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Principles and Methods
of Obscurantism

Alexander Kohn, Ph.D. '

Obscurantism in science has often be-
come a goal in itself. But it is mot
enough to confuse the reader; one has
to kmow what it is that one intends to
confuse the reader about.

Because most concepts of science are
relatively simple (once one understands
them) any ambitious scientist must, in
self-defense, prevent his colleagues
from discovering that his ideas are sim-
ple too. All he has to do is to write for
publication obscurely so that no one will
really attempt to read them but will be
awed by erudition. As somebody once
said, “Research suffers from perfervid
superexuberance of assertive volubility
accompanied by a concomitant irre-
sponsibility of deductive ratiocination.”

To quote an editorial in New Scien-
tist (vol. 16, p. 261) : “With the nar-
cissism of small boys who expect to be
liked even when their faces are un-
washed, some authors prepare their
papers for the scientific journals in the
belief that truth will always reveal it-
self from the most disorderly string of
words. From here it is only a short step
to the conclusion that outstanding truth
can surmount great obscurity, and so to
the belief that obscurity in a paper is
actually a mark of virtue.” Paul Weiss
has also described well the practice of
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obscurantism: “We see bewildered
youngsters composing research proj-
ects like abstract paintings: picking
some colourful and fashionable words
from recent literature and then reshuff-
ling and recombining them into an-
other conglomerate, yielding a stew of
data, both undigested and undigest-
ible. We see narrow specialists, lavish-
ing their pet techniques on reconfirm-
ing in yet another dozen ways what has
already been superabundantly estab-
lished to everybody’s satisfaction.”
(Science, vol. 136, p. 468.)

There are two general methods of ob-
scurantism. One, the verbal, is widely
used in medical, social, psychological
and anthropological sciences, while the
other, the mathematical, has many fol-
lowers in the mathematical, physical,
chemical and engineering fields. In this
article, I shall concentrate on verbal
obscurantism. It is illustrated by sev-
eral phrases that have been quoted ad
nauseam in the scientific literature. “It
has been long known that,” for example,
means “I haven’t bothered to look up
the original reference”; ‘“correct with-
in an order of magnitude” means
“wrong;” and “handled with extreme
care throughout the experiment” means
“not dropped on the floor.”

Let us, however, illustrate the meth-
od by actual examples culled from pub-
lished scientific literature:

In the Australian Journal of Bio-
logical Science (vol. 13, p. 344) we find:
“Simulation by Monte Carlo methods
of the effect of selection against pheno-
typic extremes has shown that selection
can produce a degree of genetic canali-
zation which is more restrictive than
that indicated by the limits of selection
showing that canalization of a rigid de-
gree can be caused by loose selection.”

Writing about sinusitis in Diseases of
the Chest (vol. 9, p. 50) the authors
state: ‘“The observation of Clerff and
Goodale of the frequent presence of
sinus infection in association with bi-
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lateral bronchiectasis in contradistinc-
tion to its frequent occurrence with uni-
lateral dilatation, is highly confirma-
tory of an etiological relationship be-
tween the sinusitis and the bronchial
disease if doubt has heretofore existed
of such a relationship.” )

A delightful example of official lan-
guage is found in the Weights and
Measures Act in the UK Board of
Trade (1963): “Every letter in any
such words, apart from the initial letter
of such words, shall be of such size that
the smallest rectangle capable of en-
closing each letter of every such word
shall not be less than % ; of the area of
the smallest rectangle capable of en-
closing the largest letter, apart from
initial letters, in any word of more than
one letter appearing on any label on
that container.”

I am baffled as to what to make out
of the following statements found in
the Report on Project 5-50638, Contract
OE-4-10-186 of December 1966 en-
titled: “Development of Educational
Theory Derived from Three Educa-
tional Theory Models” and submitted
to the U.S. Office of Education: “Dis-
connectionness is not either complete
connectionness or strongness or uni-
lateralness or weakness and some com-
ponents are not connected with respect
to affect relations” (p. 55); “In other
words, feedinness is the shared infor-
mation between toputness and input-
ness, where the toputness is at a time
just prior to the inputness” (p. 100);
“to-putness is system environment-
ness” (p. 49) ; and “Storeputness is a
system with inputness that is not from-
putness” (p. 50), a.so., a.so.

After this it comes as a relief to read
in the report of a Seminar on Poverty
by the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences (Chapter 9: “Nine character-
istics of poor population”) about “the
allocation of a very limited portion of a
person’s resources, abilities and ener-
gies to the ownership, maintenance and
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adornment of residential structures”
(which means: they live in slums), and
“a set of arrangements for producing
and rearing children the viability of
which is not predicated on the consist-
ent presence in the household of an
adult male acting in the role of husband
and father” (meaning: Dad is not home
much of the time).

A nice example from the fashionable
topic of development of new chemical
birth control agents appeared in Sci-
ence last year (vol. 166, p. 468): “In
view of the extraordinary scientific
complexity and the many unanswered
questions in the field of human repro-
ductive physiology, which cannot await
leisurely answers because of the enor-
mity of the problem of population
growth, the ultimate authority on such
scientific matters (especially during
the experimental preclinical and clini-
cal phases) should rest on independent
bodies of experts to whose scientific
judgment the governmental regulatory
agencies as well as the investigator are
prepared to bow.”

Two examples of short statements re-
lated to this subject are:

“Case 69, last known to be dying of
lymphoma 1% years after biopsy, is
considered for purpose of this discus-
sion to be dead” (Cancer, vol. 16, p.
928).

“The death of Dr. A. P. Meiklejohn
who helped in the preparation of the
first edition, must have added greatly
to the work of the two authors” (Lan-
cet, 1963, vol. 2, p. 340).

A pitfall into which many authors
fall is the unfortunate choice of word-
ing for the title. A few examples of
titles will make this clear:

“An instant of pitfalls prevalent in
graveyard research” (Biometrics, vol.
19, p. 683).

“Heat and mass transfer in a turbu-
lent bed contactor” (Chem. ENG.
Progr. vol. 60, p. 66).

“Freezing and storage of human

semen in 50 healthy medical students”
(Fertility and Sterility, vol. 15, p. 505).

“An accident associated with the yse - -

of artificial vagina” (Cornell Vet. vol.
38, p. 229).

“The role of punishment in the aetiol-
ogy and continuance of alcohol drinking
in rats” (Behav. Res. & Therapy, vol.
5, p. 309).

“The effect of level of skin on the
quality of chicken frankfurters” (Poul-
try Science, vol. 47, p. 1989).

Rules for Papers

Having been equipped with general
principles of obscurantism, we shall
now discuss some applications of this
method in preparing papers for publi-
cation:

Title: The choice of words composing
the title affects the chance of a paper
being mentioned by abstracting serv-
ices, though choice of subject itself is
of some importance. In the computer-
indexing of titles, authors and key-
words, “significant” words in the title
are retrieved by the computer, while
nonsignificant words are omitted. Thus
a title like “Uptake and incorporation
of rare elements and the quantitative
recovery of their derivatives in frac-
tions obtained by improved techniques”
will be completely ignored, because all
the words in this title are nonsignifi-
cant. On the other hand a title such as
“Catalytic hydro condensation of car-
bon monoxide with olefins and hydro-
polymerization of olefins under carbon
monoxide and hydrogen effect. Selective
deactivation of the catalyst by succes-
sive hydropolymerization of ethylene
and its homologs (propylene and 1-
butene)” (actually published in Izv.
Acad. Nauk SSSR vol. 5, p. 907) is in-
dexed 12 times.

Introduction: One way to write an in-
troduction is simply to state what the
experiment is all about and make pre-
dictions about the outcome. If all pre-
dictions are confirmed, however, a doubt
is cast upon the researcher, because
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older men know it never happens. It is
advisable, therefore, to select a minor
prediction and have this prediction fail.
Some sophisticated authors use the
strip-tease technique: they keep the
problem a secret from the reader until
the very last paragraph. Some even
keep it secret forever. .

Methods: If this section is to be clear,
orderly and systematic, one should not
tell what really happened.

Results: Under this section, you simply
rearrange the procedure section where
you said what you planned to do. Well
designed graphs help the understand-
ing of the text. One can force, for in-
stance, the experimental results to give
a straight line relationship by using
log or probit paper. One particularly
elegant method for obtaining the de-
sired correlation when correlation co-
efficient comes out at 0.00, with a distri-
bution shaped like a cake with raisins
(Fig. 1A), is to use Rudin’s correlation
sheet, which by proper stretching will
produce the correlation needed (Fig.
1B).

y

la Ib

Discussion: In discussion one repeats
the predictions made in the introduc-
tion and describes the importance of
the work in general, without getting
down to facts. If the experiments have
any merit whatsoever, somebody might
perform them better. One should, there-
fore, use the alibi-in-advance technique
by describing how you would do the ex-
periment if you were to do it over. Data
obtained from one experiment can be
amplified by describing the results you
would have obtained had you done a
series of related experiments. It is even
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sometimes better to describe the ex-
periments that were not done rather
than those that were, because the imag-
inary experiments are made in an inte-
grated and orderly manner which is
seldom achieved in the laboratory.

Summary: This should be shorter than
the manuscript. It will serve as an ab-
stract for abstractors abstracting sum-
maries for abstracting journals.
Acknowledgment: This should be hon-
est. Two actual examples are quoted:

“I wish to thank Dr. Lester who not
only suggested most of the experiments
herein but greatly helped in their inter-
pretation, and A. S. Bottorf and B.
Fravel for their excellent assistance in
performing these experiments” (/J.
Biol. Chem., vol. 240, p. 1387).

“We are indebted to Dr. James Di-
zikes and Dr. George Sherman, Grading
Branch Dairy Division, Consumer and
Marketing Service, USDA, Chicago, for
the microbiological analyses, and to Mr.
G. R. Anderson, Acting Area Super-
visor, Grading Branch, Poultry Divi-
sion, Consumer and Marketing Service,
USDA, Philadelphia, for supervising
the sampling of products, to Dr. D. H.
Berquist and Mr. P. W. Klusmeyer,
Henningsen Foods, Inc., and to Mr.
G. W. Patterson and Dr. A. Brant, Uni-
versity of California, Davis, for allow-
ing us to use their data on the number
of Salmonellae in commercial albumen
and whole egg samples respectively
(Poultry Science, vol. 48, p. 1098).
Bibliography: The more the better.
Especially important is inclusion of ref-
erences of papers by people who might
referee your paper.

Well, there is nothing like Science,
real experimental tangible science.
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Some of the sentences used in the section Rules

for Papers in this paper resemble to an amazing
degrce parallel sentences in Dr. Harlow’s paper.
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