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Dear Reader, 
The book you are holding came about in a rather different way to most 
others. It was funded directly by readers through a new website: Unbound. 
Unbound is the creation of three writers. We started the company because 
we believed there had to be a better deal for both writers and readers. On 
the Unbound website, authors share the ideas for the books they want to 
write directly with readers. If enough of you support the book by pledging 
for it in advance, we produce a beautifully bound special subscribers’ 
edition and distribute a regular edition and ebook wherever books are 
sold, in shops and online.

This new way of publishing is actually a very old idea (Samuel Johnson 
funded his dictionary this way). We’re just using the internet to build 
each writer a network of patrons. At the back of this book, you’ll find the 
names of all the people who made it happen.

Publishing in this way means readers are no longer just passive 
consumers of the books they buy, and authors are free to write the books 
they really want. They get a much fairer return too – half the profits their 
books generate, rather than a tiny percentage of the cover price.

If you’re not yet a subscriber, we hope that you’ll want to join our 
publishing revolution and have your name listed in one of our books in 
the future. To get you started, here is a £5 discount on your first pledge. 
Just visit unbound.com, make your pledge and type academia5 in the 
promo code box when you check out.

Thank you for your support,

Dan, Justin and John
Founders, Unbound
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What’s all this 
nonsense then?

8
Contemporary academia could be seen as a hothouse  

for functional stupidity. 
Alverson and Spicer, 20121

Academia. �Stuffy middle-aged men sporting elbow patches. Greying 
mad scientists, slightly muddle-headed and socially incompetent. Grand 
buildings with dusty halls and libraries, sinking beneath the weight of 
arcane books.* Elderly professors skateboarding around campus, cats 
publishing physics papers in French, and conference presentations 
consisting entirely of the word ‘chicken’ repeated over and over. 

If academia is a world apart, the unusual aspects of it that I am about 
to show you take place in an altogether different dimension. I drifted into 
this strange place by accident. The first day I sat down in my PhD office, 
ready for three years† of hard research and writing (not to mention social 

* 	   Despite urban legends to this effect circulating amongst students since at least 
the late 1970s, there is no evidence that this has ever really happened. 

† 	  Five years and counting.
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isolation and financial instability), I hadn’t a clue what I was supposed 
to be doing. I wasted much of the first week watching cat videos on the 
internet and playing inane games on my phone.* 

I started researching in earnest around week three. Ten or so pages into 
the search results for ‘marine energy’† I came across a completely irrelevant 
(for the purposes of my dissertation) paper entitled ‘Energy Saving Through 
Trail Following in a Marine Snail’.2  Naturally, I was intrigued. I proceeded 
to read the article in its entirety, learning that the marine intertidal snail 
(Littorina littorea) can achieve an energy saving of approximately 75% by 
following the trail previously laid by a fellow snail. I also learned, albeit 
indirectly, that academics are researching the most random of subjects. 

I created a folder entitled ‘Obscure’ alongside all the serious stuff 
and stashed away the snail paper. I frequently added further fodder to 
the folder.‡ Not only was it a fun way to procrastinate, but occasionally 
dipping into the entertaining tit-bits I had collected kept me grounded, 
reminding me of the (in)significance of my actual research.

It wasn’t until much later that this minor folly turned into something 
approaching an obsession. One evening in Paris, in conversation with my 
good friend Bart, I remarked that I would eventually write a book about 
the bizarre side of academia. He told me that nobody would read it, so we 
made a wager. The fact that you are reading this attests to the failure of his 
hypothesis (thank you).

Before that fateful conversation, social media had always brought 
out my inner Luddite, but I swallowed my pride and created a blog 
and accompanying Twitter account. Academia Obscura was born (and a 
significant portion of my free time was lost forever). 

Academics were evidently in need of comic relief because the project 
proved popular in a way that I hadn’t expected. This probably shouldn’t 

* 	   I wish that were a joke.

† 	  My PhD research looks at the legal and regulatory aspects of wave and tidal 
energy technologies, sometimes collectively referred to as ‘marine energy’.

‡ 	  Always avoid alliteration, alternatives are available.
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have come as a surprise. Academic work can at times be unexciting and 
isolating – we need a collective outlet for our frustrations, and humour 
has often played this role. As James McConnell (founder of the Worm 
Runner’s Digest, one of the first academic parody publications) put it:3 

Humour in a scientist, a sort of controlled lunacy, serves as a 
safety valve that ensures that he remain intellectually open.♀

The relationship between humour and academia is nonetheless 
fraught. There are, broadly, two camps: those who think that jokes 
and humour have no place in science and academic inquiry; and those 
who think that we should all just lighten up a bit.4 I am predictably 
(and staunchly) in the latter category. One academic, of the former 
disposition, responded to one of my crowdfunding emails: ‘Dear Glen, 
Strangely enough, I’m not keen to fund a book that rubbishes my job in 
such a one-sided way.’*

It is true that misguided attempts at humour occasionally backfire. 
The French scientists deliberately naming various genetics processes so 
as to spell out ‘Ta mère en string panthère’  † come off as humourless at 
best (and as middle-aged white guys making cringeworthy and immature 
sexist jokes at worst).♀5 This book is about the stuff that’s not just puerile, 
but actually amusing.

Academic humour assumes many forms: hoaxes, spoofs, satirical 
journals, silly science experiments, etc.‡ I’ve also found, and will share 
with you, sham ‘scientific’ journals that are so outlandish they seem 

* 	   I felt bad, so I replied to apologise for the uninvited intrusion into his inbox 
and politely explain that I did not want to rubbish academia. He wrote back: ‘I 
apologise for condemning without reading it first. Always a mistake! All the best’. 
(But he still didn’t pledge for the book.)

† 	  Loosely translated as ‘F**k your mother in a leopard-skin G-string’.

‡ 	  ‘Etc’ is the abbreviation academics use when they can’t think of further 
examples but want to give the impression that they have plenty left up their 
sleeve.
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satirical, inadvertently amusing errors and faux pas, plain bad manners, 
and excessive eccentricity from those who should know better.

The Ig Nobel Prizes, the awards that celebrate creative research that 
‘first makes you laugh, then makes you think’, are undoubtedly one of 
the most recognisable outlets for academic humour. The Igs, organised by 
Marc Abrahams under the umbrella of the Annals of Improbable Research, 
are almost as popular as the real Nobels – around 9,000 nominations 
are sent in each year. The Annals itself follows in a long line of parody 
publications, dating back to the late 1950s when a number of such 
periodicals first began poking fun at the peculiarities of the academy 
(including The Journal of Irreproducible Results and the Worm Runner’s 
Digest).

There are also more muted attempts to inject humour into the academic 
enterprise, like the jokes and jibes that academics slip into their otherwise 
serious peer-reviewed papers when they think nobody’s looking. Authors 
citing porn stars and football teams as sources of inspiration, listing 
Muammar Gaddafi as their co-author, or including this illustration of a 
rat in pants:*

Figure 1: The underpant worn by the rat

* 	   See page 200 for more details.
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Most of the examples in this book are unique and absurd one-offs that 
are unlikely to be repeated. But I have been driven to wonder how many 
isolated instances one needs to observe before concluding that a significant 
portion of the academic community is, in fact, slightly unhinged.

The internet has allowed these oddities to garner a greater share of 
eyeballs than previously possible, precipitating a bold new era of academic 
humour. Jokes once buried deep in papers only to be uncovered by a 
handful of curious researchers are now liable to be spotted and spread 
rapidly, while school scandals and dodgy dealings are exposed in a 
heartbeat. At the same time, ticked-off professors and PhD students can 
now find a global community with whom they can vent their frustrations 
and share stories. Social media accounts like Shit Academics Say reach 
an audience numbering in the hundreds of thousands, spreading their 
unique brands of scholarly sarcasm and snark far and wide.

Like all good academic works, I shall start out with the caveat that the 
scope of this book is limited. The flow of academic antics is constant, and 
the seam of strange runs surprisingly deep. It is simply not possible to cover 
every quirky bit of nonsense. I am constrained by space and time (space-
time?) to present only the finest selection of academic obscurities.

I probably should be writing something ‘useful’ or finishing my PhD, 
but I have had such fun with Academia Obscura that I feel it would be a 
shame not to share it. 

My ulterior motive is that I will never again struggle to respond to the 
question, ‘What do you actually do?’, or even worse, ‘Have you nearly 
finished your thesis?’ Instead, I will just present the questioner with a 
copy of this book and hope that they are sufficiently baffled to never 
bother me again.

If you are yourself an academic, I hope that you will do the same and 
that this book inspires you to take academia a little less seriously. If you are 
not an academic, I don’t pretend that this book will even begin to explain 
what academics do, but I hope it will make the mass of impenetrable 
papers and lofty conferences seem more accessible, bring a smile to your 
face, and inspire you to take us a little less seriously too.
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‘Publish or perish’ �is at once the academic’s motto, curse, and raison 
d’être. The well-worn adage is etched into the brains of grad students and 
professors alike. It is hard to pin down the exact provenance of the phrase, 
though it seems that it has been in use since at least the early 1940s when 
Logan Wilson wrote:1

The prevailing pragmatism forced upon the academic group 
is that one must write something and get it into print. 
Situational imperatives dictate a ‘publish or perish’ credo 
within the ranks.

Universities and funders are now placing increasing emphasis on 
alternative means for disseminating research, and have expanded the focus 
on publishing papers* to a range of other ‘P’s’ – presentations, project 
proposals, postdocs, PhD supervision. Nonetheless, publications remain 
the hard currency of academia. 

* 	   Publishing in the academic context generally means writing a paper for a 
peer-reviewed academic journal: you write the manuscript and send it to a 
journal; they get a couple of your peers to read it and give you feedback before 
publishing it. (See pages 37 and 51 on scholarly publishing and peer review 
respectively.)
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So ingrained is publish or perish in the academic psyche, we often 
continue to publish even after perishing. Alfred Werner, the first inorganic 
chemist to win the Nobel Prize, published a paper in 2011, notwithstanding 
his death in 1919. His fellow Nobel laureate in chemistry, Robert 
Woodward, was so prolific during his life that the pace of his scientific 
discoveries outstripped his ability to publish, such that much of his work 
was published only after his death. One physics paper (mentioned later for 
its incredibly long list of authors) is notable for the fact that twenty-one of 
the co-authors were no longer alive at the time of publication.

Should you have the misfortune to spend any length of time reading 
academic papers, you will notice common elements: title, abstract, 
acknowledgements, methods, discussion, conclusions, footnotes, etc. 
Spend as long as I have looking at academic papers, and you will notice that 
each element is an opportunity for academic humour: a snide comment, 
an Easter egg,* or a massive mistake that is only uncovered years after 
publication.†

WHAT’S IN A NAME?
Because the title of a paper is the first thing the reader sees, it’s important 

* 	   An ‘Easter egg’ is a hidden message, inside joke, or feature (usually in 
video games and other interactive media). Though not the first example, the 
term was coined in 1979 to describe a hidden message in the Atari video 
game Adventure. Programmer Warren Robinett knew that his employer didn’t 
include programmers’ names in game credits (because they were worried that 
competitors would poach their employees), so he secretly inserted a credit 
that would only be displayed if the player hovered over a single grey pixel in a 
particular part of the game. The message was found only after he had left the 
company. The director of software development, Steve Wright, realised that 
reprogramming the game would be costly, so he reframed the incident and 
encouraged future games to include such messages as ‘Easter eggs’ for players to 
find. The insertion of such Easter eggs have been common ever since (e.g. Go to 
Google and search ‘do a barrel role’ or ‘askew’).

† 	  Or worse, a mistake with the potential to sink your career that people notice 
instantly.
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that it gives them a clear sense of what to expect. However, academics 
tend to do the opposite, using unfamiliar words and expressions, (mixed) 
metaphors, or questions. It often feels like authors have carefully chosen 
their titles to be as obfuscating as possible.

The titles that irk me most are those that awkwardly use tired clichés 
in an attempt to enliven the subject matter and entice the reader.* I have 
seen countless papers claiming that one thing is dead, so long live another 
thing, while topics that have been described as a ‘perfect storm’ range from 
‘alcohol and caffeine’ to ‘sleep in adolescents’.2 As a researcher on ocean 
issues, I’ve seen a lot of ‘rising tides’ and ‘shifting sands’.†  I’ll concede that 
‘Leading a Sea Change in Naval Ship Design’ and ‘Missing the Boat on 
Invasive Species’ are apt uses of maritime metaphors, but ‘A Rising Tide 
Meets a Perfect Storm: New Accountabilities in Teaching and Teacher 
Education in Ireland’ is a bridge too far.3

One of the earliest studies of such titles was written by Philip  Atkin 
for the 2002 Christmas issue of the British Medical Journal.4 The issue 
is dedicated to spoofs and parodies, which explains Atkin’s apparent 
enthusiasm for clichés: ‘Papers with catchy titles work best. Titles need 
to contain phrases that are in popular use and suggest innovation and 
exploration.’ The paper analyses the use of ‘paradigm shift’ and ‘pushing 
the envelope’, both popular clichés at the time. He found 201 papers during 

* 	   The word cliché is onomatopoeiac from French: it was the sound a movable 
type printing plate made when it was in use. Given that letters were set 
individually, it made good sense to cast frequently used words and phrases as a 
single piece of metal. Over time, cliché came to mean such a ready-made phrase, 
and eventually took on the meaning it has in English today.

† 	  While we tend to use ‘rising tide’ to refer to a growing number or trend, 
it first caught on after John F. Kennedy used the phrase ‘a rising tide lifts all 
boats’ to express the idea that improvements in the general economy will benefit 
everyone, and therefore economic policy should focus on macroeconomic 
development (though really he was trying to justify a pork barrel project he was 
inaugurating – the Greers Ferry Dam). Though commonly attributed to JFK, the 
phrase was originally the slogan for a regional chamber of commerce, the New 
England Council, and was repurposed by Kennedy’s speechwriter Ted Sorensen.
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the period 1976–2001 that contain the former, and 37 the latter. ‘Paradigm 
shift’ was initially unpopular, but that shifted in the mid-1980s. A period 
of exponential growth followed, but the phrase suffered a steep decline as 
the noughties approached. Likewise, academics were pushing few envelopes 
early on, but then in the 1990s we started to give them a real beating. 

With presumably sarcastic exuberance, Atkin urges academics to use 
new and exciting words and phrases in paper titles: ‘We must not confine 
our meditations but should begin to think outside of the box.’ 

Ten years later, Neville Goodman revisited Atkin’s work and found that 
‘paradigm shift’ had rebounded, while mercifully few envelopes were being 
pushed.5 Atkin’s nod to thinking outside the box was prescient: the phrase 
first appeared in 1995 and 124 papers used it in the period 2006–10. 

Table 1: Frequency of clichés used in medical article titles  
(1971–2010)*

Cliché Year of first 
usage

#

State of the art 1959 3518

Gold standard 1979 915

Paradigm shift 1980 722

Cutting edge 1970 411

Outside the box 1995 200

Wind of change 1960 184

Coalface/Goalposts/playing field 1990 164

Quantum leap 1972 48

Rubber hits the road 1985 23

* 	   Adapted from Goodman’s paper. Goodman based his analysis on searches in 
PubMed, a database focused on medical fields. Global numbers would likely be 
much higher.
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To be or not to be?
Clichés are only the tip of the iceberg. Goodman conducted another 
study of titles, ‘From Shakespeare to Star Trek and beyond: A Medline 
Search for Literary and Other Allusions in Biomedical Titles’.6 He 
found over 1,400 Shakespearean allusions, a full third of which are to 
‘What’s in a name’,* and another third to Hamlet.

‘Much ado about nothing’ appears 171 times, the first in 1967 as ‘Much 
ado about the null hypothesis’,7 while the ‘be’ in ‘to be or not to be’ 
has been substituted for a range of other things. ‘To Clone or Not to 
Clone’ appeared in 1997, one year after the successful cloning of Dolly 
the sheep.†♀8  ‘To Test or Not To Test’ is used over 3,500 times, including 
some gems like ‘To test or NOD-2 test: what are the questions?’9 Peak 
Shakespeare was reached in ‘Breast Cancer Screening: All’s Well that Ends 
Well, or Much Ado About Nothing?’10 

Beside the Bard, Goodman found 244 allusions to Hans Christian 
Andersen’s The Emperor’s New Clothes.‡ According to academia, the 
emperor has a motley wardrobe containing everything from isodose 
curves to ‘the lateral ligaments of the rectum’.11 One paper references 
both Andersen and Shakespeare (‘Mentorship – Is It a Case of the 
Emperor’s New Clothes or a Rose by Any Other Name?’),12 while 
‘Evidence-Based Practice: Sea Change or the Emperor’s New Clothes?’ 
simultaneously pushes my ocean cliché button and ticks the Andersen 
box.13

Goodman argues that such paper titles are a learned behaviour and 
that we are likely to see new allusions creep into titles over time. Sadly, 
he seems to be correct. Authors are already playing around with ‘Winter 

* 	   ‘What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell 
as sweet’ from Romeo and Juliet.

† 	  Dolly got her name from the fact that the somatic cell from which she was 
cloned was derived from a mammary gland cell and that the scientists ‘couldn’t 
think of a more impressive pair of glands than Dolly Parton’s’.

‡ 	  Even after discounting papers about emperors or emperor penguins.
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is coming’ (a quote from Game of Thrones), though even here there is the 
occasional chuckle-worthy effort – e.g. ‘Winter is Coming: Hibernation 
Reverses the Outcome of Sperm Competition in a Fly’.14

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly
Swiss science journalist Reto Schneider has been documenting the use 
of films as paper titles.15 The 1968 spaghetti western The Good, the Bad 
and the Ugly is the clear frontrunner, with around 2,700 publications 
substituting the ‘ugly’ with everything from ‘the whole grain’ to the 
‘Cell Type-Specific Roles of Hypoxia Inducible Factor-1 in Neurons 
and Astrocytes’.16 Remixes of Sex, Lies and Videotape are also frequent, 
though considerably less salacious in the academic incarnation ‘Sex, Lies 
and Insurance Coverage’ (which discusses legal liability for the negligent 
transmission of sexually transmitted diseases).17

The majority of film allusions are contrived. ‘Everything You Always 
Wanted to Know about Amorphophallus, but were Afraid to Stick your 
Nose Into!’18 will make sense to a botanist,* but I don’t see why you’d 
be afraid to ask questions regarding protein kinases.19 Likewise the 
exclamatory tone of the title ‘Honey, I Shrunk the Article! A Critical 
Assessment of the Commission’s Notice on Article 81 (3) of the EC Treaty’ 
no doubt belies the arcane contents within. 

Of Mice and Men
Nobody has yet taken on the considerable task of documenting 
references to classic novels in paper titles, though there are likely 
thousands. Biochemist Eva Ansen weaved 41 paper titles alluding to 
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men into a poem, producing some riveting 
rhyming couplets:20

* 	   The sexual organ visible on the plant bears more than a passing resemblance 
to that of the human male.


