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Dedication



To Mom and Dad—
Smile at the wolf, and the wolf smiles back.





Introduction

THE ESSAYIST AND CRITIC Christopher Hitchens, writing for the online magazine Slate, once described the public intellectual as tasked with introducing “complexity into the argument: the reminder that things are very infrequently as simple as they can be made to seem.”

If one were to describe what an intellectual is, that would be a good start: an intellectual is someone who understands and appreciates the complexity of the world, or at least a small corner of it (quantum field theory, the true impact of the Battle of Hastings). I would add that an intellectual also cares passionately about that complexity, which is one reason why fistfights break out in universities over matters people of merely average brainpower would consider petty beyond belief.

But if that’s all there is to being an intellectual—thinking complex thoughts and defending said thoughts vigorously—why would you (or anyone) need this book? Why that tongue twister of a subtitle, “100 Mandatory Maxims to Metamorphose Into the Most Learned of Thinkers”?

Intellectuals (or those who aspire to be) sometimes fall into the trap of embracing a tired old stereotype—a caricature, if you will, that results in the world at large thinking of “intellectual” as being roughly equivalent to “elitist,” “pompous,” and “pretentious.”

But there is more to being an intellectual than writing obfuscatory articles for obscure journals and calling one’s detractors inflammatory names. Other qualities and characteristics—call them “maxims,” because that sounds suitably impressive—define the intellectual: the refusal to let others judge one by one’s alma mater (Maxim 2); a commitment to abstain from bullshitting (Maxim 5); the desire to read nearly everything (Maxim 6); the willingness to embrace a few choice eccentricities (Maxim 3) while eschewing others (Maxim 45); the intention of making dates pleasurable instead of competitive (Maxim 62); the dignity to lose debates graciously (Maxim 76); and never succumbing to the temptation to employ Latin in casual conversation (Maxim 80). Most of all, an intellectual is comfortable with saying those three little words that shoot fear into the hearts of the unprepared: “I don’t know” (Maxim 17).

In short, an intellectual is the epitome of educated intelligence, coupled with a sensitivity to and appreciation of others—no matter what their IQ.
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MAXIM 1

CARRY AN INTELLECTUAL BOOK 
(AT ALL TIMES).

CARRYING A THICK TOME by a well-regarded author is a shorthand method of proclaiming to the world that you are an intellectual. It’s a way of signaling that you have an attention span significantly longer than the average Twitter user’s and of subtly boasting that you’re not intimidated by big words, big ideas, or big books. More than perhaps any other object, a book in hand (or pocket or bag) is the intellectual’s calling card; if you’re single, it also makes an attractive mating call to other brainiacs.

But your noteworthy book can’t serve its purpose if you don’t place it prominently on display. Whenever you set your bag down, it behooves you to leave the zipper or flap open, so everyone in the room can admire James Joyce’s Ulysses or Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow poking out the top. Alternatively, you can “carelessly” leave your book lying atop your desk at work, to impress colleagues and superiors with your intellectual prowess. Commuting by bus or subway offers similar latitude in flashing your taste in literature, although there’s the delicate question of how much to tilt the spine to show off the title without being too obvious (answer: around 45 degrees from vertical).

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

For nearly a year, a friend of mine (let’s call him Bob) carried around a copy of Herman Melville’s Moby Dick. With the tenacity of a sailor on a years-long voyage, he plowed through those 700 long-winded pages of watery transcendentalism. Circling the globe in a fishing vessel would have taken less time than it did for him to reach Ahab’s climactic battle with the white whale. Yet Bob persevered, taking the book with him everywhere, which suitably impressed everyone who saw it in his hands. Bob’s new boss took the book as a sign that his employee was a deep analytical thinker, and doled out the promotions accordingly. Women in grad school would strike up conversations with him at bars. Melville ended up becoming Bob’s best wingman ever.

Bob soon realized what was happening, and vowed to make hefting weighty volumes a lifelong habit. Once he finished with Melville, he launched himself into Don DeLillo’s Underworld, another doorstop thick with theme and characterization. If anyone ever doubted Bob’s aspirations to become an intellectual, the sight of those books pretty much ended that.

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

When random bystanders see you’re reading Ulysses, they’ll often wince in sympathy. Reading Joyce at his most opaque is the intellectual version of cage fighting; the winces serve as our way of comparing the bruises afterward.

If you, however, flash a book as obscure (not to mention incomprehensible) as Philip K. Dick’s Ubik, random bystanders will not offer the wince of camaraderie. Instead, they will give the furrowed brow of huh? That should not dissuade you from reading Ubik, but if your main goal in carrying a particular book is to up your intellectual street cred, well, stick with Joyce.





MAXIM 2

EMBRACE YOUR ALMA MATER,
EVEN IF IT’S NOT HARVARD.

A PARTY ATTENDED by intellectuals sometimes descends into the verbal equivalent of a thermonuclear war, one in which the combatants seem determined to transform their rivals into stammering, apologetic poseurs before the hors d’oeuvres are even served. One of the most destructive ICBMs fired during these conflicts is the announcement of one’s academic pedigree: where you went to school, what subjects you focused on, which degrees you obtained, and which famous people you studied under.

“Well, when I was at Harvard,” one scholar might opine, hungering to target that missile straight into his opponent’s command-and-control center, “I studied with [insert Nobel Prize winner here], while he was at the absolute height of his powers.”

“Well, when I was at Oxford,” someone else will retort, and the war will escalate from there. The irony is that formal academics aren’t the sole (or even the most important) measure of intellectual capacity. Many of history’s finest thinkers never attended a prestigious institution, or promptly dropped out to do something else. Bill Gates and Mark Zuckerberg both left Harvard without obtaining a degree, and they’re no idiots.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

As with so many other things in life, a formal education is only worth the amount of effort you put into it. True, a fancy degree can provide the root of a fulfilling, absurdly well-paid career. But Ivy League graduates also serve as some of this nation’s finest baristas. The urge to learn and the discipline to become a true autodidact are what constitute the basis of the intellectual mind.

The next time a missile stamped “Well, when I was in the doctorate program at Yale” hurtles toward you, refuse to launch back—especially if you have the credentials to do so. Instead, smile and nod and ask a question about their field of study. Tell yourself that you can learn something new from such a fine mental specimen. And smile. You just won the war.

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

For very specialized professions, degrees do matter. Let’s keep our “nuclear war” metaphor running here, and posit that, in the course of your daily activities, you just happen to stumble across a real thermonuclear weapon. If someone steps forward and says, “I can handle this; I have the most advanced degrees in nuclear engineering from MIT and trained in defusing weapons of mass destruction during my stint in the U.S. Air Force,” then you step aside and let them debate over whether to cut the blue or red wire. In certain cases, especially in those that involve a chance of death, often the best fallback is to acknowledge a superior brain—and exit the immediate area as quickly as possible.





MAXIM 3

CULTIVATE A FEW CHOICE
ECCENTRICITIES.

A VERY THIN LINE EXISTS between insanity and genius. So thin, in fact, that it sometimes disappears completely, and madmen are misidentified as brilliant thinkers, while geniuses are dismissed as lunatics stuffed with an extra helping of crazy.

For every genius mistakenly shipped off to a padded cell, another hundred are dismissed as mere eccentrics, with tics that distinguish them as fish-out-of-water types. Mildly intriguing and definitely harmless, eccentrics include many of history’s most famous poets, novelists, mathematicians, theoretical physicists, actors, titans of industry, and half the faculty of the world’s universities.

In light of that, cultivating a few eccentricities is practically a requirement for an intellectual. Fortunately, notable role models are everywhere. Despite having parsed some of the universe’s most complex secrets, Einstein reportedly never learned to drive, claiming it was too complicated. On top of that, he disdained socks. Legend has it that the French essayist and poet Gérard de Nerval walked around town with a lobster on a leash—which is actually quite inspired, when you consider how few pets also make good eating.

But only a lunatic would embrace eccentricity without a well-thought-out plan.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

1. Keep it benign: Nobody appreciates a naked gentleman running down the street, smashing windows and screaming about space aliens. The best eccentricities are small and safe. Strange hats and out-of-place accessories (ear horns, etc.) are always favorites, as are unusual hobbies, such as collecting erotic art from pre-Columbian Peru or fashioning household goods out of duct tape. Strange pets are a bit more problematic: a tiger will probably just forego the leash in favor of eating you.

2. Loud and proud: Own your eccentricities with every fiber of your being. An audience will instantly discredit the public performer who displays a hint of uncertainty or doubt. For better or worse, that means any chosen eccentricity needs to be cultivated, practiced, and developed over a long period of time. Being an intellectual requires commitment.

3. Sense of humor: The best eccentricities amuse and delight people. You have to admit, walking a lobster is pretty funny. Well, probably except for the lobster.

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

More than a few professions and workplaces demand eccentric impulses be kept to a minimum. Hospitals fall into this category: patients tend to become nervous if their neurosurgeon, the same one slated to delicately pick through their parietal lobe, starts walking around with a parrot on her shoulder. Especially a parrot who keeps squawking, “Oops, didn’t mean to cut that.”

Avoid eccentricities that make it seem like you’re trying too hard to be weird. Wearing an antique accessory of some sort, such as a monocle, is often a critical mistake in this category (see Maxim 41: “Decline a pipe or monocle as an accessory”). Remember, you want that eccentricity to seem totally normal … at least for you.





MAXIM 4

LEARN SOME TRULY ENORMOUS WORDS.

IF ANYTHING MARKS both intellectuals and blowhards who want to be intellectuals, it’s the ability to deploy multisyllabic words that send everyone scrambling for the nearest dictionary. However, true intellectuals know to deploy these grammatical bunker-busters only when necessary (i.e., when no other word will convey quite the same intended effect) and not to show off the size of their IQ. This is a crucial distinction.

Yet even the most taciturn intellectual can’t deny the pleasure of a brobdingnagian word used superlatively. Some of those around you will react with amazement at all those syllables avalanching off your tongue, others with discomfort, or (if their minds are truly blown) perturbation. One hopes none will find your grammatical dexterity annoying enough to take a swing at your head.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

Many intellectuals-in-training, eager to load their vocabulary with as many ten-dollar words as possible, make the critical mistake of heading right for the dictionary to find appropriately impressive terminology. Once they discover a word that suits their needs, though, they proceed to learn it without a sense of context, and often make grievous (not to mention mock-worthy) errors in conversation. “I’m quiescent,” they might say. “As in, I totally predicted that would happen.” Someone will inevitably point out the correct word is “prescient.”

The best way to learn enormous words (and how to use them properly) is to read books that contain such words. Inevitably you stumble across an unknown term, one so splendiferous it leaves you little choice but to hunt down its meaning. By finding these jewels in prose written by someone who knew how to apply them, you instantly gain a sense of their proper use—which means you can wield them more effectively.

At this juncture it really must be reiterated that, when in doubt, use the smallest words possible. That ensures the broadest audience for what you’re saying, and prevents you from being grouped with that jackass at the bar who always spouts “antediluvian” in place of “old.”

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

Sometimes only a very specific word will do in a particular situation, with no opportunity to insert a larger or different synonym. Should your sailboat drift off course, forcing you ashore in a mystical land populated by 72-foot-tall people who regard you as a freak of nature, the only possible term for describing your plight is “brobdingnagian,” because you’ve arrived in the land of Brobdingnag, as described in Jonathan Swift’s epic Gulliver’s Travels. You simply can’t use a bigger word (no, really, you can’t).





MAXIM 5

ABSTAIN FROM BULLSHIT.

IF YOU GO BY THE DICTIONARY DEFINITION, bullshit, meaning something false or exaggerated beyond reasonable proportion, is to be avoided by anyone hoping to be taken seriously by others. But that never stopped anyone from dumping shovelfuls of it into conversation. Who cares about a few pumped-up numbers or highly suspect “quotes” from experts and famous people, so long as it makes you sound smarter?

Other intellectuals care. Despite their emphasis of rationality over emotion, and their willingness to talk through issues rather than resort to fists, intellectuals tend to be highly competitive animals (anyone who’s ever attended a literary reading with multiple authors vying for the audience’s attention, or a faculty lounge down to its last half-pot of coffee, will know what I mean). Attempt to deploy bullshit within their earshot, and they will move to pick apart your talk, loudly, making sure everyone knows they were smart enough to recognize you as a poseur.

Or, even worse, they’ll bide their time and wait until you leave the room, then perform the same public evisceration without giving you a chance to defend yourself. An intellectual get-together can rival the Serengeti in a drought for sheer viciousness.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

Most bullshitters are caught when they start jabbering about topics well beyond their knowledge zone. You can entertain a party with an impressive-sounding monologue about the origins of the universe, based only on details from a half-remembered newspaper article—until an actual physicist steps forward to offer a correction that splatters your bullshit story with the force of a sledgehammer hitting a wedding cake. Your reputation will only recover slowly from that incident.

If you need a role model for this maxim, look to Thomas Jefferson, who once said: “He who permits himself to tell a lie once, finds it much easier to do it a second and third time, till at length it becomes habitual.” To succeed in bullshit once is temptation to try it again. Overstretch, and sooner or later another scholarly type might take the opportunity to finish you off in front of a crowd.

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

In certain situations, a sprinkle of bullshit can spare you considerable embarrassment.

“A giant deer sprinted right into our headlights. I had to stop and wait for it to pass. It didn’t seem worth wrecking my car hood just to get some venison,” you tell the attendees at your book reading or speech. They will probably laugh. It sounds plausible. And it certainly beats admitting that you managed to accidentally lock yourself in a gas-station bathroom for thirty minutes.





MAXIM 6

READ AND COMPREHEND
(NEARLY) EVERYTHING.

THE TRUE INTELLECTUAL is a glutton for reading material. Magazines and scholarly journals, biographies and other nonfiction, novels and short stories, poetry and street posters: all beg for attention and study. Through reading we absorb some of the richest ideas floating through the collective unconsciousness, the ones too subtle and complex for expression in a two-hour movie or pithy sound bite. These ideas, in turn, solidify the foundation on which the intellectual builds his or her own palace of knowledge. There’s a reason scholars assemble expansive libraries, and it’s not because books make dynamite wall furnishings.

Some concepts absorbed through reading are easy to comprehend. Who doesn’t get the moral in Aesop’s fable of the tortoise and the hare, or understand why Hamlet wants to stab his father’s killer? Still other texts prove far more difficult to digest, especially “experimental” ones along the lines of Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (with its narrative use of idioglossia, which just became your dictionary word of the day) or Neal Stephenson’s Anathem (a sprawling novel, its difficulty trebled by virtue of being written in a fictional dialect of English).

The intellectual should make an effort to comprehend the themes and plots of the more difficult texts, and not only because other intellectuals frequently cite such works as their “favorites.” Absorbing them adds the highest-quality material to the intellectual’s knowledge base, in turn enriching his or her own thoughts. Plus it gives you something new to brag about at parties.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

The intellectual at a loss for reading matter should consider the Modern Library’s 100 Best Novels (the list, including Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby and Nabokov’s Lolita, is available at www.modernlibrary.com), as well as recommendations from friends with trusted taste.

Reading is one thing, but comprehension is quite another. The first time I picked up Dante’s Inferno (the Robert Pinsky translation), it quickly became my Battle of the Somme, a line-by-line grind through the rhetorical mud in search of understanding: too many references to obscure Italian counts, Renaissance assassinations, monsters from antiquity. For many of history’s greatest works that prove difficult, publishers offer an “annotated edition” complete with copious notes and explanations. Find it.

With the classics under their belt, the reader will inevitably gravitate to material that sparks their emotions: if horror’s your thing, start with Edgar Allan Poe and read straight through to Peter Straub. If you’ve always been interested in the American Civil War, endless library bookshelves groan with fiction and nonfiction texts for you to peruse at your leisure—although if you want an exemplary volume in that category, seek out John Keegan’s The American Civil War: A Military History.

Most constant readers find a balance between the complex “deep” stuff (i.e., Nabokov, weighty biographies of famous historical figures) lightened with servings of frothy popular literature and nonfiction.

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

A minister of my acquaintance balances open books on the steering wheel while he drives, trusting in a kind and loving universe to spare him from accident while absorbed in a good book (or, often, the good book). This is not recommended. Limit your reading to safe moments.





MAXIM 7

GIVE YOUR SIGNATURE
SOME CHARACTER.

BACK WHEN COMPOSING a multipage letter was humanity’s only form of long-distance communication, as opposed to tapping out “OMG LMAO” on their phones, people made it a point to develop their handwriting, and thought long and deep about the style of their signatures. The advent of keyboards and screens has made longhand a lost art. And signatures? John Hancock, he of arguably the most notable old-school signature ever scratched on paper, would have an aneurism if he saw the messy scrawl that passed for most people’s autographs on contracts and checks.

John Hancock belonged to the previous generations who believed in a signature’s ability to suggest, in a few swoops of ink, the writer’s refinement. His name on the Declaration of Independence includes all manner of loops and swirls and decorative underscoring, large enough (legend has it) for King George III to read without his spectacles. But those eleven letters are more than a middle finger to a despot: they convey Hancock’s education, sense of taste, and bold personality. In the era before telephones and e-mail, thinkers from all walks of life—politicians like Hancock and the other Founding Fathers, writers, philosophers—meant their signatures as a quick and not-so-subtle hint of their enormous intellect. That mode of thinking has largely disappeared over the past few decades, and that’s a shame—no, “tragedy” is probably a better term for it. Kids these days have no respect for the old ways of doing things. Now get off my lawn.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

Grade school was the last time most people paid attention to their signatures, and that was under penalty of failing Handwriting. You wouldn’t trust a fourth grader behind the wheel of a truck, and yet you’ve let your inner elementary-school student control one of the main ways in which you’re perceived by the world at large.

Take out a piece of blank paper. Write your signature at a normal (i.e., comfortable) speed. Do you like how it looks? Or would you prefer it convey a little more stateliness, maybe with a few swirls? Or perhaps your tastes veer more to the eccentric, and you feel the ideal signature demands a jagged “lightning bolt” sort of look.

Your next step involves experimenting with letters and forms—taking care to ensure that, above all, your signature is legible. It will take some time before you settle on something you like: behind every John Hancock is a mountain of balled-up paper.

Then practice, until you replicate it the same way every time.

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

Many years ago, I worked for a university press where an editor made a point to sign every rejection letter himself. Considering the number of unsolicited submissions that poured into the mailroom every morning (we demanded that prospective authors query via snail-mail, perhaps out of the misguided idea that it would somehow slacken that unending tide), this meant an incredible number of signatures needed dispensing by closing time.

Under the pressure of that time-crunch, the editor’s signature, once an elaborate thing of beauty, had flattened into a straight line with a meaningless little bump in the middle. It was as sad as a flat-lining EKG, but in the name of speed it did the job. Still, if you have a lot of papers to sign in a very limited amount of time and want to send out each one with your distinctive autograph, consider purchasing a signature stamp.





MAXIM 8

NEVER UTTER THESE FIVE PHRASES.

The intellectual will speak millions of words in a lifetime. From this tumult of noise emerge brilliant theories, biting witticisms, satisfying insults, elusive metaphors, or a confused plea for help when confronted with fixing a leaky sink faucet.

Human language is a wonderful tool—but also one that, like a greased chainsaw, can bounce back to do some harm if you’re not careful. For the intellectual, the danger of the mal mot is twofold. Not only do you need to beware of the usual foot-in-mouth phrases (“Why yes, that dress does make you look fat”), but a host of others that can crumble your carefully built façade as a thinking person’s thinking person. Therefore, you must at all costs avoid uttering certain inanities.

THEORY INTO PRACTICE

These verbal landmines include:

1. “I don’t read fiction.” If I had a dollar for each time I’ve heard this one uttered at an “intellectual” gathering, I could afford to buy a Porsche for every day of the week. People often use this line out of a need to appear serious, as if only reading nonfiction somehow elevates them above life’s frivolities (never mind that fiction constitutes a significant portion of every culture’s DNA). Plus, you know they’re hiding a well-thumbed copy of a Dan Brown novel on their bookshelf at home, the same way someone on a diet keeps a cupcake in the back of the fridge.

2. “Someday I’m becoming a hermit.” The fantasy of many a stressed-out intellectual: take refuge in a rustic cabin, far away from the not-so-civilized world, and spend your days in peaceful contemplation. Except everybody knows you’ll never do it, mostly because the local Thai place refuses to deliver to mountain hideaways. To mutter that you’re interested in the hermit lifestyle is just an indicator to anyone within earshot that you’re barely in control of your frenetic existence. And the intellectual always needs to maintain the illusion of control.

3. “I’m always right.” Gripped by some toxic combination of hubris and alcohol, the intellectual will declare he’s incapable of being wrong. Which is just wrong, because everybody is wrong on occasion. Spout that phrase too many times, and prepare for the inevitable accusations of arrogance and conceitedness.

4. “I’m not talking about this anymore.” Usually offered in a desperate bid to terminate an endless debate over… well, um, something. Wait, how did this conversation start? Never mind. Keep talking: with an intellectual, the discussion is only over when one side of the debate passes out at the table.

5. “That’s just stupid.” Yes, everyone will let slip a foolish phrase on occasion. Yes, they say things based on misinformation—remember, at one point Europeans thought the world was flat as a pancake. If you take issue with another point of view, it’s often better for everyone involved if you couch your disagreement in kind and reasonable terms, in order to prevent hurt feelings and needless fights. Especially if they’re a prizefighter with a nasty left. And they believe the world is flat.

THE INEVITABLE FOOTNOTE

Whatever I say, I’m always right. And you’re an idiot. That’s why I’m becoming a hermit and bringing no novels with me. End of discussion.
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