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What Authors Really Mean
“Everyone in the field knows what XYZ is.”
Seasoned editors know the true meaning of
this comment: “I haven’t a clue, but everybody uses it.” Early in one’s career, or when
one is working in an unfamiliar field, the
“everyone knows” (EOK) response typically
elicits a frantic search of reference works or
a rereading of 17 background articles. The
long-time prose strategist, however, knows
what to say to an EOK: “I’m sure that’s
true, but could you remind me? I’m putting together a list so I won’t have to bother
authors with these annoying questions.”
Yes, that analysis sounds a bit condescending, the approach somewhat manipulative. But it’s a jungle of egos out there. To
survive, editors of all descriptions—from
“authors’” to “-in-chief ”—must learn what
authors really mean. Further examples follow.

I have chosen not to discuss all the tabular
results in detail.
Translation: Some of this stuff makes
absolutely no biologic sense, but I spent
weeks getting those p values from the
statistician.
The coauthors have all seen this draft and
just love it.
Translation: I am sooooo tired of this
manuscript. Please, please don’t make me
change much.
We would be happy to show the reviewers the individual figures for each set of
data described in the text should they so
desire.
Translation: Nobody’s going to want more
stuff to look at. . . . Lord, I hope we can get
this done in the next couple of months.
Cartoon by Richard Cunningham

I know the print is blurred, but I’ll get a
better one before publication.
Translation: I just KNOW the next gel
will work.
You don’t need to see the reviews—that’s
just technical stuff you wouldn’t understand.
Translation: I got creamed. They hate it
and think the conclusions are overblown,
the data poorly presented, and the experimental design sketchy. They’re idiots.
This journal just loves summary tables in
the introduction.
Translation: Look, I made this table
and I’m bloody well going to use it. . . .
Besides, it’s easier than writing.
I’ve given the means for 3 experiments to
save space.
Translation: I couldn’t replicate the
damned thing.

We have modified the manuscript in
accord with the reviewers’ comments and
suggestions and have accepted the majority of their suggestions.
Translation: We did exactly 51% of what
those idiots asked.
And my personal favorite, a line that has
reverberated through my many years as a
copy, managing, and author’s editor:
We prefer not to propose a definite
explanatory mechanism as causation
appears to be multifactorial.
Loosely translated, this typically means,
“Nobody knows what the hell is going on
here, but we’ve got lots of data.”

The Lighter View consists of short
articles, cartoons, quotations, or any other
type of humorous material about the
editing life. We invite your contributions.
Send ideas to Barbara Gastel, Editor,
CBE Views, Department of Journalism,
230 Reed McDonald Building, Texas
A&M University, College Station TX
77843-4111. Phone 409-845-6887; fax
409-845-5408; e-mail b-gastel@tamu.edu.

Christy Wright
Christy Wright is a freelance writer and
editor who recently relocated to Arden, NC.
E-mail her at editwright@aol.com with your
own examples of authorial obfuscations.

I need this back within 48 hours because
these findings are really HOT.
Translation: The tenure and promotions
committee is meeting next week.
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