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Writing Skills
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Whichever modules you’re doing on the MA, being able to write up your research is 
essential. Some of you may already be writers, but academic writing is different to 
writing for a general audience, and I want to point out some features and pitfalls. 
Let’s start off with a sample introduction to a paper about Jung and the Age of 
Aquarius , and we’ll examine what issues there are with this paragraph.
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Well, frankly, it’s pretty terrible in academic terms. Let’s break down why.
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MAJOR ISSUES Says 
who?

Did it?

Avoid stating your 
own opinion

How? What’s the 
connection between the 
Internet and Aquarius?

When did he 
believe this?

Does he actually 
say this in Aion? If 

so, where?

This isn’t from Aion, 
it’s from Psychology of 

the Unconscious
Misspelling of name 1. Not an academic source

2. Not cited correctly

If you make a claim, back it up. This can seem tedious – if I claim that World War II 
ended in 1945, it’s a pretty uncontroversial claim, but any claim does need a citation. 
In this case, I’m making a controversial claim; who says these are harbingers of the 
Age of Aquarius?

Stating your own opinion is out of place in an academic essay, too.

Don’t make assumptions. It may be blindingly obvious to YOU that the Internet is 
Aquarian, but who says so?

Are your sources correct? If you claim that Jung said X, tells us WHERE he said it. If 
you put something in quotes – ‘imminent’ in this example – make sure that it is in the 
cited source. In this example, I’m citing a website article by Liz Greene, and she 
doesn’t use the word ‘imminent’ at all – so I shouldn’t have put it in quotes.

Discriminate in your sources. Anyone can knock up a blog or website – that doesn’t 
make it authoritative. A paper on JSTOR has the advantage of being peer reviewed; a 
book with an academic or reputable publisher is safer than some random article, 
website, or pamphlet.

Cite, cite, cite – and make sure you get names and titles correct!
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MINOR ISSUES
Spell out centuries: 
twenty-first century

Use single quotes

Although permitted, we don’t recommend using Ibid

Quirky font

There are some minor issues, too, in this text. Spell out centuries in words, not 
numbers. Use a standard font – I said this is a minor point, since we don’t insist on a 
particular font in our guidelines, but I have committed a cardinal sin by using Comic 
Sans in this example.

Direct quotes should be enclosed in single, not double, quotation marks.

If you have two references to the same book or paper, spell it out in full the first time, 
and use an obvious abbreviation for subsequent ones – so Liz Greene, Jung’s Studies 
In Astrology (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), p.159 the first time you cite this book, and 
just Greene, Jung’s Studies,  p.208 is fine for subsequent references. Avoid “Ibid” 
(which just means “the same” in Latin) – not many people speak Latin these days, 
and a short meaningful abbreviated title is much easier to follow.
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MAJOR ISSUES Says 
who?

Did it?

Avoid stating your 
own opinion

How? What’s the 
connection between the 
Internet and Aquarius?

When did he 
believe this?

Does he actually 
say this in Aion? If 

so, where?

This isn’t from Aion, 
it’s from Psychology of 

the Unconscious
Misspelling of name

1. Not an academic source
2. Not cited correctly

• No primary sources

• Secondary source not an academic one

• Misreading of secondary source

• Not cited correctly

The major issues can be summed up as follows – no primary sources, the secondary 
source wasn’t an academic one, the secondary source was misread, and it wasn’t 
cited properly.

How do we get round this?

Let’s look at that secondary source…
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It’s a website. It’s actually a perfectly reasonable website, and the article on it was 
written by Liz Greene, who is a very sound author. At a push, you COULD cite from 
this – but rather than giving a URL, the article itself does give a better citation. This 
citation isn’t in the required form specified in the University Referencing Guide – the 
title is in double quotes, the journal isn’t italicised and so on, but it contains all the 
necessary information to create a properly formatted citation. That website might not 
exist in ten years’ time, but the magazine will still exist somewhere.
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According to Liz Greene, Jung saw 
‘an aion as an astrological epoch’

Firstly, if you are citing a secondary source, tell us – otherwise we might think it’s 
YOUR idea, and that’s plagiarism. Did Jung’s Aion define an aion as an astrological 
epoch? We don’t know unless we read it – all we know from the website is that Liz 
Greene told us this. So that needs to be made clear: “According to Liz Greene…”
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According to Liz Greene, Jung saw 
‘an aion as an astrological epoch’

This is true – but we want to know what
Jung said, not what Greene said Jung said!

Greene does not cite the precise source for
this quote, so we need to dig a bit
further…

However, even then it’s not perfect. Liz Greene is an excellent author, but in that 
article on the website she wasn’t writing for an academic audience. She told us what 
Jung said, but didn’t say where he said it – which is a problem for an academic paper.

We also would rather hear Jung’s words from Jung’s own work. If you’re writing 
about Jung, it’s better to know what Jung said, rather than what Liz Greene said that 
Jung said.

So what did Liz Greene say, and what did Jung say?
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Is this a direct quote from Aion?

Here’s she’s talking about Jung’s book Aion, so it’s reasonable to assume that her 
nicely indented quote is indeed from that book. But it’s worthwhile checking, for two 
reasons – firstly, if you’re going to claim it’s from Aion, it’s good to be right about 
that. Secondly, if you can find the quote from Jung himself, that’s better than a 
second-hand quote. 
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Google Books is always a 
good first port of call

Google Books is always a good first port of call. Liz has given us a quote, so let’s put 
part of that quote into the Google Books search box. Lots of hits!
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Carl Jung, ‘Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth Of 
Things Seen In The Skies’ in Collected Works of 
C.G. Jung: The First Complete English Edition of 
the Works of C.G. Jung (United Kingdom: Taylor 
& Francis, 1973), Vol X, p.4615.

You could also note that this was first 
published in German in 1958.

And in fact, the quote is not from Aion at all, but another book he wrote in 1958, and 
republished in English in his collected works. We can see the precise quote about a 
shift of precessional ages, together with Jung’s claim that ‘we are now nearing that 
great change which may be expected when the spring-point enters Aquarius’. This 
quote is from his collected works published in English in 1973, but is in an article 
entitled ‘Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth Of Things Seen In The Skies’ originally 
published in German in 1958. So that’s worth knowing! Google Books will often tell 
us the book, the page number and so on – often with an image of the page. Then you 
can check if that book is in the TSD library. The first thing you come to in Google 
Books when you click a book also gives you information about the book – publisher, 
year and so on – and even a button that gives you a citation (not quite in our format, 
but it has all the information you need).
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However, although Greene’s quote was from 
1958 and not from Aion, Jung does indeed 
discuss precessional ages in Aion, published in 
1951.

Similar digging shows that Green’s quote about 
Taurus and Scorpio was from a footnote in 
Psychology of the Unconscious. His quote here 
says: ‘Taurus and Scorpio are equinoctial signs…’ 
with a footnote pointing out that they were 
equinoctial signs from 4300 to 2150 BCE.

This was first published in 1912. 

However, Jung does also discuss precessional ages in Aion – here it is, on page 81. 
Another quote from Liz’s article talks about Scorpio and Taurus being equinox points, 
and states that this persisted into the Christian Era even though they weren’t 
equinoctial points by then. That, however, doesn’t come from Aion, but from a much 
earlier work – Jung’s Psychology of the Unconscious.

So rather than distilling what Liz Greene said, we now have THREE quotes from 
different primary sources – which looks a lot better.
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We can still use Liz Greene, of course – she’s an excellent secondary source. However, 
a website article isn’t the best starting point. A bit more digging reveals that Liz 
Greene has lots to say about Jung and the Age of Aquarius, but this time in a book 
published in 2018 by a well-known publisher, so this is a far more solid source than a 
website.
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Use primary sources, and direct 
quotes (with single quotation marks) Cite the primary sources

Develop your theme

Use a more rigorous secondary 
source than a website

Follow the Referencing Guide in 
your citations

Use secondary sources to back up 
arguments and go deeper

Standard font 
(Calibri)

This now means that we can build up a better, more academically rigorous, picture. 
We can cite our three primary sources from Jung. As they range from 1912 to 1958, 
we can show that this is a recurring theme and not a one-off. Then we can bring Liz 
Greene, a secondary source, into play to back up these arguments and give extra 
insight. Let’s quickly go through this revised text.

This piece of writing is better because it’s using primary sources, building a theme, 
and making use of a secondary source. The sources are all cited in accordance with 
the university’s Referencing Guide, and are all sound sources.
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• Cite your sources

• Develop an argument based on sources, not your opinion

• When you draw a conclusion, make it clear if it’s your own or someone
else’s – otherwise it’s plagiarism

There is a trap that students often fall in to, which we can summarise with these 
three key points: always cite your sources, develop an argument based on those 
sources and not your opinion, and when you draw a conclusion we – the tutors –
need to know whether it’s YOUR conclusion, or whether you’re stating someone 
else’s.
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Reason fails to explain events or to provide means for minimal predictability, which 
leads to a distrust of “the reasonable” and a search for an alternative 
epistemology… a bricolage of disparate elements from religion, ideology, the 
occult, and bits and pieces of esoteric knowledge covering a vast area including lost 
continents, astrology, alchemy, unconventional medicine, UFOs, and conspiracy 
theories – previously marginalized and stigmatized forms of knowledge are 
mainstreamed and politicized as suppressed truths.

Kathleen Stewart and Susan Harding, ‘Bad Endings: American Apocalypsis’, Annual Review of Anthropology 28 
(1999), pp.285-310.

For example, here is a short paragraph from a paper published in 1999, about how 
the rise of programmes like the X-Files may have led people to be more accepting of 
unconventional theories. Let’s say you read that paper in passing and made a mental 
note of it, but didn’t keep it as you weren’t planning to use it.
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• Cite your sources

• Develop an argument based on sources, not your opinion

• When you draw a conclusion, make it clear if it’s your own or someone 
else’s – otherwise it’s plagiarism

Millennials have turned to astrology because they don’t trust science

In my experience, millennials have engaged with astrology as they perceive the 
narrative of conventional science to be too rigid and are open to alternative 
explanations

Still an opinion, and dressing it up in fancy words doesn’t fix that!





In the first example, you want to make a point about increased interest in astrology, 
and have a vague recollection of that paper, so you put this statement. As you didn’t 
cite anything, it’s just an opinion – and in fact, the original article wasn’t even about 
millennials.

So instead, you back it up by saying ‘In my experience’, and using more academic 
language. However, even if that observation is true in your own experience, that 
doesn’t really count, because your own experience of your friends doesn’t constitute 
a representative sample – and dressing it up in fancy words doesn’t fool anyone!
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A mistrust of conventional explanations mean that some people have turned to 
astrology for explanations, which had formerly been marginalised.1

1 Kathleen Stewart and Susan Harding, ‘Bad Endings: American Apocalypsis’, Annual Review of Anthropology 28 
(1999), pp.285-310.

Stewart and Harding pointed out that among some people ‘Reason fails to explain 
events or to provide means for minimal predictability, which leads to a distrust of 
“the reasonable” and a search for an alternative epistemology’ and they concluded 
that a mistrust of conventional explanations mean that some people have turned 
to astrology for explanations, which had formerly been marginalised.1

1 Kathleen Stewart and Susan Harding, ‘Bad Endings: American Apocalypsis’, Annual Review of Anthropology 28 
(1999), pp.285-310.



✓

If you do wish to use the article we’ve just examined, make sure you credit it, and 
quote from it.

On the face of it, the top example looks better than before. You’ve paraphrased what 
Stewart and Harding said, it’s not unreasonable, and you’ve cited the source. 
However, it’s not clear that you’ve paraphrased what the authors said, nor is it clear 
whether the conclusion drawn – that a mistrust of conventional explanations led 
people turning to a formerly marginalised astrology – is your own conclusion drawn 
from the evidence, or whether that’s what the authors said.

So instead, this needs to be clarified: “Steward and Harding pointed out that…” “they 
concluded that”. This way, it’s clear that you are citing their exact words, and telling 
the reader that this was their conclusion, and not one that you’ve drawn yourself.
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READ THESE AND 
USE THEM!

That’s just a very quick overview – but before submitting essays, please, please, 
please go to the Cultural Astronomy and Astrology home page on Moodle and 
download the Sophia Centre Essay Writing Guide and the University’s MHRA 
Referencing Guide.
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