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Abstract 

Building on and methodologically extending Conceptual Metaphor Theory, the article 
examines how personal agency as a discursively produced socio-psychological 
phenomenon can be studied in elicited metaphors through a discourse-analytical 
approach. More concretely, the study illustrates how early career researchers 
experience and express their agency in research writing through personal metaphors 
of academic writing such as RIDING A ROLLER COASTER or BAKING A WEDDING CAKE. A 
two-step discursive analysis adapts Hopper & Thompson’s multidimensional 
approach to linguistic transitivity to study agency in language. The analytical 
approach involves both an in-depth parametrized analysis of all metaphors in the 
sample and a qualitative cross-analysis of the data. Results show that the 
participants’ metaphors reflect both nuanced personal experiences and cultural 
expectations of academic writing, the writer, and the text. This emphasizes that 
research writing is not only a highly subjective practice but also one that is socially 
and culturally influenced. The article argues that research on agency thus needs 
elaborate methodological tools to trace discursive and socio-psychological 
trajectories of complex socio-cognitive practices like academic writing. This not only 
has implications for the nexus of research writing, identity, and academic 
enculturation but also for other fields focusing on agency in language. 
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1 Introduction 

Ah, the ups and downs of research writing! When researchers talk about their 
personal experience with academic writing in informal settings like conference coffee 
breaks or after meeting for a joint writing session, many of them compare their writing 
process to riding a roller coaster. The same image has been used by one of the 
participants in the present study. When asked to render her personal metaphor for 
academic writing, the early career researcher completed the prompt “Academic 
writing is like…” like this:  

A roller coaster ride. I associate academic writing with a multitude of activities 
and feelings that follow one another and that sometimes represent quite an up 
and down. From the idea for a text to the research, possibly the data 
generation, then the writing itself, the revision steps, possibly the cooperation 
with others, the presentation at congresses, the submission to journals, the 
waiting for feedback, the tension, the ups and downs of the feelings when [the 
paper is] being accepted or rejected, the feeling of being downhearted when 
receiving criticism, the reluctance and the agony when incorporating the 
criticism, the joy when it is done and one notices above all how the text 
becomes better and gains [from the criticism]. Finally, the euphoria when one 
reads one’s article in print. […] (15) 

This metaphorical description speaks about how different moments in the becoming 
of an academic text are characterized by a sequence of emotions evoked by the 
writer’s own and other persons’ stances towards each other, the evolving text, and 
the surrounding activities. One question that comes to mind when reading this 
personal description of an academic writing process is just how much power and 
freedom of action the speaking person appears to have as a writer. This leads to the 
more general questions that I will address in the present paper: How can 
conceptualizations of agency in the context of a given socio-psychological activity be 
studied in personal metaphors? And more specifically, focusing on academic writing 
as one such activity: How do early career research writers experience agency in 
writing? 

My focus is twofold, involving both a thematic and a methodological level. On a 
thematic level, the present study is concerned with personal experiences of agency 
in the exemplary area of academic writing. For researchers, especially in early stages 
of their academic careers, academic writing is a key activity for professional success. 
It is the central means to communicate research findings to others and to participate 
in disciplinary discourses. Research writing is subject to gate-keeping mechanisms 
and power relations in academic communities and regularly challenges the social 
rights and duties of writers. Characterized by asymmetric power relations and often 
happening under precarious circumstances, the writer-researchers’ agency is 
challenged and contested in the process of their academic enculturation (Karsten, 
2023; Muir and Solli, 2022). In this vein, academic writing is closely linked to personal 
development and to not only creating text but also creating oneself as a scholar 
(Kamler and Thomson, 2014). The possibilities for identity development and learning 
in and through writing include what Lee (2010, p. 17) has called “being rhetorical,” 
i.e., the quality of actively addressing one’s work to a community of academic or 
professional peers. Thus, early career academics’ writing practices are an 
outstanding arena to study processes of social identity construction and, particularly, 
the socio-psychological phenomenon of agency.  
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On a methodological level, I will present a discourse analytical approach to studying 
agency in elicited metaphors. In educational contexts, metaphor analysis is a 
widespread approach to studying socio-psychological phenomena involved in 
academic and professional development and disciplinary enculturation. While 
literature on the doctoral journey emphasizes that academic writing is one of the key 
activities in which becoming a researcher unfolds (e.g., Barnacle and Dall’Alba, 2014; 
Kamler and Thomson, 2014), the number of metaphor studies dealing with academic 
writing and other literacy processes is relatively small and almost exclusively focuses 
on student writers. Like most metaphor analyses in educational studies, metaphor 
research on academic literacy practices generally builds on Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory (CMT, seminally: Lakoff and Johnson, 1980), focusing on which metaphors 
are used to conceptualize the relevant processes. Extending this focus, I will illustrate 
a more discourse analytical approach that attends to the sophisticated ways in which 
individual researchers (re)construct agency in and through metaphors. Zooming in on 
a more fine-grained level of linguistic analysis gives insights into how exactly 
participants (re)construct their experience with a particular social practice, academic 
writing, through metaphor, addressing their felt power to act, and, not least, their 
sense of self as research writers. 

The paper starts with a discussion of the theoretical node of agency in language. My 
focus lies on a discourse analytical perspective largely motivated from works in 
anthropological linguistics, which understands personal agency as a discursively 
produced socio-psychological phenomenon. A structured framework that has proven 
to be useful for an in-depth analysis of agency in discursive material are the holistic 
linguistic parameters of transitivity formulated by Hopper and Thompson (1980) 
presented subsequently. In the next step, the function and status of metaphor in 
relation to thought and action as formulated by Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) 
and successional research threads are discussed. For the present study, the issue of 
personal experience and its (re)construction in metaphorical utterances is central. To 
tackle this (re)construction, a discourse analytical approach is called for and 
subsequently spelled out in the context of a study of 24 early career researchers’ 
metaphors of academic writing. This study comprises both a parametrized analysis of 
all metaphors in the sample (consisting of a personal metaphor plus an explanatory 
text each) and findings from a recursive cross-analysis that revealed three thematic 
complexes in the sample: the varying degrees of writer’s agency, the role of others 
for agency, and collective voices, cultures, and norms. The paper closes with a 
discussion of the main results and the implications they have for understanding 
research writing, identity, and personal agency in academic enculturation, as well as 
with a methodological reflection on studying agency through metaphor, which 
extends beyond the thematic focus on academic writing. 

 

2 Language and agency – a discourse analytical perspective 

2.1 Agency as discursively (re)constructed 

Agency is a sociocultural phenomenon. In the social sciences, there is no 
straightforward definition of agency but a tendency to understand agency as 
deliberate action and as making active decisions within social relations. Working from 
the mappings by Helfferich (2012) and Emirbayer and Mische (1998), three levels of 
understanding agency in the social sciences can be determined: agency seen as a 
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social ‘fact,’ agency seen as discursively constructed, and agency seen as a 
subjectively experienced phenomenon (see Figure 1.). 

 

Figure 1. Understandings of agency in the social sciences. 

The middle level of this field is central for a linguistically interested understanding of 
agency as a socio-psychological phenomenon, as it puts forward a conceptualization 
of agency as the discursively (re)constructed and socially assigned power to act. 
Accordingly, fields like linguistic anthropology claim that agency needs to be studied 
in relation to language as social action, stressing “how important it is for scholars 
interested in agency to look closely at language and linguistic form” (Ahearn, 2001, p. 
109). In the following, I will rely on a distinction introduced by Duranti (2004): 

[T]here are two basic dimensions of agency in language: performance and 
encoding. […] [T]he two dimensions are in fact mutually constitutive, that is, it is 
usually the case that performance – the enacting of agency, its coming into 
being – relies on and simultaneously affects the encoding – how human action 
is depicted through linguistic means. Conversely, encoding always serves 
performative functions, albeit in different ways and with varying degrees of 
effectiveness. By describing agentive relationships among different entities (e.g. 
participants in a speech event, characters in a story) and affective and 
epistemic stances toward individuals and events, speakers routinely participate 
in the construction of certain types of beings, including moral types, and certain 
types of social realities in which those beings can exist and make sense of each 
other’s actions. (Duranti, 2004, p. 454-55) 

Analyses of agency in language can thus focus more on the performative aspects of 
agency: how speakers enact their social capacity to act through the way they talk. Or 
they can focus more on the way in which speakers position themselves and others to 
have a certain degree of agency, i.e., how they (re)present actions and relations in 
and through their utterances. These tendencies involved in agency as a discursive 
phenomenon also transcend into the psychological level of experiencing agency and 
the sociological level of ‘having’ agency. Due to my thematic focus, my focus lies 
more on questions of encoding – specifically: on how early career researchers 
(re)present agency in academic writing in and through their personal metaphors. 
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However, I will also draw in aspects of performance in terms of how the early career 
writers enact agency through the way they voice and address their personal 
metaphors. 

 

2.2 Studying agency through Hopper and Thompson’s parameters of 
transitivity 

Focusing on agency in language draws attention to how exactly an event (be it real 
or imaginary) and its entities are discursively (re)constructed: what action qualities 
the constructed event exhibits and how the characteristics of and relations between 
participants of the event are depicted. Duranti (2004, p. 459-60) argues that all 
languages have ways of representing agency and that there are several possibilities 
in each language to both encode or perform but also to mitigate agency. Hopper and 
Thompson (1980) formulated an analytical framework concerned with linguistic 
transitivity that offers an exceptionally rich and detailed account of linguistic 
strategies to encode and mitigate agency in the morphosyntactic and semantic-
pragmatic domain. In traditional grammar, transitivity was initially understood 
primarily as a syntactic structure comprising a subject of action and an object of 
action (usually marked in the nominative and accusative case) (cf. Kittilä, 2002, 
2010). A simple example is the sentence “The girl was singing a beautiful song.”, 
which is understood as a transitive clause in traditional grammar with “the girl” being 
the subject and “a beautiful song” the object, compared to the sentence “The girl was 
singing beautifully,” where there is no grammatical object, and therefore the clause is 
considered intransitive. Whereas traditional grammar focuses on the grammatical 
structures of the respective clause and not on its discursive meaning, semantic and 
pragmatic definitions of transitivity have become more widespread in the past 
decades (Kittilä, 2010). Up to today, Hopper and Thompson’s parametrized scheme 
to determine the transitivity of an utterance, which combines syntactic, semantic, and 
pragmatic aspects in its understanding of transitivity, is the most important 
multidimensional approach to analyzing the transitivity of linguistic utterances. It 
conceptualizes how the transitivity of an utterance provides fundamental information 
about the effectiveness of an event as it is linguistically constructed in terms of the 
amount of energy that is transferred from an actor to an object of action. 

Hopper and Thompson’s scheme is usually used to analyze how different languages 
construct transitive semantics linguistically and to identify patterns across languages. 
Their work also provides a promising basis for metaphor studies from a cognitive-
linguistically and discursively oriented perspective (Scharlau et al., 2019; Scharlau et 
al., 2021; Karsten et al., 2022).  

Hopper and Thompson (1980) list ten parameters to determine the transitivity of an 
utterance: 

1. Participants: subject (A) and 0-n objects (O, IO) 
2. Kinesis: event or state 
3. Aspect: telic or non-telic 
4. Punctuality: punctual or extended 
5. Volitionality: deliberately or not 
6. Affirmation: affirmative or negated 
7. Mode: realis or irrealis 
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8. Agency of A: human or other living being or thing 
9. Affectedness of O: energy transformed or not 
10. Individuation of O: singular or mass noun 

These parameters, described in more detail in Section 4.2, refer to the action itself as 
it is constructed in the utterance, the subject or agent performing the action, or the 
object or patient of the action. Each parameter is to be thought of as a continuum 
with two poles, one of which is associated with a low degree of transitivity and the 
other with a high degree of transitivity. The respective ratings of each parameter are 
usually summed up to determine the overall transitivity of the utterance. In the 
present study, I use Hopper and Thompson’s scheme to perform an in-depth 
discursive analysis of the action qualities of personal metaphorical conceptualizations 
of research writing as they are produced by individual members of a social 
community, extending previous studies on academic writing and reading, which work 
on the basis of generalized transitivity features of conceptual metaphors found in a 
larger body of material (Scharlau et al., 2019; Scharlau et al., 2021). This means that 
I will take into account how the syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic qualities of each 
individual linguistic construction are deployed – consciously or unconsciously – to 
construct the characteristics of an event and thus to understand how the personal 
experience agency is depicted by the individual participants. 

Before presenting my empirical study and illustrating how agency constructions can 
be studied through transitivity analysis at an individual level, it is helpful to take a 
theoretical and methodological look at how metaphor analysis typically has been 
used to study socio-psychological phenomena like professional identity development, 
agency, and learning. 

 

3 Metaphor as a window to personal experience? 

3.1  Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), introduced by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson 
in 1980, has been seminal in conceptualizing metaphor not as a mere rhetorical or 
poetic device but as a central mechanism of human thought and language. CMT 
holds that the use of metaphors is a common everyday procedure that helps persons 
to make sense of complex and more abstract states or events (target domain) in 
terms of simpler and experience-based states or events (source domain). As we 
have seen, research writing can be conceptualized as, e.g., A ROLLER COASTER RIDE. 
However, it can also be conceptualized as the CONSTRUCTION OF A BUILDING as in the 
following personal metaphor from my sample: 

The construction of a building. 

- For both, one starts with a scaffold [framework] (outline). 
- [One] completes individual building blocks little by little. 
- One needs a plan/idea of the result. 
- At the end one makes the finishing touches and embellishes. […] 
- When it's done, one wants to show it off to other people & be proud of it. […] 

(2) 
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Depending on the choice of source domain, certain characteristics of the target 
domain are highlighted (e.g., the processual nature and emotional oscillations vs. the 
step-by-step advancement and working towards a final result), while other 
characteristics of the target domain are hidden (for example, neither of the two 
metaphors presented so far particularly refers to the role that other authors’ texts play 
in writing). 

As part of a cognitive linguistic framework, CMT holds that metaphors work on a 
conceptual level. According to CMT, metaphor is not a punctual discursive strategy of 
individual speakers but structures all thinking, speaking, and acting – mostly in a 
matter-of-course integral fashion that goes largely unnoticed by speakers. Lakoff and 
Johnson (1980) argue that conventionalized linguistic expressions such as “I’ve 
never won an argument with him” and “You disagree? Okay, shoot!” reflect relatively 
stable conceptual metaphors that structure human thought (here: ARGUMENT IS WAR, 
cf. Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 4). A central tenet of CMT is that conceptual 
metaphors are based on primary metaphors that are directly tied to human 
experience (Grady, 1997, 2005; Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). According to primary 
metaphor theory, conceptual metaphors like GOOD IS UP rely on basic embodied 
experience of individuals in the physical world. Gibbs (2003, p. 2) formulates what he 
calls the “embodiment premise” as follows:  

People’s subjective, felt experiences of their bodies in action provides part of 
the fundamental grounding for language and thought. […] We must not assume 
cognition to be purely internal, symbolic, computational, and disembodied, but 
seek out the gross and detailed ways that language and thought are inextricably 
shaped by embodied action. (Gibbs, 2003, p. 2) 

While traditional CMT works from an implied generality of human experience due to 
humans’ specific embodied ways of being in the world, more recent cognition-
oriented approaches in metaphor research focus more specifically on the particular 
interaction of co-actors and their contexts as a source of metaphoricity (e.g., Jensen 
and Greve, 2017). Similarly, discourse-oriented and usage-based approaches in 
metaphor research criticize that the foundational accounts of CMT study conceptual 
metaphors in a traditional linguistic fashion through analyzing decontextualized 
examples and relying on the introspection of linguists, such as in the examples given 
above (Hampe, 2017). As one proponent of this critique puts it: “Traditional 
researchers in conceptual metaphor theory fail to notice some essential aspects of 
metaphor and cannot account for phenomena that can only be accounted for if we 
investigate metaphors in real discourse” (Kövecses, 2010, p. 664). 

 

3.2  Studying socio-psychological phenomena through metaphor: Identity, 
learning, and literacy 

From early on, CMT has investigated the metaphorical conceptualization of typical 
psychological phenomena, e.g., emotions (Kövecses, 2000), the self (Lakoff and 
Johnson, 1999), morality (Johnson, 1993), or psychoanalytic concepts (Borbely, 
2004) (cf. Gibbs, 2011, p. 533). Therefore, it is not surprising that metaphor analysis 
has become a widespread methodological tool in studies of educational practice, the 
field of teacher training being an especially rich area for metaphor studies (cf. Saban, 
2006). Many studies in this field focus on metaphorical conceptualizations of teaching 
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and learning and how they change during professional development and academic 
enculturation (e.g., Leavy et al., 2006; Martinez et al., 2001; Wenger and Nückles, 
2015a, b; Wenger et al., 2020). Some of these studies specifically attend to socio-
psychological processes of professional identity development and learning and how 
they present themselves in or can be fostered through metaphors. Beauchamp and 
Thomas (2009) highlight several studies that focus on teachers’ professional identity 
and its development through metaphor. Thomas and Beauchamps’ own study (2011) 
compared new teachers’ metaphors they used to describe their professional identities 
immediately following graduation with those in their first year of teaching. Their 
findings suggest that whereas new teachers first see themselves as ready for their 
teaching tasks, they later struggle to develop a professional identity. Hunt’s reflective 
study (2006) highlights how focusing on metaphors in reflective practice can serve as 
a tool to accomplish the passage from more intuitive pre-professional knowledge into 
professional practice. In these contexts, metaphors are often used to examine those 
“aspects of identity that are difficult to articulate” (Thomas and Beauchamp, 2011, p. 
763). The reported exemplary studies from the field of teacher training and higher 
education teaching and learning thus bear a resemblance to my present research in 
so far as the development of professional or academic identity is interwoven with the 
experience and (re)construction of personal agency in the respective community and 
its central practices as, e.g., Lea and Street (2006) and Lillis (2003) have argued for 
the development of academic literacies. An explicit focus on agency in the area of 
metaphor research in the field of teacher training can be found in the approach of 
Beauchamp and Thomas (2009), when they argue that “[w]hat may result from a 
teacher’s realization of his or her identity, in performance within teaching contexts, is 
a sense of agency, of empowerment to move ideas forward, to reach goals or even to 
transform the context. It is apparent that a heightened awareness of one’s identity 
may lead to a strong sense of agency” (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2009, p. 183). 

In the context of metaphor analysis as a way to study professional development and 
enculturation, there is a growing field of studies on students’ and teachers’ metaphors 
of academic literacy practices, reviewed largely by Wan and Turner (2018). Analyses 
focusing on metaphors of academic literacy practice include higher education 
reading, writing, or both. Armstrong (2008) investigated first-year college students’ 
conceptualizations of academic literacy and how those conceptualizations changed 
over the course of their initial college literacy experience in a developmental reading 
and writing class. She worked on the basis of both spontaneously produced 
metaphorical expressions and elicited metaphors. Paulson and Armstrong (2011) 
explored the metaphors related to reading, writing, and learning that students 
enrolled in a university reading and writing course produced in response to prompts 
similar to those used in the present study. Wan (2015) worked with metaphors 
elicited in group discussions of ESL graduate students on their writing beliefs and the 
relationship between academic writing and critical thinking. More recently, Rismondo 
and Unterpertinger (2021) investigated university students’ understanding of the role 
knowledge plays in their writing processes in an exploratory analysis of semi-
structured focus group interviews. 

Even though the personally felt and socially assigned power to act plays a central 
role for social identity construction, only few of the metaphor studies on higher 
education reading or writing deal with issues of agency in an explicit fashion. 
Exceptions are the studies by Paulson and Theado (2015) and Scharlau and 
colleagues (Scharlau et al., 2019; Scharlau et al., 2021; Karsten et al., 2022). 
Paulson and Theado (2015) hold that agency is a central aspect of students’ identity 
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and learning, especially in self-regulated learning. They also argue that higher 
education instructors play a key role in shaping their students’ conceptualizations 
through their ‘teacher-talk’ and, specifically, the metaphors used in this classroom 
talk. Scharlau and colleagues’ studies on university students’ conceptual metaphors 
of writing (Scharlau et al., 2021) and reading (Scharlau et al., 2019) interpret Hopper 
and Thompson’s model of transitivity in terms of writer’s agency (Karsten et al., 
2022), focusing on the question of how writers resp. readers were represented as 
actors (or non-actors) through the different conceptual metaphors in the respective 
samples. 

Overall, there is a striking sparsity of metaphor research with more advanced 
students or even early career research writers – if not in the role of university 
teachers. One notable exception is the study of Simpson (2009), who studied the 
metaphors for academic writing of seven post-graduate students with a special focus 
on how these students see themselves as writers and thus on how personal 
metaphors of academic writing give “insight into writers’ writer-identities” (Simpson, 
2009, p. 193). He highlights that writer-identity is informed by higher education writing 
as a social practice with a dominant epistemological and ideological framework. 

The majority of the cited studies were carried out as thematic analyses working on 
the level of generalized conceptual metaphors, many of them relying on the analytical 
approach described in Cameron and Low (1999) (Wan and Turner, 2018): 

The essence of the approach is a systematic generalisation of the informants’ 
metaphorical language to infer underlying conceptual metaphors and ultimately 
enabling researchers to gain insight into participants’ thought patterns and 
understandings of a given topic. This analytical procedure contains three steps: 
(a) collecting informants’ metaphorical linguistic expression (MLE) of the topic; 
(b) generalising from MLEs to the conceptual metaphors they exemplify and (c) 
using the results to suggest the understanding or thought patterns which 
construct or constrain people’s beliefs or actions (see Cameron & Low, 1999, p. 
8). (Wan and Turner, 2018, p. 302) 

While this approach is coherent with traditional CMT methodology as it has been 
described above, it can be criticized for the same shortcoming of disregarding 
situated aspects of metaphorical conceptualizations of a given socio-psychological 
practice. This gave rise to my interest in early career researchers’ individual 
encodings and performances of agency in writing through metaphor. 

 

3.3 Personal experience in metaphors: The need for a discourse analytical 
lens 

As argued above, CMT works from an implied generality of human experience of 
being in the world and tends to see linguistic expression as a ‘symptom’ of and 
‘window’ to conceptual thought. When metaphor-based studies in psychology or 
education elicit metaphors from a group of subjects (e.g., students or teachers) and 
then analyze these metaphors only or primarily on the conceptual level, these 
analyses work from the same implicit assumption of universality. 
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Recent trends in metaphor research suggest that the inter-individual stable linguistic 
expressions that CMT has interpreted as evidence for conceptual metaphor can also 
be interpreted in terms of shared discursive practices in cultural communities 
(Hampe, 2017). Single situated discourse events rely heavily on more momentary 
and often interpersonal metaphorical mappings next to the more stable typical 
metaphors from socially shared practices. This is in line with more recent usage-
based accounts in linguistics (cf., e.g., Bybee, 2010; Langacker, 2000; Tomasello, 
2003), which stress that culture – both in terms of experiences of the social lived-in 
world and in terms of culturally typical ways of speaking about this world – influences 
how individuals conceptualize a state or event (e.g., Sinha and Jensen de Lopez, 
2000; for conceptual metaphor: Caballero and Ibarretxe-Antuñano, 2009; Ibarretxe-
Antuñano, 2013). With regard to metaphoricity, this view is backed up by several 
empirical studies. The various research examples rendered by Hampe (2017, p. 6) 
nicely illustrate that source domains for metaphorical mapping are much more 
variegated between different discourse communities than CMT suggests and that 
contextual factors of the usage situation influence the choice of source domains, 
making metaphorical mapping a much more context-bound, personal and less static 
phenomenon than suggested by CMT.  

The personal experience of agency, just as the experience of other socio-
psychological phenomena, is a multifaceted phenomenon deeply dependent not only 
on ‘direct’ interpersonal relations but also on shared discursive ways of encoding and 
performing the respective phenomenon. The positioning of oneself and others in and 
through language is the central mechanism that informs subjective experiences of 
socio-psychological phenomena such as agency in sociocultural contexts. This will 
be mirrored in metaphorical mappings that involve senses of agency as well. 

 

4 A study of early career researchers’ metaphors of academic writing 

4.1 Participants, material, and analytical procedure 

The corpus I analyze here contains 24 metaphors plus explanatory texts produced by 
24 early career academics (PhD students and post-doctoral researchers) from a 
German university. The data was collected at the end of two writing group events for 
early career researchers, one organized in person and one held in a synchronous 
digital form, each lasting several days. The writing groups provided extended time for 
working on academic writing projects for the participants, interspersed with short 
inputs, writing prompts, and reflection tasks. This means that issues of academic 
enculturation and the participants’ personal development as research writers were 
already in focus. At the same time, there was no extended input regarding ‘good’ 
writing practice or strategies to produce successful academic texts, which could have 
influenced the metaphorical conceptualizations too much. Participants were asked to 
write down their personal metaphors of academic writing as well as a short text 
(usually comprising several sentences) that explained the metaphor. The prompts the 
participants received were: 

1. Academic writing is like ... 
2. In what way is academic writing like the metaphor you have chosen? 
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The participants’ answers were collected in German in a pen-and-paper version (for 
the in-person group) and via an online survey system (for the digital writing group). 
All metaphors and explanatory texts were translated into English for publication (for 
the complete corpus in both languages, see Appendix 2). The English versions are 
translated close to the originals to preserve as much of the original wording and 
grammar as possible, at times assisted by comments on the specific German 
formulation in square brackets. 

Analysis was done in several steps. First, a systematic transitivity analysis was 
carried out for all 24 texts, drawing on the parameters of Hopper and Thompson 
(1980). In this step, the metaphors were also rated by overall transitivity bearing on 
the scrutinized coding by transitivity parameters. Table 1 (see Appendix 1) renders 
the results of the systematic transitivity analysis, including all metaphors listed from 
high to low overall transitivity, as well as the detailed ratings for the single 
parameters. This first step was followed by an in-depth qualitative characterization of 
the writing scenes. In this second step, I wrote individual memos in the style of thick 
descriptions for all of the texts based on my close and recursive reading. I focused 
specifically on questions of voice, positioning, and addressivity, i.e., how strongly a 
text appeared to be directed at a reader or audience. A third step was the recursive 
cross-analysis of the whole sample. I re-read the material several times and 
searched for thematic and structural patterns across metaphors concerning the 
encodings and performances of agency. The findings from this step were 
systematized into three topic areas (Degrees of agency of the writer, The role of 
others, and Collective voices, cultures, and norms). The results from this recursive 
cross-analysis are presented in Section 4.3. 

 

4.2 Results of the transitivity analysis 

As indicated, I used the parametrized transitivity scheme by Hopper and Thompson 
(1980) to perform an in-depth analysis of the personal experience of agency in 
research writing, focusing in detail on the discursive encoding and performance of 
action qualities in the individual metaphorical conceptualizations of academic writing. 
Table 1 (see Appendix 1) renders the complete results of this analysis for all 24 
metaphors and explanatory texts in the sample, analyzing each metaphor parameter 
by parameter, ordered from high to low overall transitivity. In the following, I illustrate 
how this analysis was done and give examples to make my analytical findings 
transparent. 

 

4.2.1 Participants  
This first parameter comprises the agent or subject (A) of an activity and any number 
of direct or indirect objects (O, IO) the activity might have. Constructions with A and O 
imply a stronger degree of transitivity than clauses with A and IO but no O, whereas 
constructions with only an A point towards an intransitive conceptualization of a 
scene. In the analysis, I focused specifically on (re)constructions of the writer, of 
writing (in terms of the writing process), and of the text (in terms of the product of 
writing) and the semantic roles they were assigned. Consider the following example: 
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Making a jigsaw puzzle. One must try – from the chaos of ideas, thoughts, 
insights, representations, problems and questions from the mountains of 
different literature and what goes through one’s head (often of unclear origin) 
– to find or produce and assemble fitting pieces in writing/through writing. (18) 

Here, there is a not further specified impersonal agent (A) “one” that is associated 
with the writer, and the direct object (O) “fitting pieces,” associated with parts of the 
text, which need to be taken from an assemblage of indirect objects (IO) “from the 
chaos of ideas, thoughts, insights […]” that in turn can be interpreted as the multitude 
of information or ideas that the writer chooses from. In terms of grammatical 
participants, transitivity is rather high in this example.  

 

4.2.2 Kinesis 
The second parameter determines whether the scene in question is conceptualized 
as an event, activity, or movement or as a state. Events are rather transitive, whereas 
states are intransitive. The following example exhibits both cases: 

Tidying up. It is like tidying up, because I arrange what I have read and put it 
in a new order that is logical for me. After that, everything is beautiful and 
one likes to look at it. (16) 

The first sentence, “because I arrange what I have read and put it in a new order,” 
clearly involves activity and movement, and kinesis is relatively high. In turn, the 
second sentence, “everything is beautiful,” describes a state with no kinesis. 

 

4.2.3 Aspect 
The aspect of a scene determines how much an activity is oriented towards an 
endpoint. Telic actions that are completed and have a clear endpoint exhibit stronger 
transitivity than atelic actions. In the following example, there are several indicators 
for telicity: 

The construction of a building. […] [One] completes individual building blocks 
little by little. […] One needs a plan/idea of the result. […] When it's done, 
one wants to show it off to other people & be proud of it. (02) 

Here, it becomes obvious that transitivity is as much a matter of semantics as it is of 
syntax. In the example, telicity is implied not so much in the verb forms as in the 
semantics of “completes,” “a plan/idea of the result,” and “When it’s done.” 

 

4.2.4 Punctuality 
This fourth parameter distinguishes between punctual actions with no transitional 
phase between inception and completion and extended, ongoing actions. Punctual 
actions hint towards a higher degree of transitivity than extended actions. The 
following example exhibits both punctual and non-punctual aspects: 
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Detective work. I observe something that astonishes me and makes me 
wonder “Why is that [actually the case]?”, and then the search for the answer 
already begins. (12) 

The first part of the example presents several punctual events in succession: “I 
observe something,” “[it] astonishes me,” “[it] makes me wonder.” The latter part, “the 
search for the answer already begins,” in turn, depicts the initial phase of an ongoing 
action that is not completed. 

 

4.2.5 Volitionality 
The fifth parameter makes a distinction between deliberate, volitional actions, which 
typically imply a higher degree of transitivity because the agent is conceptualized to 
be acting on purpose, and unintentional actions. The following example constructs 
images of more and less volitional actions: 

A trip around the world. […] influenced by […] new impressions, one adapts 
the further journey again and again to the new circumstances/the new self 
[new I], constantly redesigns the path/destinations. The journey is stimulating 
and exciting. (23) 

The clause “one adapts the further journey again and again” is a volitional activity of 
the writing agent, whereas in the clause “The journey is stimulating and exciting,” the 
writer is implied as a receiver of impressions that the writing journey gives, yet by 
means of semantics not in a volitional manner, since “the journey” is not an animated 
participant acting purposefully. 

 

4.2.6 Affirmation 
This parameter delineates affirmative, more transitive conceptualizations from 
negated, less transitive ones. There is an interesting example in the present material 
which produces an intermediate effect: 

Playing the piano. Like playing the piano, one has to learn academic writing 
[…]. One does not immediately write the ‘perfect’ text (the performing of the 
piano piece at a concert), but first ‘practices’ and revises the text again and 
again until one has the final product (the concert performance, so to say). […] 
(17) 

The construction “One does not immediately write the ‘perfect’ text” suspends the 
general affirmation that, in the end, the “concert performance” or “final product” can 
be reached. Thus, the transitivity it exhibits is weaker than, e.g., the one produced by 
the last clause, “one has the final product.” 

 

4.2.7 Mode 
For their seventh parameter, Hopper and Thompson only differentiate between realis 
and irrealis. However, for analyzing writers’ agency, it is advisable to distinguish 
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between different qualities both within the realis (marked by, e.g., sometimes, often, 
always) and the irrealis (modality in the narrower sense). For the latter case, the 
differentiation between deontic (expressing grades of permission or obligation), 
dynamic (expressing grades of ability), and epistemic (expressing the speaker’s 
estimation of likelihood) modality can serve as an analytical point of reference 
(Traugott, 2011). The following example displays several different modal qualities: 

Mountaineering. […] Spontaneously, I associate (academic) writing with 
mountaineering. One has a goal in front of oneself, but often one can only 
reach it “with difficulty” and with a lot of effort in several stages. […] 
Mountaineering is a discipline that requires collaboration; similarly, writing often 
requires collaboration. Through support from others (e.g., writing consultation, 
exchanges among colleagues about contents [topics], etc.) one is more likely 
to reach [rather reaches] one’s goal. […] the use of auxiliary means [aids, 
tools] is crucial. […] (09) 

There are several markers for epistemic modality (“can,” “often”), dynamic modality 
(“can,” “more likely to reach [rather reaches]”), and deontic modality (“requires,” “is 
crucial”) in this example. These markers all express the conditioned nature of the 
respective action, which is thus less strongly conceptualized as real or happening ‘in 
any case.’ The effect is a less transitive impression of the scenes in question than if 
they were rendered without modal markers. 

 

4.2.8 Agency of A 
This parameter makes a distinction between humans or other living beings as actors 
and things as actors. Hopper and Thompson use the notion of agency as a more or 
less pronounced inherent characteristic of actors. Animated agents are considered to 
possess more agency and thus exhibit a stronger transitive effect on the scene than 
inanimate agents. Consider the first metaphor in the present sample: 

Chinese jump rope [Elastics]. [...] because sometimes one just has to “jump” 
(i.e. get going, even if one is not perfectly prepared) & because it goes always 
back/forth or to & fro (zigzag). (01) 

There is a clear difference in transitivity between the first clause, “one just has to 
‘jump’,” involving a human actor, and the second clause, “it goes always back/forth 
[…],” where the activity itself is rendered as a syntactic agent. 

 

4.2.9 Affectedness of O 
The two last parameters, finally, put the object of the action, the patient, in focus. 
Affectedness of O describes whether energy is transferred to the object by an action 
or not. In the former case, the depicted scene is more transitive than in the latter 
case. Consider the example “Writing is like blowing up balloons,” where the activity is 
(re)constructed as transferring energy and affecting the objects, but in a reversible 
fashion: 

Blowing up balloons. […] one has to expand it and sort of “blow it up” to get 
the finished product. One has to surround it with more and more [things] so that, 
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in the end, one gets a finished “big” product. But sometimes one has to let 
some of the air out again […]. (10) 

Expanding a balloon/text affects and changes the object, but these changes are 
depicted as reversible because it is also possible to “let some of the air out again” 
without affecting the balloon/text too much. Transitivity is thus quite high in this 
example in terms of affectedness of O, but not maximal. 

 

4.2.10   Individuation of O 
The last parameter concerns the degree to which an object and patient of an action is 
concrete, singular, countable, definite, animate, or even human vs. abstract, plural, a 
mass, non-referential, or inanimate. Individuated objects of the first sort are more 
subjected to transitive actions than objects of the non-individuated latter sort. An 
example: 

Dimensionality reduction, i.e. in a mathematical sense the projection of high 
dimensional vector spaces into low dimensional vector spaces. One tries to 
find in the high-dimensional space of all knowledge and all previous studies 
the components that are relevant for one’s own research project, in order 
to end up with a low-dimensional space that is clear [lit. ‘overviewish’] 
enough to grasp the topic, and to finally put one’s own ideas into a one-
dimensional form, the text. (03) 

This metaphor exhibits both individuated objects (“components”) and non-
individuated ones (“space”). However, since even the individuated objects in this 
example are abstract, overall transitivity in terms of an individuation of O is rather 
low. 

 

4.3 Results from the recursive cross-analysis 

4.3.1 Degrees of agency of the writer 
Building on the parametrized findings from the transitivity analysis of all metaphors in 
the sample, a subsequent recursive cross-analysis of all metaphors and explanatory 
texts revealed three central topic areas. The first topic area is concerned with the 
varying degrees of agency that are attributed to the acting persons in the different 
metaphorical (re)construction and how this variety is produced. Overall, the early 
career researchers produced metaphors with traits of intermediate to high agency of 
the acting person. Only few metaphors were assigned the maximum ratings of very 
high and very low transitivity. The two instances of very highly transitive metaphors 
were “The construction of a building” (02) and “Baking a wedding cake” (13, see 
below). There is no metaphor in which the writing person has no agency at all. As I 
will show, even highly intransitive metaphors use strategies to put the writer in a more 
agentive position. This overall picture suggests that agency in writing is experienced 
in very nuanced ways, neither as a strong power to act freely nor as a powerful 
activity to which writers are subjected.  

With regard to the (re)construction of the writer’s stance and the related agency 
patterns, two larger groups of metaphors could be identified. The first group consists 
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of metaphors, in which writing is presented as an artisanal activity, where the writer 
has considerable capacity to shape both process and product. Most of these 
artisanal metaphors exhibit a relatively high overall degree of agency of the writer 
and elaborate conceptualizations of variegated events or states within one 
metaphorical scene. A specifically articulate example is: 

Baking a wedding cake. The baking of a wedding cake is a task that takes 
several days. Here I imagine a very pompous, elaborate in detail and multi-level 
cake. The floors reflect the individual areas of a paper/ proposal. First, we have 
the second floor, which is the foundation […] The discussion/interpretation is the 
decoration of the cake. Here one is allowed to be a little more creative (13) 

Further examples with these traits are, e.g.: 

Making a jigsaw puzzle. One must try – from the chaos of ideas, thoughts, […] 
and questions from the mountains of different literature and what goes through 
one’s head (often of unclear origin) – to find or produce and assemble fitting 
pieces in writing/through writing. What the overall picture of the puzzle is, what 
fits and what doesn’t, one often only sees at the end or when one has come a 
good bit further. (18) 

Like shifting gears while driving or even piloting an airplane. ... there are quite a 
few things one has to pay attention to at the same time and therefore prepare 
oneself beforehand. (20) 

In the second group of metaphors, the activity of writing and the text are often 
characterized as something large – more like a medium than like an object that could 
be handled. At the same time, most of these metaphors in the second group exhibit a 
relatively low level of agency of the writer, as the acting person is (re)constructed to 
have less capacity to shape the process. In the following example, this is particularly 
striking: 

A sea. It [=the sea] is or can be often restless [un-calm] when it is windy. And so 
academic writing is also often restless [un-calm], because one does not know in 
which direction one should swim now and if the waves are very high, one can 
“swim” or “write” on one spot (04) 

In such cases, writer’s agency is still given in that the acting person has to invest 
energy to move and can decide on a goal to move towards. But foremost, the indirect 
object of the writing activity, “the sea,” in this case, is presented as an acting entity 
with its own power of movement, here conceptualized in terms of very high waves 
and restlessness. 

There is variegation within both groups. One especially graphic case of variegation 
within the group of writing as larger object or medium metaphors are three instances 
of the conceptual metaphor WRITING IS HIKING OR MOUNTAINEERING. In all three cases, 
the process of writing is conceptualized as a large object or medium, as the hike 
itself. However, the degrees of agency assigned to the writer differ. Compare: 

There are easier stages + more difficult stages one has to go through in both 
activities. (08) 
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When hiking as when writing, I climb mountains and cross valleys, sometimes 
this is easier, sometimes this is more difficult. (21) 

There are stages that are easy (although they require “many meters of 
altitude”), other stages/routes are stony, exhausting and difficult to manage. […] 
In addition to collaboration with other persons, the use of auxiliary means [aids, 
tools] is crucial. (09) 

In the first example (08), the writer is forced to go through easier and more difficult 
stages of the writing process in terms of different phases of a hike, as indicated by 
the deontic modality marker “has to.” The second example projects less agency to 
the activity of writing and more agency to the writer, in that the writer’s activity is 
presented in the indicative. Metaphor (09), even though it affirms that the process 
requires activity from the acting person, talks about “auxiliary means,” i.e., objects 
that the hiking resp. writing person handles, and of purposeful “collaboration with 
other persons.” Both the objects and the interaction with others are used to “manage” 
the process. Thus, this third HIKING metaphor produces an impression of a very high 
agency of the acting person. 

Concerning the metaphors that exhibit very low agency features, different strategies 
can be identified to either mitigate the power that is acting on the writer or to 
strengthen the writer’s stance. For example, in “A medicine! It can effect something!” 
(22), the dynamic modality marker “can” reduces the power of the “effect”. A very 
interesting case is the following metaphor, where the participant-writer’s voice can be 
heard in the form of questions that are posed to an unspecified addressee:  

Dreaming. Sometimes dreams appear quite clear in their narration, vivid, 
involving and convincing. The next moment, however, everything can be quite 
blurry and confused. When does it begin, when does it end? Some dreams, like 
writing moments, stay kept in one’s memory long and accurately, even come 
back again and again in variation. Others evaporate, fade away, fall into 
oblivion. Dreams are as creative as writing. Isn’t writing also (as beautiful as) 
dreaming – isn’t dreaming also writing (in one’s mind)? (24) 

The first questions, “When does it begin, when does it end?,” seem to construct the 
writer’s self-addressed rumination when “everything [is] quite blurry and confused”. 
Even while being subjected to the power of the dream, the writing person is 
constructed to be a thinking and reflecting subject. The second combination of 
questions, “Isn’t writing also (as beautiful as) dreaming – isn’t dreaming also writing 
(in one’s mind)?,” elevates the agency of the writer even more. These questions 
appear after an explicit comparison between writing and dreaming: “Dreams are as 
creative as writing.” Therefore, and from the framing as typical rhetorical questions, 
Isn’t X also Y?, it is probable that these latter questions are more overtly directed at a 
projected reader of the metaphorical text. With this move, the speaking person is not 
the writer-as-depicted-in-the-metaphor anymore. We can now hear the voice of the 
participant-writer, most probably addressing the researcher-reader.  

 

4.3.2 The role of others 
As becomes clear from the previous argument, the stance of the writing person as it 
is (re)constructed in and through the metaphors is intricately linked to other persons 
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that are addressed, referred to, or implied in the texts. The role that other persons 
play in a complex social practice as research writing is central for characterizing the 
degrees and qualities of agency that the participants assign to the writer in their 
(re)constructions of academic writing. The animateness of the ‘receivers’ of an action 
is a crucial facet of the transitive semantics of an event (cf. Hopper and Thompson’s 
10th parameter). Further, both more cognitive-psychologically and more socio-
culturally oriented models of the writing process and its development within 
enculturation (e.g., Prior and Bilbro, 2012) and expertization (e.g., Kellogg and 
Whiteford, 2009) stress the role that conceptualizations of addressees play for 
professionalizing writing (seminal: Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987; Kellogg, 2008). 

In the material, however, there are only few metaphors, where others, as the 
audience or reader(s) of a piece of writing, are explicitly mentioned. For example: 

Blowing up balloons. It reminds me of blowing up balloons because one often 
thinks one can make a whole big paper out of a very small beginning […] But 
sometimes one has to let some of the air out again because […] the balloon has 
gotten too big to put in anyone’s hand. (10) 

Here, the other in question is a relatively ‘simple’ receiver of an object created by the 
acting person. In other metaphors, others are, e.g., conceptualized as spectators of 
the writing process or as offering help during the process, but they do not interfere in 
the activity itself: 

A trip around the world. It starts with anticipation and curiosity about new and 
unknown things. […] The reactions of friends are ambivalent: some think one 
is crazy, others admire one, some doubt, some have confidence. (23) 

Spontaneously, I associate (academic) writing with mountaineering. […] 
Through support from others (e.g., writing consultation, exchanges among 
colleagues about contents [topics], etc.) one is more likely to reach [rather 
reaches] one’s goal. (09) 

Whereas in the first example, the other persons have thoughts and opinions about 
the writing they witness (conceptualized as TRAVELING), the other persons in the 
second example are more active agents who talk with the writer about the writing 
process (conceptualized, quite similarly, as MOUNTAINEERING). 

There is only one metaphor in the sample, where other persons play an active role in 
writing: 

Sports. […] Moreover, academic writing is exhausting – one needs regular 
breaks, just like in sports, and both can be done in a team as well as alone. 
(19) 

But even though semantically the activity of others is high, because the other 
persons function as co-authors, the linguistic realization projects a conceptualization 
of these co-authors that is rather low in agency: passive voice (“be done”), dynamic 
modality (“can”), and indirect object (“in a team”). 

There are instances in the material where others are completely omitted linguistically 
and only implied by ways of conceptualization: 
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Painting by numbers. For me, academic writing is a very creative process that 
requires many search movements, but is framed by a set of rules that can help, 
but also limit. (14) 

Here, others could be imagined to take part in the scene in terms of formulating, 
explicitly or implicitly, the “set of rules” that helps and constrains writers. In this vein, 
the role of others in the writing process is closely related to collective voices and 
norms as identified in the third topic area – however, typically, this role is rather 
alluded to or implied, and not spelled out. 

 

4.3.3 Collective voices, cultures, and norms 
In the third topic area, the implication of a community of others, which typically does 
not get referred to explicitly, is central. Overall, and contrary to students (cf. Scharlau 
et al., 2021), the early career academics in my sample used much more personal 
conceptual metaphors than culturally typical ones, like WRITING IS LIKE SWIMMING or 
WRITING IS LIKE A JOURNEY. I hypothesize that this is linked to their greater personal 
experience with academic writing. Early career researchers probably tend to 
conceptualize agency-as-experienced rather than agency-as-idealized in their 
metaphors of writing. One example of a rather personal conceptualization: 

A never-ending story. A lot of [very, very much] time passes before I am halfway 
satisfied with a text. If there were no deadlines, I don't know if I would have ever 
handed in one or the other text. Since – seen in this way – the dissertation has 
no deadline either, it is something like a never-ending story for me. (05) 

Even though there were relatively many personal, non-conventionalized metaphorical 
conceptualizations, a number of what could be called ‘disciplinary metaphors’ feature 
in the corpus. In these cases, writing is understood or conceptualized via other 
complex scientific concepts and not – contrary to a central tenet of CMT – via simpler 
everyday concepts or even primary metaphor. These disciplinary metaphors require a 
transfer of knowledge from one area of expertise to another. Consider the following 
and most striking example from the corpus: 

Dimensionality reduction, i.e. in a mathematical sense the projection of high 
dimensional vector spaces into low dimensional vector spaces. One tries to find 
in the high-dimensional space of all knowledge and all previous studies the 
components that are relevant for one’s own research project, in order to end up 
with a low-dimensional space that is clear [lit. ‘overviewish’] enough to grasp the 
topic, and to finally put one’s own ideas into a one-dimensional form, the text. 
(03) 

There were further metaphors that used a semi-professional activity, i.e., an activity 
where one needs some knowledge as a cultural insider, as their source domain: 

Playing the piano. Like playing the piano, one has to learn academic writing 
then practice it again and again. This also applies to the texts one writes. One 
does not immediately write the ‘perfect’ text (the performing of the piano piece 
at a concert), but first ‘practices’ and revises the text again and again until one 
has the final product (the concert performance, so to say). (17) 
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Sports. Just like sports – especially if one has not done any for a while – 
academic writing is hard to get started with. Both require a relatively large 
amount of practice, or at least regular practice, in order to become better and 
more confident at it. With regular practice, something like fun sets in, and it 
takes less effort. […] one usually feels better afterwards – one clears [gets 
cleared] one’s head and, in the best case (at least on good days), one is proud 
of oneself. […] (19) 

Whereas the first example could also have been formulated by a person who has no 
experience with playing the piano, the second text has clear markers of an own 
experience with or insider knowledge of the source domain. The phrase “especially if 
one has not done any for a while” is presented as a personal aside (Hyland, 2005), 
and the phrases “something like fun sets in” and “one usually feels better afterwards” 
contain modality markers (the hedge “something” and the epistemic marker “usually”) 
that indicate meta-communicative hints towards how appropriate resp. how typical 
the encodings of the source domain experience are. 

While I have argued that many participants chose personal over culturally typical 
metaphors and thus conceptualize agency-in-writing-as-experienced rather than 
agency-in-writing-as-idealized, many metaphors still reflect norms and the ways 
‘things have to be.’ This is especially visible in the deontic modality markers that were 
used, as in the following example: 

Learning a language. […] As a beginner, I must first learn the basic rules of 
academic writing until I am able to write a coherent, generally understandable 
text. An academic text itself should, in turn, derive the overarching theme in the 
same way from the basic concepts. (06) 

Sometimes, a collective voice is explicitly cited and utters the disciplinary or 
academic norm of how scientific texts or writing should be: 

Making a good coffee. The coffee powder is representative for the content input 
e.g. from literature or own collected data. Too much of a good thing makes the 
coffee too strong – there is too much talk or even “rambling” [too much is 
talked or even “rambled”] around the topic. Too little of it and the text is 
inconclusive or too superficial, which is comparable to a watery coffee. Only 
the right amount makes for a coherent, concise text – and a tasty coffee 
experience. (11) 

Here, not only the norms or objectives of good academic writing themselves are 
named: “content input […] from literature or own collected data,” “[…]conclusive,” not 
“superficial,” and “a coherent, concise text.” Also, the ways of how to achieve this are 
indicated in terms of “the right amount” and “too much” resp. “too little.” 

Collective voices become most graspable when focusing on the question of who is 
speaking and from what position, i.e., the participant’s stance or perspective on the 
writing scene as it is constructed in the metaphorical text. This means that a 
distinction has to be made between the participant-writer as the producer of the 
personal metaphor and the writer-as-acting-character of the writing scene that is 
depicted. There is a strong tendency in the sample to generalize the first-person 
perspective. In the German original texts, participants use the pronoun “man” (one) 
conspicuously often to speak about the writer in terms of the acting character of the 
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scene. However, there are also many instances where the participants’ first-person 
stance is explicitly marked with “ich” (I, me). Some metaphors exhibit both forms, as 
in the following examples: 

Learning a language. One starts with the basics and works one’s way through 
to the details and challenges […] As a beginner, I must first learn the basic rules 
of academic writing until I am able to write a coherent, generally understandable 
text. (06) 

Tidying up. It is like tidying up, because I arrange what I have read and put it in 
a new order that is logical for me. After that, everything is beautiful and one 
likes to look at it. (16) 

In these cases, the tension between subjectivity and collectivity of the first-person 
perspective in terms of “I” vs. “one,” as it is constructed in the texts, is graspable. The 
participant-writers associate themselves more or less directly with the writers-as-
acting-characters. When they say “I,” they seem to project their very own subjective 
experience as writers, while when they say “one,” they appear to associate 
themselves with the generalized academic writer that is a typification of their own and 
others’ experiences as academic writers. 

The more subjective first-person perspective often goes together with a more or less 
clear addressing or including of the projected reader of the personal metaphor. 
Consider the following example: 

Making a jigsaw puzzle and collage. […] It's like “Now I have got something 
here” and “Now I have got something here, too” – “Oh, and here is something I 
can think of” => Imagine doing a puzzle or collage from top, left to bottom right 
=> no way! (07) 

This example exhibits a first-person pronoun to mark the writer’s stance, e.g., “Now I 
have got…” (07). This subjective first-person perspective is realized within instances 
of constructed speech that project the writer-as-acting-character’s voiced utterances. 
Note that there is also an implied reader of the text, as can be seen in the imperative 
form “Imagine doing a puzzle…” and in the openly voiced form “no way!”. The latter is 
not only framed as an exclamation of the speaking person (not the writer-as-acting-
character) but – as such – can also be read as a more direct addressing of a 
projected reader. 

Finally, they following example illustrates yet another way in which the first-person 
perspective and a marked address of a projected reader are realized: 

The baking of a wedding cake is a task that takes several days. Here I imagine 
a very pompous, elaborate in detail and multi-level cake. The floors reflect the 
individual areas of a paper/ proposal. First, we have the second floor, which is 
the foundation […] In general, one must not change much about the recipe 
(ingredients, baking time, resting time) to make the cake taste good. (13) 

In this example, the expression “First, we have the second floor…” is striking. This is 
an inclusive “we” involving the projected reader, but it is also a typical generic form of 
baking recipes. As such, it not only speaks of a strong first-person perspective of the 
participant-writer, which involves a commonality with the addressee of the personal 
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metaphor, but it also maps a typical relationship between text producers and 
receivers of cooking or baking recipes, which involves a certain form of perspective-
taking and textual voice that is necessary to ‘teach’ the right performance of the food 
preparation task – all of which is mapped onto explaining personal experience of 
academic writing to a researcher-reader. 

 

5 Discussion: Why academic writing is and is not like a roller coaster ride 

5.1 Summary of the main analytical findings 

Looking at the overall tendency in the material, it is striking that early career research 
writers use more personal conceptual metaphors for academic writing than relying on 
culturally typical source domains. Compared to samples of students’ metaphors of 
academic writing and other related literacy practices (e.g., Scharlau et al., 2019; 
Scharlau et al., 2021), early career researchers tend to conceptualize agency in 
writing as experienced rather than agency as idealized when they are asked to give 
their personal metaphors of academic writing. In the context of this observation, it is 
crucial to make a distinction between the study participants as the producers of their 
personal metaphors and the writers-as-acting-characters in the writing scenes that 
are depicted in these metaphors. As I have pointed out in the analysis, there is a 
strong tendency in the sample to generalize the first-person perspective, i.e., to 
speak about writing from the perspective of a generalized or prototypical writer. In 
some cases, the early career researchers use “I” in the explanatory texts to their 
metaphors, which may well project their own subjective experience as writers. But 
strikingly often, the participants use “one” when they speak about writing from the 
perspective of the writer. This suggests that in conceptualizing their personal 
experience with writing, early career academics associate themselves with the 
position of a generalized academic writer – a position that most likely typifies their 
own and others’ experiences in research writing and typical ways of speaking about 
writing in Academia. Consequently, even though the metaphors in the sample draw 
on personal and relatively unstandardized source domains, they do not (re)construct 
purely individual experiences of the respective writers. Rather, their personal 
experiences of research writing seem to be saturated with cultural expectations and 
images of how writing typically is or should be. 

Despite the tendency to generalize personal experience in metaphorical descriptions, 
agency in writing seems to be experienced in nuanced ways according to the 
heterogeneity of my material. Overall, the writers neither represent themselves to 
have a strong power to act freely nor do they (re)construct the writing process as a 
mechanism to which they are subjected completely. Rather, they often present 
research writing as an activity where the acting person has considerable capacity to 
shape both process and product, e.g., as an artisanal or athletic activity. At the same 
time, writing and the text are often characterized as something large in the sample – 
rather like a medium or contextual constellation than like smaller objects that could 
be handled easily. So, when, in many cases, writing is presented as an entity that can 
exhibit force on the writing person or as a situational constellation that calls for 
certain and restricts other possibilities of actions, it is conceptualized as at least 
partly subjected to forces and circumstances that lie outside of the individual writer.   
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Interestingly, there are only a few instances where others as the audience or 
reader(s) of a piece of writing are explicitly mentioned as stakeholders that make 
claims or state expectations. Rather, the role of others in the writing process is 
associated with more generalized norms, expectations, and preconditions concerning 
writing. In few instances, a collective voice is explicitly cited in a participant’s personal 
metaphor and utters the disciplinary or academic norm of how scientific texts or 
writing should look. But generally, as with the writer’s perspective, others’ 
perspectives appear almost exclusively in a generalized, typified fashion. This 
observation fits nicely with the idea that academic professional development is about 
“becoming rhetorical” in the sense that Lee (2010) has coined: Academic writing is 
not so much about addressing concrete single readers as it is about developing as a 
writer to become understandable for others in the same social sphere. 

 

5.2 Writing, identity, and agency: From voice to voices in writing 

In writing studies, the issue of agency in writing has also been a longstanding focus 
of interest, albeit mostly with a different terminology. There, agency is often 
discussed under the headings of voice(s) and identity, especially concerning writers’ 
development and enculturation into their respective communities of practice (Ivanič, 
1998; Matsuda, 2015). The concept of agency surfaces mostly in terms of having 
deliberate choice and making active decisions about one’s writing and text within 
social relations. For example, Scott (1999, drawing on Kress, 1996) indicates that 
“agency in writing now connotes a social-individual engaged in remaking what is 
socially made (i.e., forms and meanings) – a remaking which is inevitably a 
transforming (even if only in small ways) of the writer’s subjectivity” (Scott, 1999, p. 
180). Such a view resonates well with my findings that research writers deal with 
socially shaped circumstances, saturated with collective norms and generalized 
expectations, and therefore present writing as an entity that exhibits force on the 
writing person or as a situational constellation that enables and restricts possibilities 
for action. However, writing studies seem to focus on textual decisions mostly. They 
interpret agency as “the author’s ability to take on a position of their own” (Hutchings, 
2014, p. 316), as expressing their voice in relation to others’ voices in their text, or, as 
Tardy (2006, p. 63) puts it, “the way in which student-writers may appropriate the 
multiple texts that they encounter in their lives.” Extending this view, the present 
material suggests that issues of agency and voice in writing are not restricted to 
textual decisions. Many metaphors and explanatory texts focus more holistically on 
the process or activity of writing than on the shaping of the textual product alone. The 
material suggests that having agency in writing, thus, is not confined to having textual 
choice but permeates writing practice as a whole. 

One facet of this change of perspective – from individual text production to the larger 
social practice of research writing – is to understand academic enculturation as a 
socio-psychological and discursive process taking place in and through language. 
This process involves both writing and talking and the complex interplay of these 
modes (cf., e.g., Dysthe, 1996). Personal and collective voices transcend language 
modes in complex dialogical interactions (Karsten, 2004); they come from talk about 
writing and enter the individual socio-cognitive process of writing, or they come from 
others’ texts and enter the way scholars talk and write about their research fields. 
These transmodal, transpersonal, and transsituational ‘wanderings’ of voices do not 
take place on a thematic or content level; they happen in discourse, as discourse. 
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One facet of these to-and-fro shiftings involves the multiple and variable encodings 
and performances of agency in writing as they have become apparent in the present 
material. Seen like this, academic writing is indeed like a roller coaster ride – and 
researchers of writing and agency need elaborate methodological tools to trace its 
ever-shifting discursive and socio-psychological trajectories. 

 

5.3 Metaphors and agency: Methodological considerations 

Even though there have been early claims in anthropological linguistics that the study 
of literacy practices is “[a]nother field of scholarship well situated to make significant 
contributions to our understanding of language and agency” (Ahearn, 2001, p. 127), 
writing has been rather neglected in research on agency in language so far. The 
present study thus not only proposes a way to develop metaphor research into a 
more discourse-analytical direction that is suitable to grasp agency as the 
discursively (re)constructed and socially assigned power to act. It also contributes to 
intertwining the fields of discourse and writing studies more tightly. 

One sphere of interest that can profit from such an interdisciplinary approach is the 
nexus between the social and the personal in the study of agency. My analysis has 
shown that personal metaphors elicited from individual persons reflect both cultural 
views of the state or event in question and the subjective experience made in the 
respective cultural contexts and interactions. As Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) 
observe: “Our experience with eliciting metaphors […] showed us that although 
metaphors can provide insight into ways in which people conceptualise experience, 
they are also culturally bound, which can limit meaning and interpretation, rendering 
the accompanying explanation crucial” (Thomas and Beauchamp, 2011, p. 763, 
emphasis added). Presumably, elicited personal metaphors accompanied by 
individual explanations will be less “objectivized” (Karsten and Bertau, 2019) than 
conceptual metaphors methodologically inferred from decontextualized and 
depersonalized examples of ‘naturally’ occurring talk and text – they are closer to 
lived personal experience in the social world. Metaphor analysis can be a 
methodology to grasp aspects of lived personal experience that are (almost) beyond 
words, only barely conceivable and ‘objectifiable.’ But to do so, it needs to take the 
specific situated and contextualized voiced forms of personal metaphors into 
account.  
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Appendix 1: Results of the systematic transitivity analysis 

Metaphor Parameter 1: Participants Parameter 
2: Kinesis 

Parameter 
3: Aspect 

Parameter 4: 
Punctuality 

Parameter 
5: 
Volitionality 

Parameter 
6: 
Affirmation 

Parameter 
7: Mode 

Parameter 8: 
Agency of A 

Parameter 
9: 
Affectednes
s of O 

Parameter 
10: 
Individuation 
of O 

Overall 
rating of 
transitivity 

The construction 
of a building (02) 

A1 (writer) “one” +O “building 
blocks”, “finishing touches” 
+IO “to other people”, “with the 
help of others” 
A2 “there is”, “it” (writing) 

Action Telic: “plan”, 
“idea”, 
“when it’s 
done” 

Extended: 
“one can go 
on and on” 

Yes: “wants 
to show” 

 Indicative: 
“starts”, 
“completes” 
Expressing 
standard 
case: 
“usually” 
Epistemic: 
“often” 
 

Yes Yes: “it’s 
done” 

Yes: 
“building 
blocks” 

+++ 

Baking a wedding 
cake (13) 

A1 “I”, “we”, “one” +O +IO 
A2 (text) “the floors” 

Action and 
state 

Telic Extended 
action 

Yes  Deontic: “is 
allowed to”, 
“must not” 
 

A1: Yes Yes (by A1) Yes +++ 

Moutaineering (09) A1 “one” +O “goal” +human IO 
“others” 
A2 “mountaineering” (writing) 
+O “collaboration” 

Action Telic Extended Yes, 
also for A2: 
“writing 
requires” 

 Epistemic: 
“can”, “often” 
Dynamic: 
“can”, “more 
likely 
[rather]” 
Deontic: 
“requires”, 
“is crucial” 
 

Yes, but also 
aided: 
“auxiliary 
means”, 
“collaboration 
with other 
people” 

No Yes ++ 

Making a jigsaw 
puzzle and collage 
(07) 

A (writer) “I” +O (text) +IO 
(text) 

Action Telos 
implicit, 
contingency 

Extended, not 
steady: “here 
… here” 

Yes Opposite is 
negated: “I 
don’t mean” 

Epistemic: 
“can” 
Imperative: 
“Imagine” 
 

Yes Low Yes ++ 

Tidying up (16) A (writer) “I” “one” +O (text) 
“what I have read” +IO (text) 
“it” 

Action and 
state 

Telic Extended 
process with 
successive 
punctual steps 
and resulting 
state 
 

Yes  Indicative Yes Yes Variegated ++ 
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Making a jigsaw 
puzzle (18) 

A1 (writer) “one” +O “fitting 
pieces” +IO “from the chaos” 

Action Telic Extended Yes, but 
largely 
unconscious
ly 

 Strongly 
deontic: 
“must”, “has 
to”, “try to” 
Epistemic : 
“often” 

Yes, but there 
is contingency 

Yes 
Also 
implicity 
affectedness 
of writer as 
O: 
“addicitive 
factor” 
 

Yes ++ 

Blowing up 
balloons (10) 

A “one” +O “baloons” +IO “with 
things” +human IO “anyone” 

Action Telic A succession 
of several 
punctual 
actions 
 

Yes  Dynamic: 
“can” 
Deontic: 
“must” 

Yes Yes, but 
reversible 

Yes ++ 

Dimensionality 
reduction (03) 

A “one” +O “components”, 
“ideas” 

Action telic Relatively 
extended 

Yes: “tries 
to”, “in order 
to” 

 Dynamic: 
“tries to find” 

yes Intermediate 
to low 

Yes: 
“component
s” 
No: “space” 
 

+ 

Learning a 
language (06) 

A (writer) “I” +O Action Telic Extended, but 
end-point 

Yes  Deontic: 
“must”, 
“should”, 
“able to” 
 

Yes Low Yes: “words” + 

Making a good 
coffee (11) 

A (writer) only implicit  
O/IO as A: “the right amount 
makes for” 

Action and 
state 

Telic Short punctual 
action and 
extended state 
 

Yes, implicit   Yes, implicit yes No + 

Hiking (21) A1 (writer) “I” +O “mountains” 
+IO “landscape”  
A2 (text) “landscape” 

Action Telic Extended 
action, but 
with final state 

Yes  Indicative 
Epistemic or 
deontic: 
“can” 
 

A1: Yes 
A2, Yes, 
especially 
strong 

Low to 
moderate 

Yes + 

A trip around the 
world (23) 

A1 (writer) “one” +O “path” +IO 
“circumstances” 
A2 (writing) “new 
impressions”, “journey”, +IO 
“curiosity” 
A3 (other persons) “friends” 
 

Actions 
and states 

Some 
implicit 
telicness 

Extended 
action with 
punctual 
actions  

Yes for A1, 
but also 
writer as O 

 Indicative Yes Yes, both 
with A1 and 
A2 
affectedness 
of writer as 
O 

Mixed + 

Sports  (19) A1 (writer) “one” +IO  “in a 
team” 
A2 (writing) +O “practice” 

Action and 
state 

Telic: “in 
order to” 

Extended Yes, but 
also writer 
as O  

 Deontic: 
“requires”, 
“needs” 

Yes Only 
affectedness 
of writer as 
O 
 

No + 
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Playing the piano 
(17) 

A (writer) “one” +O (writing 
and text) 

Action Telic Extended: 
“again and 
again” 

Yes Suspended 
affirmation 
“does not 
immediately” 
 

Deontic: 
“has to” 

Yes moderate Yes + 

Detective work 
(12) 

A1 (writer) “I” +O “something”  
A2 (writing) “the search” 

Action Telic and 
non-telic 

Short punctual 
action leads to 
extended 
action 
 

Yes and no   Yes No No + 

Chinese jump rope 
[Elastics] (01) 

A1 (writer) “one” 
A2 (writing) “it” 

A1: Action 
A2: 
Movement 

Largely non-
telic 

A1: Punctual: 
“jump” 
A2: 
Continuous: 
“always”; but 
not steady: 
“zigzag” 
 

Only at the 
beginning: 
“jump”, “get 
going” 

 A1: Deontic: 
“has to” 
A2: 
Expressing 
standard 
case: 
“always” 

A1: Agency of 
writer 
A2: Low 
agency of 
writing 
 

Writer as O 
only implied 

Writer as O 
only implied 

+ - 

Mountaineering/ 
hiking (08) 

A (writer) “one” +IO “stages”, 
“sections” (writing), “the 
achieved” (text) 

Action 
within a 
state 
“there are” 
 

Telic, but 
rather 
implicit 

Extended Rather low 
resp. implicit 

 Deontic: 
“has to” 

Yes No No + - 

A roller coaster 
ride (15) 

A1 (writer) “one” +O “data”, 
“article” +IO “others” 
A2 (writing) “multitude of 
activities” 

Action 
within 
state 

Telic, but 
cyclic 
process 

Extended and 
variegated 
process with 
more punctual 
actions and 
states 
 

Both 
volitional 
and non-
volitional 

 Epistemic: 
“possibly”, 
“sometimes” 

Yes, both for 
A1 and A2 

Writer as O 
is affected 
by A2 

Mixed + - 

Shifting gears 
while driving or 
even piloting an 
airplane (20) 

A  (writer) “one” +O 
“technology” +IO “things” 

Action Rather non-
telic 

Extended Yes, but 
rather 
unconscious
ly 
 

Partly 
negated: 
“does not 
think” 

Deontic: 
“has to” 

Yes: “master” Yes Mixed + - 

A sea (04) A1 (writer) “one” +O “water in 
sight” +IO “on the beach”  
A2 (writing) “sea” 

Action Partly telic Extended Yes: 
“accomplish
ed 
something” 
 

 Deontic: 
“can”, 
“should” 

Yes No No: “sea” - 

Painting by 
numbers  (14) 

A1 (writer) implicit 
A2 (writing) “academic writing” 
+O +IO 

Action 
within 
state 

Implicit Extended 
action 

Yes, implicit: 
“creative 
process” 

 Implicitly 
deontic: “set 
of rules”, 
“limit”, 
“requires” 
Epistemic: 
“can”? 
 

Implicit Very implicit No - 
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A never-ending 
story (05) 

A1  (writer) “I” +IO “with a text” 
A2 (writer) “dissertation”, 
“story” 
 

Rather 
state 

Open-ended Extended Low: “being 
satisfied” 

Many 
negations 

Irrealis: “If 
there were” 

Implicit No Yes: “text”, 
but “never-
ending” 

-- 

A medicine! (22) A (writing) + implicit O in 
“effect” 
 

Action Telic? Rather 
punctual 

Volitional?  Dynamic: 
“can” 

Yes Yes (implicit 
O) 

No -- 

Dreaming (24) A (writing) + IO (writer) “one” Actions 
and states 

Non-telic Extended, with 
punctual 
events 

No Questions Deontic: 
“can” 
Epistemic: 
“sometimes” 
 

No No No -- 

Table 1. Results of the systematic transitivity analysis 
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Appendix 2: Complete data set of metaphors and explanations 

(01) 

Gummitwist. 

[…] weil man manchmal einfach „springen“ (i. e. loslegen, auch wenn man nicht 
perfekt vorbereitet ist) muss & weil es immer vor-/zurück bzw. hin- & hergeht 
(zickzack). 

Chinese jump rope [Elastics]. 

[...] because sometimes one just has to “jump” (i.e. get going, even if one is not 
perfectly prepared) & because it goes always back/forth or to & fro (zigzag). 

(02) 

Das Bauen eines Gebäudes. 

- Man fängt bei beidem mit einem Gerüst (Gliederung) an. 
- Vervollständigt nach und nach einzelne Bausteine. 
- Man braucht einen Plan/Idee vom Ergebnis. 
- Am Ende macht man den Feinschliff und verschönert. 
- Man kann immer weitermachen ohne je fertig zu werden. 
- Es gibt bei beiden Vorhaben meist eine Deadline, die oft nicht eingehalten 

wird. 
- Wenn es fertig ist, möchte man es anderen Menschen zeigen & stolz darauf 

sein. 
- Es ist ein langer Prozess, in dem nicht immer alles so läuft, wie man es plant. 
- Mit Hilfe von anderen geht es schneller & einfacher & macht mehr Spaß. 

The construction of a building. 

- For both, one starts with a scaffold [framework] (outline). 
- [One] completes individual building blocks little by little. 
- One needs a plan/idea of the result. 
- At the end one makes the finishing touches and embellishes. 
- One can go on and on without ever finishing. 
- There is usually a deadline for both undertakings, which is often not met. 
- When it's done, one wants to show it off to other people & be proud of it. 
- It is a long process where not everything always goes as one plans. 
- With the help of others it goes faster & easier & is more fun. 

(03) 

Dimensionsreduktion, also im mathematischen Sinne die Projektion von 
hochdimensionalen in niedrigdimensionale Vektorräume. 

Man versucht in dem hochdimensionalen Raum allen Wissens und aller vorherigen 
Studien die Komponente zu finden, die für das eigene Forschungsprojekt relevant 
sind, um am Ende einen niedrigdimensionalen Raum zu haben, der übersichtlich 
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genug ist um das Thema zu erfassen, und die eigenen Ideen schließlich in eine 
eindimensionale Form, den Text, zu bringen. 

Dimensionality reduction, i.e. in a mathematical sense the projection of high 
dimensional vector spaces into low dimensional vector spaces. 

One tries to find in the high-dimensional space of all knowledge and all previous 
studies the components that are relevant for one’s own research project, in order to 
end up with a low-dimensional space that is clear [lit. ‘overviewish’] enough to grasp 
the topic, and to finally put one’s own ideas into a one-dimensional form, the text. 

(04) 

Ein Meer. 

Das ist bzw. kann oft unruhig sein, wenn es windig ist. Und so ist auch das wiss. 
Schreiben oft unruhig, weil man nicht weiß, in welche Richtung man jetzt schwimmen 
soll und wenn die Wellen sehr hoch sind, kann man lange auf einer Stelle 
„schwimmen“ bzw. „schreiben“. Aber irgendwann wird das Meer ruhig und man kann 
problemlos losschwimmen (bzw. losschreiben) und man hat klares Wasser in Sicht 
bzw. einen klaren Blick u. eine klare Richtung vor Augen, wo die Arbeit hinführen soll. 
Und wenn man fertig ist u. was geschafft hat, kann man sich an den Strand legen u. 
den Ausblick aufs Meer bzw. seine Arbeit (im besten Falle die gedruckte Arbeit J ) 
genießen. J 

A sea. 

It [=the sea] is or can be often restless [un-calm] when it is windy. And so academic 
writing is also often restless [un-calm], because one does not know in which direction 
one should swim now and if the waves are very high, one can “swim” or “write” on 
one spot for a long time. But at some point in time the sea becomes calm and one 
can start swimming (or writing) without any problems and one has clear water in sight 
or a clear view and a clear direction in front of one’s eyes of where one’s work should 
lead. And when one is done and one has accomplished something, one can lie down 
on the beach and enjoy the view of the sea or one’s work (in the best case, the 
printed work [=thesis] J ). J 

(05) 

Eine unendliche Geschichte. 

Bis ich mit einem Text halbwegs zufrieden bin, vergeht sehr, sehr viel Zeit. Wenn es 
keine Deadlines geben würde, weiß ich nicht, ob ich den ein oder anderen Text 
überhaupt jemals abgegeben hätte. Da die Diss. so gesehen auch keine Deadline 
hat, ist sie für mich so etwas wie eine unendliche Geschichte. Das heißt nicht, dass 
die Geschichte nicht schön ist oder keinen Spaß macht, aber ihr (zunächst) offenes 
Ende macht sie auch sehr anstrengend. 

A never-ending story. 

A lot of [very, very much] time passes before I am halfway satisfied with a text. If 
there were no deadlines, I don't know if I would have ever handed in one or the other 
text. Since – seen in this way – the dissertation has no deadline either, it is 
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something like a never-ending story for me. That doesn’t mean the story isn’t 
beautiful or makes fun, but its (initially) open ending also makes it very exhausting. 

(06) 

Eine Sprache lernen. Man beginnt mit der Basis und arbeitet sich zu den Details und 
Herausforderungen durch, bis man es in einem Gesamtverständnis abschließt. 

Ich habe diese Metapher gewählt, weil sowohl wissenschaftliches Schreiben zu 
lernen als auch später dessen Ausübung dem Erlernen einer neuen Sprache ähnelt. 
Als Anfängerin muss ich mir zunächst die grundlegenden Regeln wissenschaftlichen 
Schreibens aneignen bis ich fähig bin, einen zusammenhängenden, 
allgemeinverständlichen Text zu schreiben. Ein wissenschaftlicher Text selbst sollte 
wiederum genauso von den grundlegenden Konzepten her, die übergeordnete 
Thematik herleiten. Dies ist dem Zusammenfügen einzelner Vokabeln anhand der 
Regeln der Grammatik ähnlich. Beides ist nötig, um Sprache anzuwenden. 

Learning a language. One starts with the basics and works one’s way through to the 
details and challenges until one finishes it with an overall understanding. 

I have chosen this metaphor because both learning academic writing and also later 
its practice [practicing] resemble the learning of a new language. As a beginner, I 
must first learn the basic rules of academic writing until I am able to write a coherent, 
generally understandable text. An academic text itself should, in turn, derive the 
overarching theme in the same way from the basic concepts. This is similar to putting 
together individual vocabulary words using the rules of grammar. Both is necessary 
to use language. 

(07) 

Puzzeln und Collage. 

Puzzeln meine ich nicht im Sinne von Zitaten aneinanderreihen od. der sogenannten 
Zitate-Collage, aber ich schreibe und lese immer recht einzelteilig, d. h. ich lese 
einen Text, bis ich ihn weglegen muss, weil er zu Ende ist od. weil er mich gerade 
inhaltlich abgehängt hat. Genauso mache ich das auch beim Schreiben. Ich schreibe 
mal am Exposé od. der Einleitung, mal am Forschungsstand od. der Methode, die ich 
gerade als Idee od. weitere Idee habe. Das kann durchaus innerhalb von einer 
Stunde mehrmals wechseln. Es ist wie ein „Hier hab‘ ich was“ und „Jetzt hab ich hier 
auch noch ‘was“ – „Oh, und hier fällt mir was ein“ à Puzzeln oder collagieren stelle 
man sich mal von oben, links nach rechts unten gehend vor à no way! 

Making a jigsaw puzzle and collage. 

I don’t mean making a puzzle in the sense of lining up quotes or the so-called quote 
collage, but I always write and read in single parts, i.e. I read a text until I have to put 
it down because it is finished or because it has just lost me in terms of content. I do it 
in the same way with writing. I write sometimes on the exposé or the introduction, 
sometimes on the state of research or the method that I just have as an idea or 
further idea. This can by all means change several times within an hour. It's like “Now 
I have got something here” and “Now I have got something here, too” – “Oh, and 
here is something I can think of” à Imagine doing a puzzle or collage from top, left to 
bottom right à no way! 
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(08) 

Bergsteigen/wandern. 

Es gibt einfachere Phasen + schwierige Phasen, die man in beiden Tätigkeiten 
durchlaufen muss. Trotz schwieriger Abschnitte ist man am Ende stolz auf das 
Erreichte! 

Mountaineering/hiking. 

There are easier stages + more difficult stages one has to go through in both 
activities. Despite difficult sections, at the end one is proud of the achieved [what one 
has achieved]! 

(09) 

Bergsteigen. 

Spontan assoziiere ich (wissenschaftliches) Schreiben mit Bergsteigen. Man hat ein 
Ziel vor Augen, kann dieses aber oft nur „schwer“ und mit viel Anstrengung in 
mehreren Etappen erreichen. Es gibt Etappen, die einem leicht fallen (obwohl sie 
„viele Höhenmeter“ erfordern), andere Etappen/Wege sind steinig, anstrengend und 
nur mühsam zu schaffen. Bergsteigen ist eine Disziplin, die Zusammenarbeit 
erfordert; ähnlich ist es oft auch beim Schreiben. Durch Unterstützung von anderen 
Personen (z. B. Schreibberatung, Austausch unter Kollegen über Inhalte usw.) 
kommt man eher zum Ziel. Neben der Zusammenarbeit mit anderen Personen ist 
das Nutzen von Hilfsmitteln entscheidend. Hilfsmittel können dabei z. B. 
verschiedene Schreibtechniken sein. 

Mountaineering. 

Spontaneously, I associate (academic) writing with mountaineering. One has a goal 
in front of oneself, but often one can only reach it „with difficulty” and with a lot of 
effort in several stages. There are stages that are easy (although they require „many 
meters of altitude”), other stages/routes are stony, exhausting and difficult to manage. 
Mountaineering is a discipline that requires collaboration; similarly, writing often 
requires collaboration. Through support from others (e.g., writing consultation, 
exchanges among colleagues about contents [topics], etc.) one is more likely to 
reach [rather reaches]  one’s goal. In addition to collaboration with other persons, the 
use of auxiliary means [aids, tools] is crucial. Auxiliary means can be, for example, 
different writing techniques. 

(10) 

Luftballons aufblasen. 

Es erinnert mich an Luftballons aufblasen, weil man oft denkt, aus einem ganz 
kleinen Anfang (oder auch einem einzigen signifikanten Effekt, den man gefunden 
hat) ein ganzes großes Paper zu machen. Und dazu muss man es ausweiten und 
quasi „aufblasen“, um das fertige Produkt zu erhalten. Man muss es mit immer mehr 
umgeben, damit man am Ende ein fertiges „großes“ Produkt erhält. Manchmal muss 
man aber auch ein bisschen Luft wieder auslassen, weil man sich verzettelt hat und 
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der Ballon zu groß geworden ist als dass man ihn noch jemandem in die Hand 
drücken könnte. 

Blowing up balloons. 

It reminds me of blowing up balloons because one often thinks one can make a 
whole big paper out of a very small beginning (or even [out of] a single significant 
effect that one has found). And to do that, one has to expand it and sort of “blow it up” 
to get the finished product. One has to surround it with more and more [things] so 
that, in the end, one gets a finished “big” product. But sometimes one has to let some 
of the air out again because one has gotten bogged down [lit. ‘dis-chitted’, too many 
pieces of paper] and the balloon has gotten too big to put in anyone’s hand. 

(11) 

Das Kochen eines guten Kaffes. 

Das Kaffeepulver steht stellvertretend für den inhaltlichen Input z. B. aus Literatur 
oder eigenen erhobenen Daten. Zu viel des Guten macht den Kaffee zu stark – es 
wird zu viel um das Thema herumgeredet oder auch „geschwafelt“. Zu wenig davon 
und der Text ist nicht schlüssig oder zu oberflächlich, was vergleichbar mit einem 
wässrigen Kaffee ist. Nur die richtige Menge sorgt für einen schlüssigen, prägnanten 
Text – und ein geschmackvolles Kaffeeerlebnis. 

Making a good coffee. 

The coffee powder is representative for the content input e.g. from literature or own 
collected data. Too much of a good thing makes the coffee too strong – there is too 
much talk or even “rambling” [too much is talked or even “rambled”] around the topic. 
Too little of it and the text is inconclusive or too superficial, which is comparable to a 
watery coffee. Only the right amount makes for a coherent, concise text – and a tasty 
coffee experience. 

(12) 

Detektivarbeit. 

Ich beobachte etwas, das mich wundert und bei dem ich mich frage "Warum ist das 
eigentlich so?", und dann geht die Suche nach der Antwort auch schon los. 

Detective work. 

I observe something that astonishes me and makes me wonder “Why is that [actually 
the case]?”, and then the search for the answer already begins. 

(13) 

Backen einer Hochzeitstorte. 

Das Backen einer Hochzeitstorte ist eine mehrtägige Aufgabe. Hierbei stelle ich mir 
eine sehr pompöse, Aufwendig im Detail und mehrstöckige Torte vor. Die Stockwerke 
spiegeln die einzelnen Bereiche eines papers/ Antrages wieder. Als erstes haben wir 
den ersten Stock, der bildet das Fundament, so ist auch die Einleitung in ein Thema 
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und die Hypothesen/Fragestellung. Dann haben wir den nächsten Teil (Stock) der 
aus dem Material und Methoden besteht. Darauf folgt der dritte Stock (Ergebnisse). 
Hier ist das Stockwerk viel kleiner, weil es fokussiert ist, und die Beschreibung der 
Ergebnisse ist. Die Diskussion/Interpretation ist die Verzierung der Torte. Hier darf 
man ein wenig kreativer sein und neue Ideen/Hypothesen aufstellen. Im allgemeinen 
darf man nicht viel am Rezept (Zutaten, Backzeit, Ruhezeit) ändern, damit die Torte 
auch gut schmeckt. Das wissenschaftliche Schreiben ist sehr strukturiert und erlaubt 
nur wenig Änderung. Klar gibt es verschiedene Stile je nach Journal (wo man es 
veröffentlichen möchte) doch das Muster ist im wesentlichen das selbe. Es gibt ja 
auch verschieden Torten mit verschiedenen Geschmäckern und Farben/ 
Verzierungen, doch das Wesentliche ist gleich.  

Baking a wedding cake. 

The baking of a wedding cake is a task that takes several days. Here I imagine a 
very pompous, elaborate in detail and multi-level cake. The floors reflect the 
individual areas of a paper/ proposal. First, we have the second floor, which is the 
foundation, so is the introduction to a topic and the hypothesis/question. Then we 
have the next part (floor) which consists of the material and methods. This is followed 
by the third floor (results). Here the floor is much smaller because it is focused and 
because it is the description of the results. The discussion/interpretation is the 
decoration of the cake. Here one is allowed to be a little more creative and come up 
with new ideas/hypotheses. In general, one must not change much about the recipe 
(ingredients, baking time, resting time) to make the cake taste good. Academic 
writing is very structured and allows for only little change. Sure there are different 
styles depending on the journal (where one wants to publish it) but the pattern is 
essentially the same. After all, there are different cakes with different flavors and 
colors/decorations, but the essence is the same. 

(14) 

Malen nach Zahlen. 

Wissenschaftliches Schreiben ist für mich ein sehr kreativer Prozess, der viele 
Suchbewegungen benötigt, der aber gerahmt wird durch ein Regelwerk, das helfen, 
aber auch begrenzen kann. 

Painting by numbers. 

For me, academic writing is a very creative process that requires many search 
movements, but is framed by a set of rules that can help, but also limit. 

(15) 

Eine Achterbahnfahrt. 

Das wissenschaftliche Schreiben verbinde ich mit einer Vielzahl von Tätigkeiten und 
Gefühlen, die aufeinander folgen und die teilweise ein ziemliches Auf und Ab 
darstellen. Von der Idee für einen Text über die Recherche, ggf. die 
Datengenerierung, dann das Schreiben an sich, die Überarbeitungsschritte, ggf. die 
Kooperation mit Anderen, die Präsentation auf Kongressen, das Einreichen bei 
Journals, das Warten auf Feedback, die Spannung, das Auf- und Ab der Gefühle bei 
Annahme oder Ablehnung, das Niedergeschlagensein bei Kritik, der Widerwille und 
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die Qual beim Einarbeiten der Kritik, die Freude, wenn es geschafft ist und man vor 
allem merkt, wie der Text dadurch besser wird und gewinnt. Schlussendlich die 
Euphorie, wenn man seinen Artikel gedruckt liest. Dann aber auch schon wieder das 
Wissen, dass alles wieder von vorne los geht. Manchmal fragt man sich, warum man 
sich das antut und das immer wieder macht. Dann wiederum hat man Momente, wo 
man im Flow ist und merkt, dass man genau das tut, was man kann und liebt und 
warum man es tut :-)  

A roller coaster ride. 

I associate academic writing with a multitude of activities and feelings that follow one 
another and that sometimes represent quite an up and down. From the idea for a text 
to the research, possibly the data generation, then the writing itself, the revision 
steps, possibly the cooperation with others, the presentation at congresses, the 
submission to journals, the waiting for feedback, the tension, the ups and downs of 
the feelings when [the paper is] being accepted or rejected, the feeling of being 
downhearted when receiving criticism, the reluctance and the agony when 
incorporating the criticism, the joy when it is done and one notices above all how the 
text becomes better and gains [from the criticism]. Finally, the euphoria when one 
reads one’s article in print. But then again the knowledge that everything starts all 
over again. Sometimes one asks oneself why one does this to oneself and why one 
does this again and again. Then again one has moments where one is in flow and 
realizes that one is doing exactly what one can and loves and why one does it :-) 

(16) 

Aufräumen. 

Es ist wie Aufräumen, weil ich Gelesenes ordne und in eine neue, für mich logische 
Reihenfolge bringe. Danach ist alles schön und man sieht es sich gerne an. 

Tidying up. 

It is like tidying up, because I arrange what I have read and put it in a new order that 
is logical for me. After that, everything is beautiful and one likes to look at it. 

(17) 

Klavier spielen. 

Wie beim Klavierspielen muss man wissenschaftliches Schreiben auch erst lernen 
und dann immer wieder üben. Dies gilt auch für Texte die man schreibt. Man schreibt 
nicht sofort den ‚perfekten‘ Text (das vortragen des Klavierstücks bei einem Konzert), 
sondern ‚übt‘ erst einmal und überarbeitet den Text immer wieder bis man das finale 
Produkt (quasi die Konzertaufführung) hat 

Playing the piano. 

Like playing the piano, one has to learn academic writing then practice it again and 
again. This also applies to the texts one writes. One does not immediately write the 
‘perfect’ text (the performing of the piano piece at a concert), but first ‘practices’ and 
revises the text again and again until one has the final product (the concert 
performance, so to say). 
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(18) 

Puzzeln. 

Man muss versuchen, aus dem Chaos an Ideen, Gedanken, Erkenntnissen, 
Darstellungen, Problemen und Fragen aus den Bergen verschiedener Literatur und 
dem was einem (häufig unklarer Herkunft) so durch den Kopf geht, im Schreiben/ 
durch das Schreiben passende Teile zu finden bzw. herzustellen und 
zusammenzusetzen. Welches Gesamtbild das Puzzle darstellt, was passt und was 
nicht, sieht man häufig erst am Ende bzw. wenn man ein gutes Stück weit 
gekommen ist. Es ist mühsam, man braucht Geduld, aber es hat auch einen 
Suchtfaktor, wenn man mal damit begonnen hat und häufig greift man eher intuitiv zu 
den richtigen Teilen, da läuft viel unbewusst ab. 

Making a jigsaw puzzle. 

One must try – from the chaos of ideas, thoughts, insights, representations, problems 
and questions from the mountains of different literature and what goes through one’s 
head (often of unclear origin) – to find or produce and assemble fitting pieces in 
writing/through writing. What the overall picture of the puzzle is, what fits and what 
doesn’t, one often only sees at the end or when one has come a good bit further. It is 
tedious, one needs patience, but it also has an addictive factor, once one has started 
with it and often one reaches rather intuitively for the right pieces, a lot of it is going 
on unconsciously. 

(19) 

Sport. 

Genau wie beim Sport – insbesondere wenn man länger keinen gemacht hat – fällt 
einem auch beim wissenschaftlichen Schreiben der Anfang schwer. Beides erfordert 
relativ viel oder zumindest regelmäßige Übung, um besser/sicherer darin zu werden. 
Bei regelmäßiger Ausübung stellt sich auch gerne mal so etwas wie Spaß dabei ein 
und es kostet deutlich weniger Überwindung. Insgesamt gilt aber, dass es sowohl 
gute als auch schlechte Tage gibt, also Tage, an denen einem alles gelingt und Tage, 
an denen einfach nichts klappt. Trotzdem fühlt man sich hinterher meist besser – 
man bekommt den Kopf frei und ist im besten Fall (also zumindest an guten Tagen) 
stolz auf sich. Außerdem ist wissenschaftliches Schreiben anstrengend – man 
benötigt regelmäßige Pausen wie auch beim Sport und beides lässt sich sowohl im 
Team als auch alleine ausüben. 

Sports. 

Just like sports – especially if one has not done any for a while – academic writing is 
hard to get started with. Both require a relatively large amount of practice, or at least 
regular practice, in order to become better and more confident at it. With regular 
practice, something like fun sets in, and it takes less effort. Overall, however, [it is 
true that] there are both good and bad days, i.e. days on which one succeeds at 
everything and days on which nothing works. Nevertheless, one usually feels better 
afterwards – one clears [gets cleared] one’s head and, in the best case (at least on 
good days), one is proud of oneself. Moreover, academic writing is exhausting – one 
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needs regular breaks, just like in sports, and both can be done in a team as well as 
alone. 

(20) 

Wie Schalten beim Fahren oder gar ein Flugzeug steuern. 

... es sind doch einige Sachen, auf die man gleichzeitig achten und sich deshalb 
vorher vorbereiten soll. Und es macht Spaß, wenn man die Technik beherrscht und 
gar nicht so viel darüber nachdenkt. 

Like shifting gears while driving or even piloting an airplane. 

... there are quite a few things one has to pay attention to at the same time and 
therefore prepare oneself beforehand. And it makes fun when one masters the 
technology and does not think about it so much. 

(21) 

Wandern. 

Die Landschaft, d.h. die zu schreibenden Texte, die aufzuschreibenden Ideen, rufen. 
Beim Wandern wie beim Schreiben erklimme ich Berge und durchquere Täler, das 
geht mal leichter, mal schwerer. Ist das Ziel erreicht oder ein Gipfel erklommen, habe 
ich nicht nur einen guten Überblick von der Text-Landschaft, sondern kann auch stolz 
auf das Geschaffte und mein Durchhaltevermögen sein. 

Hiking. 

The landscape, i.e. the texts to be written, the ideas to be written down, are calling. 
When hiking as when writing, I climb mountains and cross valleys, sometimes this is 
easier, sometimes this is more difficult. Once the goal has been reached or a peak 
has been reached, I not only have a good overview of the textual landscape, but can 
also be proud of the achieved and of my stamina. 

(22) 

Ein Medikament! 

Es kann was bewirken! 

A medicine! 

It can effect something! 

(23) 

Eine Weltreise. 

Es geht mit Vorfreude und Neugier auf Neues und Unbekanntes los. Aber angesichts 
des Unbekannten gleichzeitig auch mit Zweifeln, ob die Entscheidung richtig ist oder 
doch zu wagemutig. Unterwegs prägen einen immer neue Eindrücke, neue Impulse, 
neue Inhalte. Und beeinflusst durch diese neuen Impressionen passt man die weitere 
Reise immer wieder den neuen Umständen/dem neuen Ich an, gestaltet den Weg/die 
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Destinationen stetig neu. Die Reise ist anregend und aufregend. Aber auch 
anstrengend und immer mal wieder mit dem Gedanken behaftet, ob man nicht 
abbrechen und zurückkehren soll. Die Reaktionen von Freunden sind zwiespältig: 
Manche halten einen für verrückt, andere bewundern einen, manche zweifeln, 
manche trauen zu. 

A trip around the world. 

It starts with anticipation and curiosity about new and unknown things. But in view of 
the unknown, at the same time with doubts as to whether the decision is right or too 
daring. On the road, new impressions, new impulses, new content always leave their 
mark. And influenced by these new impressions, one adapts the further journey again 
and again to the new circumstances/the new self [new I], constantly redesigns the 
path/destinations. The journey is stimulating and exciting. But it is also exhausting, 
and every now and then tainted with the thought about whether one should break off 
and return. The reactions of friends are ambivalent: some think one is crazy, others 
admire one, some doubt, some have confidence. 

(24) 

Träumen. 

Manchmal erscheinen Träume ganz klar in ihrer Narration, lebendig, mitreißend und 
überzeugend. Im nächsten Moment kann aber alles ganz verschwommen und 
verworren sein. Wann fängt es an, wann hört es auf? Einige Träume bleiben einem 
wie Schreibmomente lange und genau in Erinnerung, kommen sogar immer wieder 
in Variation. Andere wiederum verfliegen, verblassen, fallen dem Vergessen anheim. 
Träume sind so kreativ wie das Schreiben. Ist Schreiben nicht auch (schön wie) 
Träumen - Träumen nicht auch (im Geiste) Schreiben? 

Dreaming. 

Sometimes dreams appear quite clear in their narration, vivid, involving and 
convincing. The next moment, however, everything can be quite blurry and confused. 
When does it begin, when does it end? Some dreams, like writing moments, stay 
kept in one’s memory long and accurately, even come back again and again in 
variation. Others evaporate, fade away, fall into oblivion. Dreams are as creative as 
writing. Isn’t writing also (as beautiful as) dreaming – isn’t dreaming also writing (in 
one’s mind)? 


