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Article

In the beginning I adored. What I adored was human. Writing 
is good: it’s what never ends.
At first I really write to bar death . . . Still here, I write life.

—(Hélène Cixous)1

Academic writing is best when it takes a narrative or 
storytelling form.

—(Gavin Fairbairn)2

Introduction

Academic texts are attempts by one lot of human beings to 
convey their ideas clearly to others. My story here is that 
too many academics, too many of us, fail to write like 
human beings. Indeed, we may actually have been taught to 
write like disembodied professionals.3 This story’s point is 
that many readers, even our fellow academics, struggle to 
grasp what writers are trying to say. We often fall short of 
making an impact not only on our peers but also on a wider 
educated public. One resolution to this sad tale is to become 
“post-academic” writers:

Post-academic writing is both academic and accessible. It is 
academic in the sense that it addresses key issues in each 
discourse community. It is accessible in that it can be read and 
understood by broader audiences. Fortunately, some of us are 
already becoming more effective post-academic writers. 
Perhaps, though, post-academic writing should be entitled post-
academicist writing which is often abstract, cold, conventional, 
logical, orthodox, scholastic and strictly theoretical rather than 
scholarly. (Adapted from Badley, 2016b, p. 384. n. 8)

Simply put, post-academic writing is human writing for 
human readers. And that means human writing for the 
enhancement of human life. Becoming post-academic writ-
ers is a story in which we should all participate.

Academic Writing

Stories about academic writing are chock-full of com-
plaints. Academic writers seek to be classy and yet often 
come across as woolly and pretentious (Becker, 1986,  
p. 164). Their writing appears to be the instrument of an 
abusive power that ensures the hegemony of a caste of intel-
lectuals (Derrida, 1979, p. 124). We may describe it as a 
conservatory of privilege, a curtailment of imaginative 
thought, a failure to encourage experiment and reflective 
learning, a narrow view of writing and essaying (Badley, 
2011b; Holbrook, 2010). As such, it is a betrayal of 
Montaigne’s essay form and his simple style (Badley, 
2011a). Too much academic writing becomes a view from 
nowhere, the viewpoint of no one in particular, thereby 
seeming to be accounts from which the author has disap-
peared. Academics, notoriously, produce author-vacant 
texts (Geertz, 1988). Such non-human writing shows us 
failing to accept what Putnam defined as the essence of 
American pragmatism—the primacy of the agent point of 
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view (Badley, 2011a). And we humans, even if not always 
masters of our fate, are agents who act on both local and 
international stages.

Many academic writers fail, by claiming impartiality and 
objectivity, to admit the ambiguity and slipperiness of all 
texts (Kincheloe, 2004). We fail to offer multiple view-
points and ways of coming to knowledge by not recogniz-
ing that all texts are actually cobbled together (Holbrook, 
2010). We neglect the view that academic writing is always 
contested knowledge in the making (Badley, 2009b). And 
we fail to see that our writing should be a dialogue that does 
not impose, does not manipulate, does not domesticate, 
does not “sloganize”: instead, writers and readers should 
become “critical co-investigators” (Freire, 1972). Too many 
adopt the academic pose and, as a result, emit the “turgid 
and polysyllabic prose” that prevails especially in the social 
sciences (Mills, 1958, p. 239).

Both Michael Billig, a sociologist, and Helen Sword, an 
academic developer, have also criticized academic writing. 
Billig (2013) maintains that highly educated academics pro-
duce much bad writing actually as a result of their long and 
hard disciplinary studies. Sword wants us to reject the 
impersonal and often impenetrable prose that has become 
the dominant discourse in academic writing and educational 
research. She argues that readers, most especially students, 
prefer stories, ideas, and solutions rather than jargon and 
long parenthetical references. And she urges editors, 
reviewers, and examiners to welcome writing that is fla-
vored by panache, passion, humor, and style rather than 
accept academic prose that is dull and safe (Sword, 2009).

Of course, there are also those who claim that much aca-
demic writing is bound to be difficult because academics 
deal with complex topics. One notorious example of such 
prolix writing was supplied by Judith Butler in her bad-
writing award piece:

The move from a structuralist account in which capital is 
understood to structure social relations in relatively 
homologous ways to a view of hegemony in which power 
relations are subject to repetition, convergence, and 
rearticulation brought the question of temporality into the 
thinking of structure, and marked a shift from a form of 
Althusserian theory that takes structural totalities as theoretical 
objects to one in which the insights into the contingent 
possibility of structure inaugurate a renewed conception of 
hegemony is bound up with the contingent sites and strategies 
of the rearticulation of power. (Butler, 1997)

Had those severe keepers of The King’s English, the 
Fowlers, seen this sentence, they would have responded 
harshly:

The words chosen should be those that probable readers would 
be sure to understand without waste of time and effort . . . 
Sentences overloaded with abstract words are, in the nature of 

things, not curable simply by substituting equivalent concrete 
words; there can be no such equivalents; the structure has to be 
more or less changed . . . if it could once be established that 
simplicity was the true ideal, many more writers would be 
found capable of coming near it than ever make any effort that 
way now. (Adapted from Fowler & Fowler, 1949, pp. 13-17)

Some academics might just make sense of Butler’s ugly 
sentence. It is hardly a human sentence written for other 
human beings. It is too long at 94 words, stuffed with diffi-
cult abstractions and metaconcepts—structuralist, homolo-
gous, Althusserian, hegemony—and inclined to repetition 
with, for example, five variations on the word “structure.” 
Nevertheless, Butler later justified her monster by arguing 
that her critique was meant to question the tacit assumptions 
of common sense as well as to provoke new ways of exam-
ining the social world. After all, she pointed out, “common 
sense” is not always that common. For example, to some, 
protecting the gay community from discrimination and vio-
lence would obviously be common sense while, for others, 
gays would always be seen as threatening normal life 
(Butler, 1999).

Butler also used Adorno’s statement that “Man is the ide-
ology of dehumanization” as an example of another chal-
lenge to common sense. This puzzling sentence only 
becomes clearer, she suggested, when we realize that, in 
Adorno’s time, “man” was often used by humanists to indi-
cate individuals isolated from society. (“Often”? No exam-
ples given.) To be so isolated and deprived was, thus, to 
suffer from “dehumanization.” Furthermore, Butler argued 
that academics studying the common-sense world might 
need to use difficult terms such as “hegemony” to describe 
how power haunts that world itself. Here, paradoxically, 
Butler interpreted her own “bad writing” in a much more 
accessible, illuminating, and impactful style than in her 
original inhuman text (see Butler, 1999).

Nevertheless, having shown how well she could write 
for a more general audience, Butler cannot be exonerated 
for her bad-writing horror. Indeed, many academics would 
fail to comprehend such an obscure and turgid piece. And 
not only academics. Unfortunately, many academics may 
not be that interested in making their writing accessible to 
general, intelligent readers. They usually write for one 
another and do not even try to make their writing attractive: 
“They tend to use obscure theoretical terms as if to signal 
their membership of an enclosed order, unconnected with 
the ordinary world. So the ordinary world wisely ignores 
them.” It is a clerisy that speaks the language the laity can-
not understand and “cloaks its thought in obscurantist prose 
for fear that plain speaking will provoke accusations of her-
esy.” However, the truth is that “people write well when 
they have something to say. The willingness of too many 
academics to write badly has told their fellow citizens that 
they are not worth listening to or fighting for” (N. Cohen, 
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2011, p. 33). This common-sense view is scarcely different 
from my point that academic writing often becomes an abu-
sive instrument designed to ensure the hegemony of an 
intellectual elite (see Derrida, 1979, p. 124).4

When academics excuse their difficult writing because 
the subject they are discussing is itself complex, they effec-
tively exclude most other human beings from even trying to 
understand what they are saying. In doing so, they mock the 
rest of us and our attempts to lead richer, warmer, fairer 
lives. Indeed, “writing that is opaque, obscure, tortured—
difficult writing—is humbug.” Difficult writers are both 
condescending to, and contemptuous of, general readers for 
they defend incomprehensibility as they slide into “enig-
matic vacuity” and pretend a profundity that is meant to 
baffle and confuse us all (Lieberman, 2005, p. 664).

Human Writing for Human Readers?

How might we, as students, teachers, and researchers, 
switch away from producing “sterile, voiceless academic 
prose” toward creating scholarly writing that is “warm, 
inviting and intensely personal?” One obvious way is to 
muzzle the censorious writers we have within us to release 
the freer writers we might want to become. In other words, 
we might encourage one another to write like normal human 
beings (see Silvia, 2007, pp. 3-7). Such a strategy relies 
upon and advocates “the personal transaction that’s at the 
heart of good non-fiction writing” (and good post-academic 
writing), a strategy that rests especially upon two key quali-
ties: humanity and warmth (see Zinsser, 2006, p. 5). 
Assuming that we academics might want to migrate from a 
difficult, obscurantist mode of writing toward a more human 
approach to post-academic writing, how might we do so?

Seven Ways of Becoming More 
Human Writers

We have to learn to become human or post-academic writ-
ers. Becoming is not just a matter of evolving. It’s more a 
case of wanting to become, of trying to turn into something 
different, unless we believe we are caterpillars naturally 
metamorphosing into butterflies. I suggest seven ways of 
becoming human writers of human texts for human readers. 
“Seven” is, of course, a magic number (see Miller, 1956) 
and might help in (miraculously) transforming academicists 
into post-academics.5 The seven processes I suggest as part 
of the story of helping us become more human as writers are 
adopting a human stance, revealing a human perspective, 
developing a human voice, improving ourselves as human 
storytellers, learning more about the human craft of post-
academic writing, enjoying our serious and playful mani-
foldness as human creatures, and continuing our human 
conversations. Of course, these are overlapping processes.

Adopting a Human Stance

We can adopt a human stance by admitting and proclaiming 
that we write as individual human beings. As one editor 
noted, “What I’m always looking for . . . is a sentence that 
says something like ‘I’ll never forget the day when I . . .’ I 
think, ‘Aha! A person!’” (Zinsser, 2006, p. 20). He contin-
ued by stating,

Writers are obviously at their most natural when they write in 
the first person. Writing is a personal transaction between two 
people, conducted on paper, and it will go well to the extent 
that it retains its humanity. Therefore I urge people to write in 
the first person: to use “I” and “me” and “we” and “us”. They 
put up a fight.

Of course, there may be objections to writing in such per-
sonal terms in an academic article or in a thesis. The writer 
may come across as egotistical and self-indulgent, even 
undignified. But the academic use of “one” or “the present 
author” or “it is” sounds boring and impersonal: “I want a 
professor with a passion for his subject to tell me why it 
fascinates him” (Zinsser, 2006, p. 20). Writing with passion 
is human. And writing as a first-person “I” or “we” should 
allow readers to feel part of our human journeys as 
researchers and as storytellers (see Ghodsee, 2016, espe-
cially pp. 25-29).

We could also distinguish between the personal I and the 
discursive I in academic writing. As noted, the personal I, 
when overused, appears self-indulgent and unscholarly. 
Instead, the discursive I stands for the writer as writer who 
uses verbs such as “I shall focus,” “I discuss,” “I examine,” 
“I conclude”—terms that indicate an emphasis on the text 
rather than on the person of the writer as such (see Kamler & 
Thomson, 2006, p. 64). Nevertheless, I would expect post-
academic writers to be reflexive practitioners who use both 
the personal I and the discursive I to form their own critical 
stance toward their own writing and that of others. In this 
way, post-academic writing is both personal conversation 
and communal discourse. Developing critical stance is then 
a matter of combining the personal and the interpersonal 
(rather than trying to be objectively impersonal). There is 
also a Goldilocks dilemma: the post-academic’s critical 
stance needs to be neither too cold (passive, cautious, tenta-
tive, overcautious, or evasive) nor too hot (overconfident, 
brash, and overassertive) but just right (confident and lead-
ing the reader through the text; see Kamler & Thomson, 
2006, p. 79).

More generally, post-academic writers need to develop 
and endorse a notion of critical stance as a goal of higher 
education, which takes them beyond the competent and 
the technicist toward becoming educated, critical, and 
reflective persons. This notion of critical stance is an atti-
tude that fashions contact both with knowledge and with 
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other human beings. It is an inquiring and reflexive dispo-
sition toward knowledge, the self, and others and recog-
nizes our freedom to choose as well as our consequent 
need to act responsibly. Furthermore, by adopting a criti-
cal stance, we then need to accept that our human view of 
the world is necessarily incomplete and that certain knowl-
edge is unattainable. In this way, critical stance is a cre-
ative process of dialogue through which our understanding 
is tested and remade as well as an inquiring and skeptical 
attitude that should prevent us from uncritically accepting 
the ideas of others (Badley, 2004; Curzon-Hobson, 2003, 
pp. 201-205).

Acquiring critical stance through, and writing for, dia-
logue is characterized by curiosity, openness, a balance 
between freedom and authority, and the linking of theory 
and practice. Furthermore, the challenge of creating one’s 
own critical stance is not that we should reject all we read 
but rather that we should all exercise our freedom, respon-
sibly, to change what is possible, presumably for the better 
of ourselves and the society in which we live. Critical stance 
requires us to realize that our own understandings are frag-
ile and incomplete and unique interpretations and stories 
that provide the critical and caring conditions necessary for 
the growth of all (Badley, 2004; Curzon-Hobson, 2003, pp. 
206-211). Moreover, because the language of education is 
not the uncontaminated language of fact and objectivity, it 
“must express stance and must invite counter-stance and in 
the process leave place for reflection, for metacognition” 
(Bruner, 1986, p. 129).

Revealing a Human Perspective

Traditionally, we academics have tried to hide who we are 
as writers. We have pretended to be objective, to present 
ourselves as offering a god’s-eye view of the terrain we 
have studied, to write texts that are author-vacant rather 
than author-saturated. We have become disembodied. 
Alternatively, post-academic writers explicitly reveal who 
they are, announce their angles of approach, disclose their 
attitudes, make known their points of view and proclaim 
their frames of reference. They show us that they are con-
structivists or feminists or Marxists or post-positivists or 
whatever. Post-academics have little to hide. My perspec-
tive is, broadly speaking, that of a critical, pragmatic, 
humanist.

What does such a perspective entail? Critical humanists 
vary in their approach and attitudes. We do not belong to a 
closed sect. We claim to share a set of, admittedly fuzzy, 
beliefs and values focused on such contested concepts as 
democracy, equality, fraternity, freedom, justice, openness, 
solidarity, tolerance, and variety. We, therefore, recognize 
our fellow human beings in their variety as manifold crea-
tures. As such, we continue to weave and become our own 
life stories, stories that have produced our narrative selves 

and our human consciousness (Badley, 2017). And, like 
Cixous, we write life, human life.

A key term in the humanist lexicon is “openness.” 
Humanists claim to have open minds and to create open 
societies and to be open to further experience and to the 
experience of others. Open-minded, self-critical, human-
ists emphasize growth through learning and seek to protect 
the vitality of free speech, which is compromised by the 
“I’m offended veto,” a contentious issue in universities. 
This claim for freedom from oppression is sometimes 
thought to outrank freedom of expression. Free-speech 
advocates may even be accused of favoring or privileging 
the strong who have easier access to media and to debating 
platforms. No-platforming (disrupting or canceling talks 
by offensive speakers), trigger warnings, and safe spaces 
are potential ways of curbing free speech. Humanists 
believe that universities, one of our greatest human 
achievements, should be places where the academic free-
doms of learning, teaching, speaking, and writing are 
regarded as vital (Badley, 2009a, 2009c).

The humanist value of openness also requires us to see 
issues from stances other than our own, to avoid the blind-
ness of certainty and the unshakeable righteousness of our 
own arguments. Openness in writing, especially, demands 
that we engage with other perspectives, that we realize that 
not only are we open to influencing others but also to being 
influenced by them. We demonstrate openness when we 
understand that complexity cannot be reduced to simplistic 
black and white statements and that good writing and argu-
ment occur when we operate within open spaces (see, for 
example, Alvarez, 2016).6 A “theorizing of collaborative 
writing,” which presents it as “always open, fluid, creative, 
and working at the wonder” (Gale & Wyatt, 2017, p. 8), 
overlaps considerably with this conception of open human-
istic writing. Furthermore, a humanist account of the open 
society rejects the laissez-faire, neoliberal, or neocon state 
by emphasizing one that adopts such enlightenment ideals 
of democracy, equality, fraternity, liberty, and social justice. 
In the open society, humanists, as cultural and social critics, 
try to base decisions on evidence, experience, and intelli-
gence (see Badley, 2017).

My view of a human or humanist perspective is both an 
attempt to improve the human lot as well as “a practical per-
sonal inquiry into ways of being human” (Blackham, 1968, 
p. 83). Also, the powerful idea of humanizing humanism is a 
strategy to counter disenchantment to restore confidence in 
our capacity to influence the human condition. This strategy, 
perspective, or narrative should also help us deal with social 
and political problems to embrace change with enthusiasm. 
These problems will only be addressed if we apply knowl-
edge, reason, and science, as well as empathy, so that we can 
realize our potential as humanized human beings. We also 
need to incorporate our failures and mistakes into a strategy 
for human and global progress. Adopting a humanizing 
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humanist approach means that we should not regard our 
development or progress as inevitable but as a perspective 
and a story oriented toward learning from what we humans 
have done and can do (see Badley, 2017; Furedi, 2006).

Developing a Human Voice

If we want to write like human beings to communicate with 
other human beings, we need to develop our human voices. 
We need to show passion for what we write about, rejecting 
the impersonal voice and human-free zones of those who 
are afraid, or choose not, to reveal themselves as I or we. 
Those who avoid first-person writing may do so because 
they have been trained to sound objective to achieve an 
impersonal authorial stance. Even researchers in higher 
education, who write mostly about human beings, often 
eschew a personal voice (see Sword, 2012, pp. 35-39).

Having a voice as a writer sounds like a category mis-
take. It is, of course, a metaphor for the styles or values that, 
for example, academics use as individuals and as profes-
sionals. I have already suggested that in my own, humanist-
pragmatist case, these ideals include those such as 
democracy, equality, freedom, social justice, solidarity, and 
tolerance. We should all develop our own authentic, author-
itative, brave, measured, secure, sensitive, and sustainable 
voices throughout our education and as we grow in experi-
ence (see Barnett, 2007, pp. 99-100).

We may want to distinguish between developing peda-
gogical voice—“the projection of self into a peopled peda-
gogical space”—as well as metaphorical voice that evokes 
ideas of authenticity, democracy, distinctiveness, individu-
ality, freedom, hope, and of life itself. Pedagogical voice is 
embodied through autonomy while metaphorical voice may 
also be regarded as an educational voice by being authenti-
cally and distinctively our own. Clearly, to function as 
autonomous individuals (and as post-academic writers), we 
need to develop both our metaphorical and pedagogical 
voices. Our authenticity and distinctiveness as individuals 
(and as post-academic writers) “has to be won in the public 
domain.” In the educational setting, there can be no entirely 
private authenticity. Sometimes, higher education sup-
presses voice by drawing strict boundaries—disciplines—
around our thoughts and seems to require us to defer to the 
more authoritative voices of our teachers. When we are 
encouraged to write our own stories, we are more likely to 
develop authentic voices (see Barnett, 2007, pp. 89-95).

Certainly, we need to develop our epistemological voices 
as historians or sociologists or whatever but we also need to 
create serious ontological voices as persons, as human 
beings. Indeed, unless we feel affirmed and valued as per-
sons, encouraged to develop ontological voices, it is 
unlikely that we will develop epistemological voices. 
Indeed, “ontological voice precedes epistemological voice.” 
We develop our voices intellectually (epistemologically) 

and personally (ontologically). Having strong personal 
voices helps us develop effective epistemological, intellec-
tual, and professional voices (see Barnett, 2007, pp. 96-97).

Thus, we all do and should develop our own multiple, 
nuanced, voices to match our multiple identities and to 
select from that repertoire to serve particular purposes:

the really developed voice is one that is able to express itself in 
a multitude of voices but—once one voice has been 
determined—then sings wholeheartedly in that voice. Herein 
lies the idea of critical reason. Subtle strength, supple strength 
. . . authentic strength, even. (See Barnett, 2007, p. 98)

Overall, like Zinsser, I think that post-academic writers 
should see their writing as personal transactions that depend 
on humanity and warmth. And I wonder if this is as authen-
tic as the transaction of post-academic writing can get (see 
Badley, 2008).7 We should cease to privilege impersonal, 
objective, I-shunning prose over personal or, better, inter-
personal, voiced writing. Becoming a skilled post-academic 
writer (I’m still trying) is hard work. Writers, just like 
actors, have to learn how to use their voices to convey the 
rich varieties of human meaning and feeling. And we all 
need to learn to speak and write with and through our own 
voices. All this echoes Barnett’s view of the really devel-
oped voice. Furthermore, using one’s voice is often the 
beginning of good writing whereas weak writing derives 
from having a tin ear for the internal sound of words and 
sentences (see Moran, 2016, p. 43).

Improving Ourselves as Human 
Storytellers

We human beings are manifold creatures with many attri-
butes, including an ability to tell effective and persuasive 
stories. We, then, become the stories we tell ourselves and 
others about who we think we are or claim to be. We weave 
our life stories of becoming human as we go along. Our nar-
rative is one that seeks to humanize us as human beings (see 
Badley, 2017; Frayn, 2006, pp. 173-193). But how do we 
best learn to improve ourselves as post-academic, human, 
storytellers? One important way is by becoming mystory-
tellers, by seeing our post-academic writing as a pleasur-
able and human way of telling others about our academic 
experience and learning and thinking. After all, part of the 
fun and joy of writing is not so much the writing itself as 
“the thinking about the writing,” where we let our minds 
wander around an idea or theme or, as I prefer, a title (see 
Brockes, 2014, p. 10).

Wandering around ideas, themes, and titles is how I go 
about scrabbling, scribbling, scribing, and scrubbing my 
essays.8 I admit that these four processes comprise a frivo-
lous approach to post-academic writing but I claim that being 
frivolous is also, importantly, being human (see Badley, 
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2011a; Byatt, 2009). Instead of writing in the impersonal and 
impenetrable prose style of much academic writing, I try (and 
often fail) to present my ideas with humanity and humor. I try 
to use stories, ideas, and suggestions for action rather than 
baffle or impress with jargon and theory. Indeed, like Helen 
Sword, I wonder why so much academic writing lacks 
humanity, humor, panache, passion, and style? Is it because 
academics assume that editors and peer reviewers, and PhD 
examiners, will not accept anything but the usual impersonal 
and safe academic prose (Sword, 2009, pp. 319-324)?

If we adopted at least some of Sword’s stylistic strate-
gies, we could improve our academic writing considerably. 
We could, for example, begin by picking concrete and inter-
esting titles (see Badley, 2014a). We could try to make our 
opening paragraphs engaging. We could try to make our 
articles and books and theses tell a story. Couldn’t we see 
that “the globe itself, complete, perfect, unique, is a story. 
Science is a story. History is a story. These are the stories we 
tell ourselves to make ourselves come true” (Winterton, 
2005, p. 145)? Couldn’t we try to make our writing rela-
tively jargon-free? And try to write as individuals with our 
own distinct voices and to show evidence of scholarship 
beyond our own disciplines? And try to use concrete exam-
ples, illustrations, anecdotes, and metaphors? And aim to 
produce clear and clean (and elegant?) sentences? In our 
writing adventures (Badley, 2015b), might we even try to 
display a few examples of creativity, imagination, passion, 
commitment, personal engagement, and humor (based on 
Sword, 2009, p. 322)?

Indeed, I believe that all post-academic writers should 
continuously produce stories of their own writing adven-
tures. I take the texts produced by Dewsbury (2014) and by 
Essén and Värlander (2013) as illustrations of what such 
trying adventures look like (see Badley, 2015b). Becoming 
a stylish writer, an authentic, embodied, human, passionate, 
and personal writer is what I think Dewsbury’s adventurous 
quest is. I can also point to my own trying adventure in 
using Philip Roth’s novel The Counterlife as a way of dis-
cussing academic and post-academic writers. Roth suggests 
that, as writers, “we are all each other’s authors,” “all the 
invention of each other, everybody a conjuration conjuring 
up everyone else,” all made by “the treacherous imagina-
tion” as we construct our own anti-myths and antitheses. 
Teasing those who search for their true selves, Roth states 
that “I’m all for authenticity but I can’t begin to hold a can-
dle to the human gift for playacting. That may be the only 
authentic thing that we ever do” (see Roth, 1986, pp. 142-
161, as quoted in Badley, 2015b).

We writers, even post-academic writers, are playacting. 
We settle down to “an impostor’s life,” a life in which we 
give up the artificial fiction of being, authentically, ourselves 
for “the genuine, satisfying falseness of being somebody 
else” (see Roth, 1986, p. 73). However, being impostors 
does not allow writers “to commit the professional blunder 

of being uninquiring” (Roth, 1986, p. 84) because being 
inquiring is what all writers are meant to be. We may, of 
course, use our own lives and experiences as if they belonged 
to someone else. We can plunder our own histories and 
memories like thieves. We can be like anthropologists study-
ing a tribe but putting our own cultural biases into relief 
against them and then trying to conceal or camouflage our 
writerliness (see Badley, 2015b; Roth, 1986, pp. 212-213). 
Writers are performing selves with a gift for “theatrical self-
transformation” who use writing as “at once playful hypoth-
esis and serious supposition, an imaginative form of inquiry” 
(Roth, 1986, p. 214). Writers refuse to accept things as they 
are—everything reinvented, even themselves—“Life as an 
act” (Roth, 1986, pp. 254-255).

When Roth asserts that he is nothing more than a theater, 
he implies that all writers in our animating, embodying, try-
ing adventures, “can pretend to be anything we want. All it 
takes is impersonation” (Roth, 1986, p. 325). All writers, all 
human beings, for Roth, are actors, artists, impostors, 
impersonators, and players. Similarly, Dewsbury sees us as 
performers who think on our feet, as experimenters who try 
to enact local utopias and performances to create “venture-
some couplings” that enable us to create new ways to “go 
on” (see Dewsbury, 2014, pp. 493-494). The trying adven-
ture of writing is always an attempt to connect with others, 
to achieve even more adventurous couplings, to suggest that 
we experiment with more creative ways of being human. 
And of using anecdotes and impersonations and plays and 
stories to humanize, even “narrativise,”9 our ideas and 
understandings.

I endorse the claim that all academic writing can benefit 
from being construed as stories or, further, that it is even at 
its best when it takes a narrative or storytelling form. Such 
claims emphasize the view that the academic (or, rather, the 
post-academic) role is not about confusion or obfuscation 
but is about clarity and illumination and not the use of gob-
bledygook and jargon. We should tell our research stories 
accessibly and simply to as wide an audience as possible 
even if we tell them in different dialects and languages and 
occasionally use specialized terms. The point is to see our 
articles as similar to short stories that involve us in sharing 
information about our working hypotheses, our methods, 
and our tentative conclusions (see Fairbairn, 2004, pp. 1-8).

Of course, it is not just telling stories that matters: it’s 
telling stories that matter. For we have been warned that as 
qualitative inquirers, we should not be tempted into allow-
ing theory to dominate our affective, storytelling identities. 
Instead, we should see our storying as not only helping us 
shape our own identities but as offering new ways of help-
ing us make sense of our lives, cultures, and experiences 
(see Badley, 2016b, p. 377; Pelias, 2014, p. 1). And I sug-
gest, as post-academics, we should adopt the identities of 
storytellers and storywriters by creating stories that matter 
(Badley, 2016b, p. 377).
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We should regularly remind ourselves that meaning is 
often constructed through story, that narrative is both a pro-
cess of inquiry and of knowing. All writing may be consid-
ered as a matter of telling stories about who we are, where 
we have come from, and where we think we may be going 
(see Badley, 2016b, p. 378; Bruner, 1986, p. 7). Furthermore, 
academic writing (especially the form of post-academic 
writing I support), academic composition, and storytelling 
are interwoven activities. “Telling” and “writing” are “tan-
gled beyond sorting” because “to narrate” derives from 
both “telling” (narrare) and “knowing in some particular 
way” (gnarus; see Bruner, 2002, p. 27).

Writing about who we are, where we come from, where 
we might be going, and how we might create a better, fairer 
world for all may well sound utopian but altogether would 
convey the human stories that matter most. Here, again, I 
point to that great humanist, Jerome Bruner, who empha-
sized narrative and storytelling as fundamental processes 
through which we provide recipes for structuring our expe-
rience and find routes to critical thinking. For Bruner, it is 
the literariness of stories that joins us as human beings (see 
Haste, 2016, p. 35).

Learning More About the (Human) 
Craft of (Post-Academic) Writing

I’m still learning the craft of post-academic writing. It’s a 
continuing but rewarding task. I am old-fashioned enough 
to accept the view that writing well requires “plain old hard 
thinking” and “the plain old tools of the English language” 
(see Zinsser, 2006, p. xiii). And I’m newfangled enough to 
agree that when we recognize (post-) academic writing as a 
craft and when we are happy enough with what we’ve scrib-
bled, then we should just let others judge whether it’s worth 
publishing. I strive to commit myself to the ideals of com-
munication, craft, and creativity (see Sword, 2012, p. viii). 
And I like the idea of being an artisan, a skilled worker who 
makes things (readable texts in this case) by hand and brain. 
Indeed, I consider myself “a rude mechanical . . . a cobbler 
of words for a living” (James, 2016, p. 93).

Where do post-academic artisans start? The trouble is that 
neither academics nor post-academics get much or any train-
ing in writing. We learn by doing, by sinking or swimming. 
Or we might get help on doctoral programs and from supervi-
sors, which may or may not do us any good. Perhaps taking 
part in interdisciplinary and practice-based sessions in work-
shops or retreats could be useful (Sword, 2017a, 2017b). 
Personally, I start writing with a working title as a pretext to 
greet or even seduce readers. I think titles and subtitles (para-
texts!) should be discrete, short, textual units naming the 
main text (see Derrida, 1992). But “if we write messy, com-
plicated texts, we are more than likely to write messy, com-
plicated titles (and be messy and complicated people?)” (see 
Badley, 2014a, 2014b especially for the messy stuff).

I get my titles mainly from reading: the one necessary 
prerequisite for writing (Rhodes, 1995, p. 7). For, if we 
want to write, it makes sense to read—and to read like a 
writer (Prose, 2006, p. 268). Reading is part of scrabbling, a 
metaphor suggesting aspects of academic writing such as 
groping about to collect resources for a project. Montaigne, 
for example, admitted that his ideas “merely grope their 
way forward, faltering, tripping, and stumbling; and when I 
have advanced as far as I can, I am still not at all satisfied” 
(de Montaigne, 1580/1958, p. 50). Scrabbling is three activ-
ities: critical inquiry, resource material collecting, and criti-
cal reading. These messy processes do not guarantee 
mastery but they do enable us to see writing as dialogical, 
open, questioning, skeptical, and Socratic (see Badley, 
2009b; Winter & Badley, 2007).

This scrabbling (hunter-gathering) phase of craft writing 
overlaps with the scribbling activities of finding appropriate 
words10 and putting them down in passable sentences, 
phrases, and paragraphs. Turning sentences around (Philip 
Roth) as well as writing and rewriting can be described as a 
constant search for what one is saying (John Updike). 
Similarly, Don DeLillo has defined writers as painstaking 
workers of the sentence and the paragraph.

So, we painstaking post-academics become competent 
artisans by seeing writing as a personal transaction between 
writer and reader; aiming for simplicity; fighting clutter; 
developing a clear, direct, and unpretentious style; produc-
ing reader-focused rather than writer-based prose; becom-
ing finicky about the words we use; and separating usage 
from jargon by using good words to express ourselves as 
clearly and simply as possible (see Zinsser, 2006). However, 
perhaps the most important part of the post-academic writ-
er’s job is the editing or scrubbing process. Here, we strive 
to create accessible texts by changing and cutting words, 
repairing sentences, and restructuring (see Wellington, 
2003, pp. 106-107). And post-academic writers really 
become artisanal when we learn that “good writing should 
be grasped at once, in a second” (Chekhov, quoted in Prose, 
2006, p. 201).

This artisanal or post-academic approach to writing to 
which I aspire overlaps considerably with Sword’s promo-
tion of stylish academic writing. She calls for concrete and 
interesting titles, writing that is jargon-free and written in an 
individualistic voice, which tells a story, is interdisciplinary, 
uses illustrations, anecdotes and metaphors, employs clean, 
clear, carefully, and elegantly crafted sentences, and dis-
plays examples of creativity, imagination, passion, commit-
ment, personal engagement, and humor (adapted from 
Sword, 2009, p. 322). She admits that such writing can be 
risky but it should help us “remain intellectually alive.” 
Also, “by working hard to catch a reader’s eye, to weave a 
vivid story, to accessorise a beige narrative with brighter 
colours,” we can write “with passion, with craft, with care 
and with style” (Sword, 2009, p. 334).
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This artisanal approach is, I think, desirable if we wish to 
achieve the fruitful dialogue required for democratic com-
munities to flourish across the world in general (see Denzin, 
2014, p. 5). Dialogue cannot become fruitful if it is posed in 
unintelligible and arcane terms. If we want to address prob-
lems and tell stories that are humanly important, then plain 
men and women will only be able to understand them when 
scholars accept that La clarté est la politesse (see Blanshard, 
1954, pp. 8-11).

I discussed another version of artisanal or craft writing in 
a paper titled “Blue-Collar Writing for Fruitful Dialogue” 
(Badley, 2016a). I pointed to several writers, including 
poets and novelists, who may be regarded as blue-collar in 
the sense that they tried to puncture all bubbles of preten-
sion. They did so to be accessible, to return to the campfire, 
the theater, and the temple, to be understandable, to enter 
into a fruitful dialogue with a wide range of readers. I con-
cluded the article by asserting that to speak and write to 
other human beings, even academics, we need to learn to 
speak and write human, to move away from what Wright 
Mills called an academic pose toward a more blue-collar 
approach. Perhaps, then, we post-academics need to become 
even more like rude mechanicals and cobblers with words.

Enjoying Our Serious and Playful 
Manifoldness as Human Creatures

In what ways does our serious and playful manifoldness 
(see Badley, 2017) as human creatures help us become more 
human as writers? First, I think we should remind ourselves 
that our ancestors were once wandering bands of storytell-
ing hunter-gatherers (see Harari, 2011/2014, p. 69). Telling 
stories to ourselves and to others is both an atavistic pursuit 
as well as a social necessity. And those stories have always 
been either serious and/or playful. Indeed, John Dewey 
(1910/1991) emphasizes that “to be playful and serious at 
the same time is possible, and it defines the ideal mental 
condition” (p. 218). Telling stories helps us become more 
human as we let our imaginations play with and shape the 
features and ideas that constitute our experience. To extend 
Dewey: being playful and serious at the same time defines 
the human condition.

As serious and playful story makers and storytellers, we 
are talking animals. Another way of describing this feature 
is to invoke the idea of humaning, which is our capacity to 
try to relate meaningfully to our own activities and to 
account for what we have done. Indeed, humaning means 
that we live our lives under guiding ideas of what it is to live 
a human life and, especially, to share our lives and experi-
ences through common languages that then open up com-
mon worlds (see Bransen, 2017b; M. Cohen, 2017). We 
could avoid the neologism humaning here by simply noting 
that humaning is another way of describing learning to be 
human through our use of language, especially through the 
crafting of pertinent stories.

In his philosophy of common sense, Bransen emphasizes 
humans as talking animals rather than as rational animals. 
Talking is, thus, the key to making sense of what and who 
we are. And he also tries to show that—similarly to story 
making and storytelling—science, too, is a mode of being 
human (Bransen, 2017a). This connects directly with 
Winterton’s assertion that the globe itself is a story, science 
is a story, history is a story and that we continuously story 
and re-story ourselves as human creatures (Winterton, 2005, 
p. 145).

As talking and reading and researching and writing ani-
mals, we learn to be human. Furthermore, as other writers 
have pointed out,

the ultimate wisdom to be gleaned from experience is that men, 
fully conscious of their condition—that they are in a universe 
without God, where neither nature nor destiny is on their 
side—may learn to be more humane, in the solidarity of 
suffering. (Heath-Stubbs, 1966, p. 14, emphasis added)

Here, Heath-Stubbs was writing about the poet-thinker, 
Giacomo Leopardi, but such a sentiment could also be 
ascribed to many other artists, historians, scientists, and 
writers.

Most of all, I believe, our attempts at learning to be more 
human and more humane through reflecting on and writing 
about our experience should also lead us to become self-
critical humanists. We should use our manifold abilities to 
inspect rigorously what and who we are and where we think 
we are going to continue in a process of further humaniza-
tion, which entails trying harder to diminish our more 
despicable tendencies and to embellish our humanity. Such 
narratives should help us interpret human issues and situa-
tions and offer tentative suggestions for action. We gain 
insight from telling the story of the world in our manifold 
and self-critical ways. Overall, humanists seek to promote 
human stories of human betterment. Furthermore, we will 
achieve and celebrate our aims and hopes as manifold crea-
tures by endorsing a humanistic conception of research and 
writing. Becoming playful, self-critical, serious, humanist 
writers should enable us to create our assemblages and bri-
colages (all ways of telling stories) in the hope of making 
better contributions to the ongoing conversation of human-
kind (see Badley, 2017).

Continuing Our Human Conversations
I rise to conversation because conversation is my only 
recreation.

 —(Roth, 2006, p. 152)

If we in the West do not understand the moral depth of our own 
tradition, how can we hope to shape the conversation of 
mankind?

—(Siedentop, 2015, p. 363)
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The tradition to which Siedentop refers is the liberal, 
humanist, pragmatic one, which, despite its faults and, to 
some, its anthropocentric and Eurocentric tendencies, has 
informed and encouraged our human conversations for cen-
turies. My view is that we will only shape that conversation 
effectively by eschewing “rotten” academic writing (see 
Pinker, 2014) and by striving to write as human beings for a 
wide range of human readers. As I and others have sug-
gested, we need to become post-academic or post-academi-
cist in our writing to enter into the widest possible dialogue 
with our fellow manifold creatures.

Of course, “post” need not necessarily be used chrono-
logically in the sense of “after.” Also, it doesn’t have to be 
used to mean “anti” or “against.” Instead, “post” may be 
used to mean “to carry on” but differently. So “post-aca-
demic writing” is “post” in the sense that its exponents, its 
users, seek to change the way in which they write from, 
perhaps, traditional or conventional modes to approaches 
that are more flexible or even looser. “Post-academic writ-
ing” may be regarded as an attempt to write more simply, 
even subjectively, or intersubjectively. Furthermore, post-
academic writers admit themselves as identifiable agents 
within the process of writing and not as subjects who must 
be avoided or excluded from that process in the service of 
some spurious objectivity.

Some of us have already adopted simpler and plainer 
modes of writing following the examples set by those such 
as Becker, Billig, Freire, Sword, and Wright Mills. One 
“enlightening event” came when a history of science PhD 
supervisor commented on a conference speaker’s “inacces-
sible language.” His student replied that if she wanted a post 
as a historian, then that was how she would have to write 
and speak. “When I encouraged my student to give her own 
talk in plain language, standing and using PowerPoint and 
not merely reading from her prepared text, it was only the 
older generation that disapproved. Younger researchers 
were delighted . . .” (see Birkenhead, 2011).

Furthermore, reviewing a text titled “Think Like an 
Anthropologist,” another anthropologist argued that social 
anthropology has an identity problem because it can’t 
decide what it wants to be: “a rather detached participant 
observer of humanity or a practical subject that acts as a 
conduit between peoples, organisations and governments in 
an increasingly complex world.” Unfortunately, social 
anthropologists, by and large, “write only for one another 
using impenetrably dense language,” and yet for all their 
obfuscation, they can and should offer genuine insights into 
the modern world. But to do so, they need to follow Orwell’s 
advice to keep it simple when they write (see Underdown, 
2017, p. 56).

Perhaps we, academics and post-academics all, should 
embrace the notion that education is an initiation into the 
skills and processes of human conversation. We would then 
learn to recognize and understand the voices that contribute 

to it and the ways in which they have done so. This is not to 
say that current disciplinary discourse should provide the 
model for our discussions for we have learned (see Pinker, 
2014) that much of it is rotten to the core.11 Instead, we 
should emulate the “ordinary argumentative give-and-
take—the kind of conversational exchange that is as fre-
quent outside disciplinary matrices as within them” (see 
Rorty, 2007, p. 143).

We need to continue our human and humane and self-
critical conversation because we know that our assem-
blages, bricolages, cobblings, collages, conferences, 
patchworks, readings, and stories are not quests for cer-
tainty as such but are attempts through which we try to sug-
gest practical action for radical change. Adopting such a 
pragmatic and humanist stance helps us recognize that what 
we offer in keeping the human conversation going is an edi-
fying philosophy that denies us the chance of producing the 
final word or objective truth about what we think we know 
or should do. Our conversations can only suggest ideas for 
action as experiments to be tried out and not as final solu-
tions (see Badley, 2015a).

Finally, we should continue to see our written-down con-
versations, especially our articles and essays and stories, as 
animating adventures in writing (see Dewsbury, 2014, p. 
151), as experimental writing (see Richardson & St Pierre, 
2000), and as celebrating life itself (resonating with Cixous, 
1991b). Post-academic writing, human writing, is always 
an attempt to connect with human readers, to achieve even 
more adventurous couplings, to suggest that we experiment 
with more creative ways of being human, to make our aca-
demic stories actually sound human.
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Notes

 1. See Cixous (1991a).
 2. See “Developing academic storytelling” by Gavin Fairbairn 

(2004, p. 1).
 3. David Labaree, author of Times Higher Education’s book of 

the week, May 25-31, 2017, described his proudest schol-
arly accomplishment as “developing my voice as an aca-
demic writer. This meant weaning myself of the bad habits I 
picked up in graduate school, where I learned that it is more 
important to sound like a disembodied professional than to 
say something interesting, much less—Heaven forbid—say 
it in an engaging manner.” His prose is described as “always 
crisp and clear, with occasional humorous lines” so that his 
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“compelling defence of US higher education . . . should be 
widely read.” Indeed, “A Perfect Mess should become a clas-
sic” (see Howard Segal, 2017). This story shows that Labaree 
transformed himself into a consummate post-academic 
writer.

 4. Contrast Judith Butler with David Hume, the champion of 
common sense, who wrote for the educated reader rather 
than for academics as such. Hume wanted to be accessible 
and profound as well as enjoyable and illuminating. He also 
wanted to shift his readers away from dogmatic beliefs and 
prejudices and superstitions toward his own skepticism. 
Nevertheless, he always displayed goodwill and kindliness 
rather than mockery or ridicule (see Broad, 2015). My view 
of post-academic writers has us aspiring to be common-sense 
Humes rather than obscurantist Butlers.

 5. Miller’s (1956) article is mainly concerned with our limited 
human capacity to handle chunks of data. However, “Seven” 
is a magic number also in that it refers to our use of the power 
of language to enhance our understanding of reality or, bet-
ter, to help us shape our understanding. The “magic” seventh 
linguistic function enables us not only to decode or persuade 
but also to enact. That is, language is also performative. As 
such, it helps us understand by going beyond the apparent 
conflict between academic speak (“Socspeak” is Wright 
Mills’s example), which relies on metaphor, and administra-
tive language, which purportedly rests solely on “facts” (see 
Laurence Binet’s [2017] The 7th Function of Language). I 
would like us to migrate away from both formal academic 
and admin speak toward a more human post-academic speak.

 6. Those who see the world’s complexity in simplistic black and 
white terms might heed Bertrand Russell’s famous comment 
that fools and fanatics always seem so certain of themselves 
while wiser people are so full of doubt.

 7. See Badley (2008) for a brief critique of Barnett’s view of 
authenticity.

 8. I’m not the only one. The novelist Scott Turow writes about 
“wandering around in the book, I begin sewing these scraps 
together in a draft” (Turow, 2017, p. 4).

 9. Some economists now even talk or write about “narrativism” 
as the idea that they need to take stories seriously because 
human lives do not just unfold predictably according to 
standard economic models. Even high-tech social scientists 
might learn from listening to humble stories as human data 
are not scientific data (see Times Higher Education, 2017, pp. 
32-35). Furthermore, they regard storytelling as the new vari-
able for economics because the mental frames that underlie 
people’s decisions are shaped by the stories they tell them-
selves (Ripley, 2017, p. 27). “Given the human condition, 
issues are much more complex than first appears . . . litera-
ture can actually teach economists something, not just pro-
vide pretty illustrations of what they already know” (Morson, 
2017, p. 52).

10. “By words alone he worked his good.” John Ball, the 
hedge-priest made famous during the Peasant’s Revolt, is 
so described in Now Is the Time by Melvyn Bragg, 2015, p. 
340). Don’t we post-academics work our good similarly just 
as long as we remember that “All the elements of good writ-
ing depend on the writer’s skill in choosing one word instead 
of another” (Prose, 2006, p. 16)?

11. Steven Pinker (2014) derides academese as rotten because 
it is “turgid, soggy, wooden, bloated, obscure, unpleasant to 
read, and impossible to understand” (p. 2). Like Rorty, he 
castigates academics because we reject “the real-time give-
and-take of a conversation” through our having “a nose-hold-
ing disdain for idiomatic English” (p. 3). We overindulge in 
metaconconcepts—concepts about concepts—using them as 
containers to store and handle our ideas. For example, we 
can’t write about “reducing prejudice” but must resort to 
inventing a “prejudice-reduction model” (p. 6). We create 
nominalizations or zombie nouns that deaden our prose by 
removing our human presence as directing agents (p. 6). We 
suffer from the curse of knowledge because of our difficulty 
in imagining what it is like for someone else not to know 
something that we know. This lack of consideration for oth-
ers, because we fail to spell out the logic of our writing, or 
provide necessary detail, or avoid explaining our jargon, is 
another reason why we write rotten prose (p. 7). He shames 
us by concluding that “in writing badly, we are wasting each 
other’s time, sowing confusion and error, and turning our 
profession into a laughing stock” (Pinker, 2014, p. 9).
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