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1 Learning Philosophy

How can we lose when we’re so sincere?
– Charlie Brown

[I am standing before a class, at the start of the first lecture. This is what I say.]

So that you know what to expect from me, and I am clear about what I will expect from you,
I begin by describing some of my ideas about teaching, learning and doing philosophy in general.
My views on teaching are largely captured in three theses:

1. An old Russian proverb: Beat your own people, and others will fear you.

2. Thucydides: The strong do what they will, and the weak suffer what they must.1

3. Nietzsche: It is a poor student who never repays his teacher by disproving him.

[Blank-faced pause, perhaps with arched eyebrow, while I scan the faces awaiting

a reaction.] No fear, the first two are (mostly) jokes, to soften you up and lighten the mood for
what will otherwise be an intense exposition. The last one I take seriously indeed. I will say more
about it below.

†erik@strangebeautiful.com
1Quot licet Iovi, non licet bovi.
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Most people assume they know how to think clearly and argue well. They are mostly wrong.2

None of you [pointing to the students, sweeping my extended index finger to encom-

pass the group] can think clearly or argue well. I can barely do it, and I’ve been working at it
for a long time.

No one assumes someone can perform in a biathlon simply by putting on skis, grabbing a rifle
and trying to pick off targets while crashing downhill. One must practice, practice long and hard,
practice all different parts of the sport, both in isolation and in concert. So it is with thought and
argumentation.

It is not enough to be able to think clever ideas up. One must be able to think ideas through,
get inside them and analyze their internal structure, if they have any, stand back and goad them
to see where they go, if anywhere, prod and question them to see where they come from. Most
ideas you have are worthless—that is true of us all. The game is not to think only Great Thoughts
all the time. That’s impossible. The goal is to work through all the garbage and every once in a
while, if you work hard and have some luck, you’ll strike a good one. Don’t be afraid of failure, of
the fact that one’s ideas are initially poor. Bad ideas are the only path we have to good ones.

William Blake said: “If others had not been foolish before us, we should be so.” A useful
corollary follows by substituting ‘one’s past self’ for ‘others’. (And, if one is feeling a touch
neurotic, one should also substitute ‘one’ for ‘us’ and ‘we’.)

The point of doing philosophy is not to succeed. It is to fail brilliantly. I know of only two
philosophical propositions that I can say with assurance have withstood the test of time and
that I consider to be correct without qualification. They are meta-philosophical theses of Plato.
Firstly, to be a great, or even a good, philosopher, one must have an erotic attachment to thought.3

Secondly, both to understand the philosophical thought of others and to fabricate one’s own original
philosophical ideas and arguments that will withstand at least initial critical scrutiny, one must
engage in deep and long discussions with other similarly minded folk; reading and writing on
one’s own and passively listening to others lecture are poor, poor substitutes. All true philosophy
happens in conversation.4

2Charles Sanders Peirce, “The Fixation of Belief”:

Few persons care to study logic, because everybody conceives himself to be proficient enough in the
art of reasoning already. But I observe that this satisfaction is limited to one’s own ratiocination,
and does not extend to that of other men.

3Compare Einstein’s statement about physicists in his short essay “Principles of Research”:

The supreme task of the physicist is to arrive at those universal elementary laws from which the
cosmos can be built up by pure deduction. There is no logical path to these laws; only intuition,
resting on einfühlen, can reach them.

The German word ‘einfühlen’ is difficult to translate. It has the sense of both intimate, intuitive knowledge of and
genuine affection for its object, which in this case is the physical world and its workings.

4Howard Stein, “How Does Physics Bear Upon Metaphysics; and Why Did Plato Hold that Philosophy Cannot
Be Written Down?”:

Thus the view is expressed [in Plato’s Seventh Letter] that the whole apparatus of what we might
call “object-semantics,” involving both linguistic signs and ordinary things (Plato’s “images”), cannot
suffice to determine meaning and truth, without some essential involvement of the language users
and their conceptions and beliefs; and the writer goes on to assert that this determination can oc-
cur reliably only in discussion, with questioning and answering “free from envy”—and that, indeed,
over a long time: a process which, in favorable conditions, can lead to a shining forth of the light of
understanding and intelligence (φρόνησις and νοῦς).
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Everything I have said about you students I believe about myself as well. In consequence, I
expect all students to question me in class when you don’t understand what I am saying, when it
is not clear for whatever reason, or when you know (or even just suspect) that what I am saying is
wrong. By the same token, I hope you will interrupt me when you feel that you can add something
useful to the point I am making. Do not be afraid of or even diffident about asking questions.
[Tell the story about Mom in college.] You will be wasting no one’s time. I guarantee that
if you have a question, at least one third of the rest of people in the class have the same question
and the other two-thirds ought to have it, but no one’s asking. Do everyone the favor and ask it.

You will not do well in my class if you do not catch me saying at least one foolish or false thing
and call me out on it during class. I will say many foolish and false things, as we all do. I know
it too well to blush about it. You’ll be doing me a favor, because you’ll be helping me clarify and
correct my own thought. I know more than you do and have thought about these matters more
than you have, but I feel strongly that we are all in this together: philosophy is a team sport. You
will ask me questions, constantly, that I have not before thought of or about, and I will be the
better for it. Likewise, you should not be embarrassed when you say foolish or false things in class.
You should be embarrassed only if, finding yourself having said a foolish or false thing, you do not
try to correct it by rethinking what you are talking about. When y’all point out to me that what
I am saying is foolish or false, I cannot promise I’ll always be able to rectify it on the spot. I do
promise I’ll have something more useful to say about it by the next class period at the latest. I
expect the same of you.

A last word on how I see my duties as a teacher, and why I did not title this section “Teaching
and Learning Philosophy”: teaching and learning are separate activities, and the one almost never
leads by itself to the other.5 Philosophy cannot be taught, at least not in that deepest Platonic
sense of the coming to have the integrated capacity of mind, spirit and body to contemplate. The
teacher of philosophy can only, and at best, create an environment that conduces to the student’s
learning in whatever way is most apt for them.6

I repeat the most important of the theses on teaching I affirm, from Nietzsche: It is a poor
student who never repays his teacher by disproving him.7

And I hope that the import of the epigraph from Charlie Brown is now clear: Charlie Brown
did lose, he and his baseball team, all the time—but he was sincere in every attempt he made,
never gave up, never lost faith in the fundamental importance of his sincerity, and that matters
more than success.

5 “. . . denn im Grunde, und gerade in den tiefsten und wichtigsten Dingen, sind wir namenlos allein, und damit
einer dem andern raten oder gar helfen kann, muß viel geschehen, viel muß gelingen, eine ganze Konstellation von
Dingen muß eintreffen, damit es einmal glückt.” – Rainer Maria Rilke, Briefe an einen jungen Dichter.

6It is instructive to compare Plato’s discussion, in Protagoras, of how one can and cannot teach and learn
virtue: Plato concludes (as I read the dialogue) that virtue is learnable but not teachable (at least not based
solely on the output and intake of discursive language use); one must practice it in order to understand and mas-
ter it.

7“We all know that the real reason universities have students is in order to educate the professors.” – John
Archibald Wheeler
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2 Reading Philosophy

Unconcerned, mocking, violent—thus wisdom wants us: she is a woman and always
loves only a warrior.

– Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals
epigraph to the third essay, “What Is the Meaning of Ascetic Ideals?”

(quoted from his own Thus Spake Zarathustra)

To read well is hard. To read philosophy well is very hard. There are (at least) 11 different,
but inseparable, jobs one must perform to read adequately, much more well.

1. Read every word.

2. Read every sentence.

3. Read every paragraph. (And so on.)

4. Not infrequently, go back and read them again before continuing.

5. Ascertain the starting place, the goal and the means of progress for every part of the work.

6. Keep in mind the context of the current part, its place in the local region and in the work
as a whole.

7. Look up every word whose meaning you are not sure of. (Keep a dictionary by your side as
you read.)

8. Get straight on every concept and idea you do not understand.

9. Try to sympathize with the author.

The last two rules are far and away the most important; as one should expect, they are the hardest
to follow:

10. Understand what the author means, not what you think he or she likely means or what you
want him or her to mean or something in the neighborhood of what he or she means.

11. Criticize a point, an argument or a work as a whole—if at all—only after you understand it.
(The same goes for praise.)

The following are not rules, only suggestions. Use them, ignore them, adapt them as you see fit:

1. Underline key passages.

2. Make notes in the margin: remark on important points, or on the role a passage plays in the
over-all argument; record questions you have; express delight or dismay; and so on.

3. Keep a running outline of the work on a separate piece of paper (or in a computer file, or
etched into clay tablets, or inscribed on duchsustus—whatever feels right).

4
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I recommend a pencil to write in a book or an article—you may want to emend or erase later what
you wrote.

To find and articulate the questions one ought to ask of it is one of the most important and
difficult tasks in trying to understand a difficult work of philosophy. Questions come in two kinds:
those one has before one begins to read; and those that force themselves on one as one reads
(or even later, in the depths of a sleepless night long after the reading is in the past, when it
returns an irresistible revenant to haunt one’s thoughts). Often, but not always, the latter are
more important. Leave oneself open to them. As one’s questions accumulate, probe the work with
them in isolation and in tandem. Return to earlier parts of the work to pose to them questions
that arose only later. Return to questions one asked earlier to see whether later reading yields a
richer and more satisfying answer. To do all this will, at the same time and in turn, test the value
of one’s questions. Do not hesitate to modify questions that prove of little service and to discard
those of none.

To practice the task of learning to read with care the writing of a great thinker, with an eye
only towards comprehension, not agreement or controversy, is one of the most effective ways I know
of to exercise one’s own capacity for cogent philosophical thought.

As an example of how terribly understanding can fail when one ignores these rules, consider the
quotation from Nietzsche at the beginning of this section. In my experience, most people who read
Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals, when they arrive at the third essay—an essay, mind you,
on the meaning of asceticism—and come upon that epigraph, do not look up its context in Thus
Spake Zarathustra. And so they misconstrue it, and having started out the essay on the wrong foot
never right themselves. It appears in Part i of Zarathustra, §7. That section is called “On Reading
and Writing”. It deals with the difficulty of writing so as to be understood and reading so as to
understand, and in particular with the sort of joy in understanding itself one must have to be able
to do this and so come to wisdom, contra the ascetic ideal. Could anyone get that from the quote
in isolation, without having looked it up?

This is an extreme example. Nietzsche booby-traps his writing with diabolical ingenuity to
guard against easy understanding, to ensure that the reader works hard to get him (among other
reasons). Almost no writers are so cruel as Nietzsche. (A corollary: almost none are so fun.) I
trust, however, that it drives the point home better for all that: reading takes work and practice,
and like all the best that is hard, it will come to be a joy the better one gets at it.

3 Writing Philosophy

Know how complicated it is, then state it simply.
– Ernest Hemingway
The Garden of Eden

Writing is, for the most part, not the simple reporting of organized, clearly articulated thoughts,
but rather itself constitutes an important step, often the most important, in the articulation, in
the organization—in the clarification and explication—of those thoughts for oneself.

Language is a poor vehicle for communication, especially when written and on its own, absent
the physicality and the give and take of discussion; words on their own, on an isolated page, express
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little—do we have here a page from a serious essay on philosophy or a draft of an article for “The
Onion” (a satirical American news magazine)? It is sometimes difficult to tell. Is this remark in
the email a whimsical attempt at wit or a nasty jibe? Without the benefit of having heard the
tone of voice it would have been delivered with in conversation, and having viewed the speaker’s
facial expressions and bodily attitude as he or she spoke it, it can sometimes be difficult to know.8

Not everything can be said best, or said at all, in words; cf. Mahler’s remark on why he stopped
writing programs for his symphonies: “If I could have said in words what I had wanted to say, I
would have no need to write symphonies.” We attempt in philosophy to use words only for what
words can well express, nothing more.

Mark Twain wrote two essays criticizing Fenimore Cooper’s writing, “Fenimore Cooper’s Liter-
ary Offences” and “Fenimore Cooper’s Further Literary Offences: Cooper’s Prose”. I urge you to
read them.9 Even though their explicit subject is the writing of fiction, what they say carries over
in toto to learning to write philosophy. And anyway, they’re so funny they’ll make you pee in your
pants laughing—which is a Good Thing.

These are Twain’s rules of writing—a writer shall:

1. Say what he is proposing to say, not merely come near it.

2. Use the right word, not its second cousin.

3. Eschew surplusage.

4. Not omit necessary details.

5. Avoid slovenliness of form.

6. Use good grammar.

7. Employ a simple and straightforward style.

Like all good rules, it is better now and again to break them rather than to slavishly abide by them
always and in all places. And like all good rules, one must master them before one can break them
in beneficial ways. In the end, the effect of a piece of writing is more important than its adherence
to any shibboleths of good grammar or style.10

8Howard Stein, “How Does Physics Bear Upon Metaphysics; and Why Did Plato Hold that Philosophy Cannot
Be Written Down?” (his emphasis):

[Plato in the Seventh Letter] blames the written word primarily for its unresponsiveness: its inabil-
ity to reply to questioning; its insistence upon saying continually the same thing, with no regard for
its audience.

9You can get them here:

1. http://strangebeautiful.com/other-texts/twain-fenimore-coopers-literary-offences.pdf

2. http://strangebeautiful.com/other-texts/twain-coopers-prose-style.pdf

10Three more works I strongly recommend you read while learning to write philosophy:

1. Mathematical Writing, by Donald E. Knuth, Tracy Larrabee, and Paul M. Roberts, http://
strangebeautiful.com/other-texts/knuth-et-mathematical-writing.pdf – (passim)

2. Robert Geroch’s “Suggestions for Giving Talks”, https://arxiv.org/abs/gr-qc/9703019

3. John A. Wheeler, “Wheeler’s Rules of Writing”, https://doi.org/10.1119/1.19169

Even though the first is written for those producing written mathematics, the lessons largely carry over
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3.1 Why One Writes

One may have several purposes in writing a philosophy paper. I will assume that exhibiting your
thought as clearly and intelligibly as you can, so the reader has the best chance of grasping it, is the
most important one for right now. Keep in mind at all times that you are trying to communicate
your thoughts to another flesh-and-blood human being, one, moreover, who may be fatigued from
having read upwards of 10 papers before he begins reading yours. Ask yourself continually whether
you are making yourself clear to him with minimal effort on his part.11,12

It is almost certain that you will need to write more than one draft of the paper in order to
do a fine job not only of making yourself clear to the intended audience, but in getting clear in
the first place on what you yourself think. It is rare to know what one will write and to know
what one thinks on a particular topic with any exactitude before one begins writing about it. One
inevitably is forced to write more than one draft, for the writing of the paper itself will cause one’s
ideas on the subject to precipitate and evolve. The first three chapters of a short, elegant book,
Writing with Style by John Trimble, have several excellent tips and pointers for getting started
with research, for planning and outlining a paper, and for writing drafts. I urge you to look at it,
if you do not already have your own system that works well for you.

For the first paper, I want you to focus on recapitulating the argument in the text as clearly,
precisely and thoroughly as you can, distilled so as to fit in the space allotted. To comprehend the
arguments and, even more, the intent of an author to any substantial depth is harder than most
people realize, and I want to make sure that each of you knows how to do it before I ask you to
be more creative and come up with your own claims and arguments in their favor.

Indeed, most writing at this stage of one’s career consists of breaking down and reconstituting
the thoughts and arguments of another. It is a funny business, writing on the views of another
philosopher. If one thinks that what one is saying is “what the philosopher really thought”, one
must wonder why the philosopher did not come out and say it more plainly, did not draw explicitly
all the conclusions one draws oneself. In most if not all cases, one is writing on the views of a person
who has put far more time and effort into thinking about all the issues at hand than oneself has;
one must be careful to avoid the presumption that one is making a point not already considered
by the person whose thought one is writing about. One may be—but make sure before one claims
it. Know the value of the point one is trying to make and the relation of the point to the work or
argument as a whole before one makes it.

In writing a short, expository paper, it is near impossible to achieve the depth and subtlety of the
philosopher whose work (in the best cases) one is discussing. Think carefully about what it is one
does hope to achieve. Among the most salutary of attainable goals is clarification and elucidation
of individual points and arguments that the philosopher, for whatever reason, did not expand on.

unchanged—minimal mutatis mutandis. If you read only a small part, read the first three sections. Then pick
and choose from the remainder as suits your fancy. I do not agree with everything they say, but thinking about
why one may not is itself always worthwhile. Even though the second is written for those producing plans for giv-
ing talks (and that in physics), the lessons carry over, again largely unchanged. There is nothing I do not endorse
in it, indeed, do not cheer on with enthusiasm. And it is only four pages long to boot. The third is only one page,
and exemplifies well Wheeler’s own forceful, declarative style of writing.

11“The best maxim in writing, perhaps, is really to love your reader for his own sake.” – Charles Sanders Peirce,
17 March 1888 (W1:9).

12Another good rule of thumb: don’t stack up footnotes one on top of the other willy-nilly; it distracts from the
flow of the body of the text.
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Trying to distill the entire sweep and career of a large and complex work into outline form can
also be a useful project, but this is usually more difficult to do without distortion of the original.
Even the task of recapitulating another’s argument or position faithfully in one’s own words, lowly
and simple as it may seem, is hard to master, and, more important, is important in its own right
for intellectual discipline and conscience. One must be certain one understands another’s position
before one can with rectitude praise or censure it, or use it for one’s own purposes, as platform for
one’s own further positive exploration or as illuminating example of instructive foolishness. The
best way to ensure one understands the thought of another is to learn to explain it in one’s own
way, having done the hard work to ascertain that what one says captures the heart of the matter.

One comes to learn after practice that in writing on others one rarely tries to reconstruct “what
the thinker really thought” in any literal sense, but rather essays an insightful, fruitful exposition
to try to understand, in one’s own terms, grounded in and informed by one’s own conceptual
framework, the content and structure of that person’s thought. For the moment, however, I do
want you to focus on just that, the reconstruction of what you believe the thinker at issue thought.

3.2 Making Arguments

There are several basic points to keep in mind when trying to write a fine philosophy paper of this
sort. State clearly the position one will argue for. Before embarking on argumentation, outline the
route one will take to reach the conclusion. The introduction of the paper is also a good place to
say what one will not try or be able to achieve in the paper. At the beginning of each argument,
explain the role it has in the overall structure of the paper and exhibit all the assumptions one will
need to argue the point. Define explicitly all technical terms one will use in it. If one uses formulæ,
explicitly define all terms that appear in them, unless their use is so common as to preclude possible
misunderstanding (e.g., ‘c’ for the speed of light when treating relativistic physics). As always,
judgment is needed: one almost never needs to explicitly define, say, an integral sign, unless one
is using an unusual type of integration, such as the Riemann-Stieltjes integral. Consider possible
problems with and objections to your arguments, and treat them with respect. Remember: there
will always be reasonable objections to any argument one makes in philosophy; ignoring them or
treating them cavalierly will only make the reader suspect that in fact you have nothing to say
about them. The conclusion ought not be only an opportunity to review your position summarily.
Use it to suggest possible directions one could take with the position and arguments given more
time and space; mention problems that still need to be addressed, which one did not have time to
in the body of the paper; point out possible consequences of one’s position, both problematic and
promising. This may be the most appropriate place in the paper to try to have a little fun, if one
simply cannot resist the urge.

Keep in mind the Laws of Argumentation of the great physicist Robert Geroch:

1. Never prove something that is false.

2. Counter-examples are easier than proofs.

These have a corollary: always test your arguments by attempting to produce counter-examples
to their conclusions.

8
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3.3 Explaining Oneself

My propositions are elucidatory in this way: those who understand me
finally recognize them as senseless. . .

– Wittgenstein
Tractatus-Logico-Philosophicus, 6.54

Help the reader often. Start by telling the reader what to expect in the paper, where it will
go. After long, involved arguments, remind the reader of the point of the argument and how it fits
into the scheme of the paper as a whole. Sum up difficult passages at their conclusion. Repeating
oneself a few times is often preferable to a Spartan minimality that requires the reader to go
through a paper several times in order to make sense of it.

Explain what needs explaining for the target audience, for two reasons: so they themselves
will understand it (if the reader is not one that should already understand the idea); and, more
importantly for the purposes of writing a paper, so the target audience will understand how you
intend and mean the idea. This will also serve the purpose of convincing the reader that you have
thought about and through the idea, and that you adequately understand it.

Most interesting ideas and concepts in philosophy are inherently ambiguous, and that in two
ways. Firstly, the words we commonly use to express them are themselves polysemous—they often
can mean several different, albeit possibly related, ideas or concepts, and context will not always
suffice to disambiguate the sense. Secondly, the idea or concept itself may admit of several different
reasonable definitions or explications. The reader will—should—not know which of the possibilities
you intend, or whether you intend something new or non-standard, until you explicate it.

When introducing or describing or explaining an idea or concept that is ambiguous or complex,
do not only use examples to characterize it. Examples are themselves ambiguous. What you think
is the most salient and illustrative aspect of the example may not be what I focus on. Always
give a precise, clear explication of the idea or concept on its own. Then it may be useful to give
illustrative examples, now that the reader has an idea of what aspect of the examples to focus on.

Beware of tangential excursions. If one must remark on or advert to an idea, issue or brief
narrative not immediately connected to the main line of thought, then consider putting it into a
footnote. If one feels it must appear in the body of the text, then alert the reader that one is going
off on a tangent and explain why it is necessary to do so, keep it brief, and tell the reader when
the excursus is done, unless syntax or some other mechanism does the job (e.g., the excursus ends
with the paragraph it occurs in).

3.4 Using Words

The first rule is: keep it simple. (“Omit needless words.” – Strunk and White, The Elements of
Style; “Eschew surplusage.” – Mark Twain, “On the Literary Crimes of Fenimore Cooper”.) This
is harder than it sounds. The goal, by hypothesis, is to have the reader understand one’s thought
easily. Spiffy words and Rococo grammatical constructions are fun, and they have their place in
certain rhetorical contexts, but in general they distract attention from the main points.

The second rule is yet more difficult to follow, and more important to keep in mind for that
reason: when in doubt, look it up. Even more distracting than fancy words used correctly are fancy

9
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words, or indeed any words, used incorrectly. Have a dictionary open at one’s side as one writes.
Peruse Fowler’s Modern English Usage–the first or second editions only, not the third edition, which
is lousy, edited posthumously with all the best of Fowler himself eradicated—I can’t even bear to
bring to mind the grotesquerie of the fourth edition. Keep it next to the toilet, snuggle up to it at
night in bed, take it for long walks in the country, become intimate with it. One’s writing will shine
in its clarity, elegance and precision. (If one cannot articulate the proper difference in usage between
‘that’ and ‘which’ when used as relative pronouns, to take one important example, one needs to
look at Fowler’s entry “That, which, who”.) You will learn not only about language use, but, more,
about fruitful ways for one to think about language and its use oneself. I recommend perusing
at least a few of the following entries, to get acquainted with Fowler and to begin to learn some
of his most important, architectonic lessons about the use of language: Avoidance of the obvious;
Barbarisms; Battered ornaments; Didacticism; Elegant variation; Facetious formations; Fetishes;
Formal words; Haziness; Illiteracies; Illogicalities; Incongruous vocabulary; Irrelevant allusion;
Love of the long word; Mannerisms; Needless variants; Novelty-hunting; Out of the frying-pan;
Overzeal; Pedantic humour; Pedantry; Poeticisms; Polysyllabic humour; Pomposities; Popularized
technicalities; Presumptuous word-formation; Pride of knowledge; Repetition of words; Rhythm;
Simile and metaphor; Stock pathos; Sturdy indefensibles; Superfluous words; Swapping horses;
Technical terms; Unequal yoke-fellows; Vogue-words; Vulgarization; Word-patronage; Working &
stylish words; Worn-out humour. (These are the entry names in the first edition; some of the
names were altered in the second edition, but I trust you have the wherewithal to find them if you
are looking at that edition.)

Rules of grammar: priggishness in grammar can impede communication as surely as laxity. If
a sentence can be stated with elegance and clarity by starting it with a conjunction or ending it
with a preposition, then by all means do so. If a sentence reads more clearly with the infinitive
split, cleave it and be damned. (See the entries “Fetishes” and “Superstitions” in Fowler.) As with
all important matters in life, however, one must know the rules before one can know when it is
preferable to break them. And it is always preferable to break them knowingly than in ignorance.

Here are a few simple rules of thumb for usage, to give an idea of the sort of issues one
should attend to in writing that aims at clarity and precision; the list is far from exhaustive, only
exemplary. I have distilled them from my experience both correcting students’ papers and proof-
reading manuscripts of senior colleagues, in particular from my judgment of what grammatical
errors they all most commonly make. Like all such rules, they are meant as suggestive guides, not
decrees.

1. Winnow greatly intensifying adverbs; or, winnow intensifying adverbs. Overuse weakens their
force.13

13On a related note, see Jorge Luis Borges, “The Superstitious Ethics of the Reader”:

The most common literary mistake today is emphasis. Definitive words, words that postulate
prophetic or angelic wisdom, or superhuman resolutions—unique, never, always, all, perfection,
finished—are the habitual barter of all writers. They do not understand that overstating something
is as inept as not saying it at all, and that readers sense the impoverishment caused by careless gener-
alizations and amplifications. Such imprudence depletes the language.

[When I first composed this footnote, I wrote ‘José’ as the author’s first name. Sonia de Jager kindly pointed out
the error to me. Borges is one of my favorite authors, whom I have read since I was a kid. I even read him in the
original Spanish. I have no good explanation for the error except neuronal misfiring, and not only the aboriginal
one in the writing, but over and over every time I read the essay during later edits and emendations. It would be
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2. Don’t worry about repetition of a word in a sentence if use of another only to avoid the
repetition would be clumsy or would lead to ambiguity (Fowler, “Elegant variation”).

3. Use a short word in place of a long one; as Fowler says (“Love of the long word”), “. . . it
is a general truth that the short words are not only handier to use, but more powerful in
effect. . . . Good English does consist in the main of short words.”

4. Ensure that one’s phrasing is not ambiguous with respect to the position of adverbial modi-
fiers. “He punched the man in the penis next to him.” Why was there a penis next to him,
and how did it contain a man?

The abuse of ‘only’ in that regard, in particular, knows no bounds. Consider the following:
“My argument does not rule out the possibility A. It only rules out the possibility B.” Compare
that to: “My argument does not rule out the possibility A. It rules out only the possibility
B.” The former says that the argument does nothing more than rule out a possibility, that of
B; in particular, since it “only rules out,” it does nothing else and so can come to no positive
conclusion. The latter says that, no matter what else the argument does, which may include
coming to a positive conclusion, it does at least this much: it rules out exactly one possibility,
that of B.

5. Respect the difference between ‘if’ and ‘whether’ in the use of relative interrogatives. Com-
pare “I’ll ask if the claim is true” to “I’ll ask whether the claim is true”. The former states
that the speaker will ask her question in the event that the claim at issue is true; the latter
states that the speaker will inquire as to the truth of the claim. ‘If’ versus ‘whether’ is a
useful distinction to try to hold on to in the English language, especially in such writing that
aims at clarity and precision, even though common speech and most writing almost efface
them.

6. Conjugates of ‘to be’ are to be avoided so far as possible, as is the passive voice. As with
merely intensifying adverbs, their overuse weakens the force of one’s writing. And as always,
use your judgment—the use of conjugates of ‘to be’ in the present progressive tense, for
example, when one is writing, does not detract from the force of the sentence (although
adverbial phrases that state the obvious—“when one is writing”—do tend to weaken the
force of a sentence, even when one uses the present progressive in the phrase to exemplify a
point; one ought also avoid overly long parentheses, a sign that what one is saying ought to
appear in the body of the text).

7. A parenthesis that encloses a grammatically complete sentence ought not appear in the
scope of another sentence in the body of the text. The parenthesis ought to stand apart
as its own sentence: “I’m trying hard to avoid writing pompously. (See Curiel’s ‘Notes on
Learning Philosophy’.)”, not “I’m trying hard to avoid writing pompously (see Curiel’s ‘Notes
on Learning Philosophy’).”

8. Respect the difference between the colon and the semi-colon. One most often ought to
use the semi-colon only to connect two clauses when one wants to emphasize the closeness

hard to ask for a better example of the “tired eye”, and its pernicious consequences, which I clarify at the end of
this section. My partner, who had a good laugh at my expense when I showed her Sonia’s correction, could not
agree more.]
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of their relation; sometimes one will use them to separate the items of a list following a
colon. Colons are primarily exegetical, serving to introduce, define, explain or exemplify the
propositional content of the clause preceding it. The clause appearing before the colon ought
to be grammatically complete (hence, ‘clause’), that appearing after need not be.

The final, most important rule comes closest to being a decree, and so naturally is the most
difficult to obey: be precise, be clear, and mean what you say and only what you say. Ask oneself:
is it possible to construe a sentence, without strain, in a way other than how I meant? Never
use a vague word or formulation when one can say with greater precision what one means. This
means not only avoiding words like ‘thing’, but it also means, even more, avoiding words that
(deceptively) appear to be clear and narrowly focused, but in fact have usages and connotations
extending to the cryptic, unless one tells the reader how one is using—intends to use!—that word.
‘Reason’, as in ‘the faculty of reason’, is a good example. The word has philosophical baggage fit
for a round-the-world cruise. It has been used in the history of philosophical writings and is used
in contemorary philosophy and in everyday language to refer to a multitude of different mental
and metaphysical capacities, processes, relations and entities. If one begins talking in a philosophy
paper about ‘reason’ with no explication of the term, the reader will (should!) have no idea what
is meant by it. Try to express what one means in more precise, less loaded terms. Draw the
implications of rich concepts out for the reader to see. Use the homeliest example the case will
allow. Write as though you were explaining the point to a friend over beers. If one cannot do this,
but is forced to rely on a word such as ‘reason’ to make a point without being able to put it in
other, less ambiguous and loaded terms, the reader will begin to suspect that the writer does not
actually know what point it is the writer is trying to make, has not thought through it adequately,
and is using a slippery word to paper over the fact.

There are several terms the use of which I deprecate in a philosophy paper (without proper
explication) as I do that of ‘reason’, when they are used in a technical context. I give a sample (and
invite you to extrapolate from it): ‘reality’, ‘possibility’, ‘necessity’, ‘causality’, ‘natural’, ‘truth’,
‘determinism’, ‘qua’, ‘a priori ’. I do not prohibit their use; rather, I urge that one treat them as
the dangerous Quislings they are when their use is not in a casual context. Make a point of saying
how one intends them, and then keep a careful eye on them after to make sure they stay true to
your stated intent. Sometimes ‘thing’ is just the thing, when used within reason.

One of the surest methods for sticking to these rules is to have someone else read your paper
aloud in front of you. The ear will almost always catch ambiguities, infelicities and outright errors
that a tired eye will not. Offer to buy her a nice, inexpensive bottle of wine (I’m happy to provide
recommendations) or to give him a back massage in exchange for the favor. If nothing else it’s
usually good for a laugh, and, at best, it could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.
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