	 a	 matter	 of	 individual	 talent	 and	 taste.	 Moreover,	
writing	styles	vary	considerably	according	to	content,	purpose,	and	intended	audience”	--	a	
tendency	 she	 compares	 to	 the	 change	of	 outfits	 to	 suit	 the	 event	 attended	or	 to	 suit	 the	
weather.	(p	11)	Predating	Sword,	Strunk	and	White	were	voicing	the	same	idea:	“There	is	no	
satisfactory	 explanation	 of	 style,	 no	 infallible	 guide	 to	 good	 writing,	 no	 assurance	 that	 a	
person	 who	 thinks	 clearly	 will	 be	 able	 to	 write	 clearly,	 no	 key	 that	 unlocks	 the	 door,	 no	
inflexible	 rule	by	which	 the	 young	writer	may	 shape	his	 course.	He	will	 often	 find	himself	
steering	by	stars	that	are	disturbingly	in	motion.”	(Elements	of	Style,	66).	Taking	this	dynamic	
option	 into	 account,	 academics	 can	 then	 begin	 to	make	 informed,	 independent	 decisions	
about	 their	 own	 writing,	 hoping	 that	 the	 resulting	 product	 will	 be	 cognitively	 and	
psychologically	more	transparent	to	the	general	public.	
	
Ms	Sword’s	brilliant	volume	 is	not	a	 lone	voice	 in	 the	wilderness,	Stephen	J.	Payne's	Voice	
and	Vision:	A	Guide	to	Writing	History	and	Other	Serious	Non-Fiction	 (Harvard),	 is	 iterating	
the	 same	message,	 that	 is,	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 personal	 jargon-free	 and	 vibrant	 prose	with	
which	authors	can	scramble	for	a	wider	audience	than	the	isolated	and	narrow	intellectual	
community	of	their	academic	field.	In	this	case	we	can	cheerfully	say	the	more	the	merrier;	
it’s	time	to	let	a	ray	of	sunshine	brighten	the	dark	and	musty	halls	of	academic	institutions.	
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Despite	 the	occasional	 lapses	and	absence	of	precision	 regarding	 some	of	her	estimations	
and	evaluations	of	 the	cannons	of	 stylish	writing,	 I	 appreciate	her	attempts	 to	change	 the	
institutional	 status	 quo	 on	 academic	 writing.	 Looking	 around	 the	 dismal	 academic	 scene	
today	leaves	me	no	choice	but	to	be	a	staunch	supporter	of	her	ideas.	The	path	of	academic	
writing	and	publishing	still	remains	strewn	with	booby	traps	that	can	torpedo	our	writing	at	
any	moment	with	the	slightest	move	in	the	wrong	direction.	Despite	that,	my	final	verdict	is	
that	Stylish	Academic	Writing	is	a	pithy	and	thoughtful	guide	that	can	improve	our	writing	by	
leaps	and	bounds	and	is	therefore	highly	recommended.		
	

Sofia	Panaghis	
Former	instructor	at	the	

Language	Center	for	Foreign	Languages	
University	of	Athens	
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