
Advices

Advice is one of the oldest and most self-absorbed genres of literature.  The Book of Proverbs is 
essentially a 2500-year-old advice column, and  Ecclesiastes  is certainly related, if more gnomic and 
cynical.  Quakers have a long tradition of this literature, “Advices and Queries”, which exemplifies 
another Quaker tradition: obnoxiously idiosyncratic grammar.  In all these forms, and many others, 
advice is singularly contemptuous of its audience.  Solomon, or whoever wrote Proverbs, leads with a 
disclaimer that you would be an idiot not to take his advice.  Advice columnists (and their televised 
scions) often berate the people who approach them for help, and justify this by saying that it is to be 
expected.  You wouldn't write a letter to a advice column unless you wanted some tough love, right? 
This pattern continues in less permanent examples of the advice genre, whether it is the Sunday sermon 
or the graduation speech, the parental lecture or the reblogged glurge on social media.  The focus is 
generally not on the actual needs of the audience, whoever that may be, but on the psychic metabolism 
of the speaker.  This is succinctly confessed by Mary Smirch, at the end of her famous graduation 
speech:

Advice is a form of nostalgia. Dispensing it is a way of fishing the past from the disposal,  
wiping it off, painting over the ugly parts and recycling it for more than it's worth.

If there are any lingering doubts that advice is a literary genre, with the attendant conventions 
and rituals, I would point out that Smirch's famous speech was not actually made before a group of 
students graduating from a school.  It was published as a column in the Chicago Tribune.  In fact, 
pseudo-graduation-speeches are now something of a burgeoning field on the internet,  all of which 
underscores, I think, that this genre is not about the recipients of “advices”, but about the dispensers.  

I have been reflecting on this in my usual reductive way, since I am parsing several large piles  
of advice for Sphinx to ponder over, and maybe—at some point—dispense.  I do this with a certain  
clothespin-on-the-nose sentiment, since I have never liked receiving advice, and have not paid much 
attention to the advice I've gotten (some would say obviously, eh?).  In fact, in my own life, the single 
piece of advice that sticks out in my mind came from B Amore, the master carver I worked under for a 
decade.  I was working with hand chisels on a piece of marble that I had gouged below the level of the 
curve I was aiming for, and I was trying to smooth out the gouge.  This is a typical rookie mistake:  
clearly,  any such effort will only make the gouge deeper.  B said:  “you know how in life, sometimes  
you have  a problem, and you can't  tackle  it  head-on,  but  if  you work all  around it,  the  problem  
vanishes?  This is the same thing.”

I remember this piece of advice, certainly, because it reversed the usual flow of metaphor.  It is 
a standard trope in the advice genre to encode wisdom about life in terms of physical metaphors, often 
martial, industrial, zoological, and/or exaggerated.  We could say “don't underestimate the nature of the  
challenges you face”,  but it is more fun to say “don't bring a knife to a gun fight”.  B had done the 
opposite.  She was using a piece of emotional wisdom (which is, I should note, not quite bulletproof) as 
a metaphor for a physical process.  In other instances,  these transactions of metaphor can obscure 
meanings.  For instance, Thoreau famously wrote beware of any enterprise that requires a new suit of  
clothes (sometimes misquoted “new shoes”), and one can translate this into a more generic guideline 
about  the  ways  that  superficial  presentation  distracts  from  what  is  truly  important.   But  it  is  no 
exaggeration to say that I have had dozens of conversations with young people who felt that Thoreau 
was making a strictly sartorial point of some kind, which had specific bearing on what they wore for a 
job interview, but not, say, on what their choice of career was.

These are dismaying but fertile ambiguities.  For instance, in giving advice to a rich young man, 
Jesus used the metaphor of fitting a camel through the eye of a needle.  This metaphor appears in three 



of the synoptic gospels, and since the 4th century AD, rich Christians have been coming up with ever-
more-creative explanations for what it might have meant other than what it obviously meant: that Jesus 
was advising the young man to divest his economic assets.

So.  The problem of evaluating advice is an enormous one for humans, let alone computers, and 
it can hardly be overstated that we humans have framed the problem badly.  Across the enormous swath 
of the advice genre, which splashes well up the banks of fields like self-help, therapy, and religion, we 
encounter the same problem.  There is a ubiquitous and largely unquestioned assumption that “good 
advice” can be applied universally, or nearly so.  In fact, this is rarely ever the case.  If there are  
universal pieces of good advice (I am thinking of something along the lines of maybe don't poke your  
eye out with a stick),  they have never been the main stock-in-trade of advice literature.   Once we 
imagine the question “to whom does this apply?” in the context of advice, the genre basically dissolves.

For instance, take the classic phrase “forgive and forget”, which has been an English proverb 
since before the time of Shakespeare.  To whom does it apply?  Probably it does not apply to, say, 
refugees of the Holocaust in 1939.  Nor does it seem to apply to someone who is being continuously re-
victimized, such as a woman experiencing domestic abuse.  (Though it is crucial to note that women in 
such situations are  routinely  counseled to “forgive and forget” by various misguided folks.)  What 
about the victim of a major injury that is no longer (tangibly) ongoing: the man whose children were 
killed by a drunk driver?  Here, finally, the advice may have some relevance, by saying: look, terrible 
things have happened to you, but the best thing you can do for yourself now is to move on with your  
life.  For many people—though  this  mindset  may be  somewhat  peculiar  to  Christianity  and other 
redemption-essentialist  traditions—the  emotional  exercise  of  forgiveness  is  in  fact  associated  with 
being able to refocus on happier aspects of one's life.  But for very many other people, I think it is safe  
to say, this is not the case.  (Wiesenthal's anthology on forgiveness,  The Sunflower,  is apropos here.) 
For them, the emotional exercise of forgiveness will (sometimes) feel like a fraud, and will not pay out 
any mental-health  dividends.   Christian theologians may interpret  such people as  ethically  stunted 
(though never to their face, of course), but that is a separate and rather boring question.  The point is  
that there are plenty of rape victims, and the like, for whom the high road to getting on with their lives 
does not involve forgiving and forgetting their attackers.

Given all these caveats and subclauses, the generic and universal tone of “forgive and forget” 
seems frankly obnoxious.  Perhaps it is useful in some specific context.  But as a genre, advice is 
largely predicated on decontextualized opinions.  And if we can so roundly critique a piece of  high 
advice like “forgive and forget” from this vantage point, think of what we can do with low advice like 
“don't overtip in Spain” or “don't eat oysters in months containing the letter R”!

And yet.
There is a third category of advice, neither the difficult generic wisdom of “don't go to sleep 

angry” or the insider trivium of “shop for holiday decorations after the holiday”.  I am thinking of the 
nebula that we usually call common sense, advice like “don't eat just one thing all the time” or “try to 
roughly match the mood of the group of people you're hanging out with.”  Most humans, even most 
humans who consider themselves socially inept, are fluent in thousands of such parameters, while most 
A.I.s,  to  date,  are  not.   And this  is  an egregiously  obvious  defect  in  A.I.,  albeit  one  that  we are  
becoming weirdly accustomed to.  If I ask a route-finding program to calculate a route from my house 
to  Caniapiscau,  Quebec,  it  immediately spits  one out,  which is  very clever.   But  a  common sense 
response would be: “you are in the middle of a blizzard in the middle of one of the worst winters in 
recent history, why the hell would you try to drive to Caniapiscau in a second-hand Prius?”

How do we go about coding common sense?  Sphinx can, of course, query users about the value 
of the advice they have received (or dispensed).  This process will be important, I expect, in sorting out  
which advice is relevant to whom.  But prior to that, I wanted to pre-load Sphinx with a large enough 
sample of human wisdom—both the everyday and the transcendent—that it should have some sketch 
map of the coastline of common sense, and some of the points inland.



To  that  end,  I  scraped  a  number  of  large  lists  of  advice,  translated  the  metaphors  into 
generalities, and have begun loading them.  This has been an interesting exercise for me, personally, 
since I hate advice and basically I think of less of people who give me unasked-for advice, even if—
maybe especially if—it's good.  Some observations:

• About sixty percent of the advice in these corpuses is framed as generic imperatives, or, as  
philosophers would call it, deontological statements.  That is to say, it is takes the form of “do X” or 
“don't do X”.  In nearly every case, this runs afoul of the problems mentioned above: it is usually 
trivially easy to think of a situation in which the advice would be, for want of a better word, bad.

• Another perhaps thirty percent of the advice is framed as causal inferences: “if kindness, then  
happiness”, “if no planning, then failure”, and the like.  This is more immediately useful, since it can 
be referenced across any specific set of contingencies.  “People tend to feel positively towards those  
who owe them a favor” is causal advice, but it can applied in various ways depending on what one's 
goals are.  

It is tempting to work backwards and turn the deontological advice into causal statements, along 
the lines of “if [you follow this advice] then [you will be better off]”.  But alas, we can't.  Deontological  
advice includes pragmatic, utilitarian wisdom, but also various types of moralizing and theodicy.  These 
distinctions are irreversibly lost in the imperative voice.  Quakers, for instance, urge non-violence in all 
situations, and have a substantial literature suggesting that pacifism tends to produce  outcomes that are 
politically preferable to those produces by militarism.  But most Quakers would throw that thesis under 
the bus for another: that the outcomes of pacifism are morally preferable to the outcomes of militarism, 
whatever the political  outcome might be.   These are very different arguments:  sometimes they are 
diametrically opposed.  And a simple adage like “turn the other cheek” or “study war no more” doesn't 
really distinguish between them.

• Most of the remaining ten percent or so of advice is essentially definitional, and most of that is 
either tautology, paradox, or idiot truisms.  I am referring to things like “In Chinese, the word for risk  
and opportunity are the same.”  This isn't true, of course—I mean, it isn't true in Chinese—but it is also 
hard to translate the metaphor into anything resembling a coherent idea.  Take “everything usually  
turns out for the best”, which is actually one of the most popular pieces of advice, per my research.  It 
sounds great, but what does it actually mean, in reductionist terms?  For instance, it might mean: the 
actual outcomes of an event are usually preferable to other (counterfactual) outcomes.  But this is 
certainly not true.  No matter how great something is, it is easy to imagine something better, so what  
actually happens can hardly be the best of all imaginable possibilities.  Or maybe—and I think this is  
closer to the intention—it means:  the structure of the universe is such that not all imaginable things  
can come to pass, but the ones that do come to pass are usually, if subtly, the best of the ones that could 
have come to pass.  But this isn't much better, because it is predicated on making a distinction between 
possible and impossible fictions, and no such distinction can be defended to the degree of precision that 
is being implied.

Fine.  Whatever.  If ten percent of human advice is mindless recursion, that is something Sphinx 
should be aware of, and I will happily find a way to code it and drop in the hopper and sit back to see if 
Sphinx ends up thinking The Secret is a great piece of wisdom writing.
   

• Lastly,  there is  meta-advice.   In my mind, this centers on the usually-paradoxically truth: 
“never give any unsolicited advice”, which is near the heart of my own thoughts about both pedagogy 
and publication.  But my favorite piece of meta-advice is one that Alex Crawford attributed to Truman 
(though it was also a favorite of the king of asteroid B-325).  It  boils down to: find out what someone 
is going to do, and then advise them to do that thing.  It is an insight that I was sort of innately fond of, 



long before I saw it writing, and I will probably have occasion to discuss it again (perhaps under the 
heading of causality?).

But for Sphinx, I think, the most salient piece of meta-advice is that the value of advice cannot 
be judged by the number or the prestige of its dispersers, who may have any number of reasons to 
slough off their views of life.  Advice can only really be judged by the success or failure of the people 
who have tried to utilize it, and they are a group that is singularly silent in the literary genre that advice  
constitutes.  A handful of columnists have made a point of occasionally checking back in with their  
earlier advice-recipients, to confirm that white wine vinegar really does remove tar from silk, or that  
telling your boyfriend about your depraved marshmallow fetish will clear the air, or whatever it may 
be.  But this is a fairly unusual exercise in accountability for the genre.  Sphinx can, and I hope will, do  
better.

In  the  meantime,  my  reductive-quantitative-obviously-wrongheaded-and-narrow-minded 
approach gives us the following secrets of life, by which I simply mean the most frequently dispersed  
opinions across multiple datasets:

First tier: Never stop learning.

Second tier: Avoid emotional stress, don't procrastinate, and ignore your fears, but remember  
that luck plays a big role in your ultimate successes or failures in life.

Third tier: Stay busy. Be curious; keep a diversity of interests and be passionate about them.  
Don't act on your self-destructive impulses; don't drink or smoke or retire. Don't put too much faith in  
medicine.  Laughter and good sleep are your friends.  Perseverance, positivity, and hard work will all  
pay off.  Surround yourself with people who love you.

By the third tier, above, I think we are definitely in the territory of one-size-does-not-fit-all. 
Some people should absolutely retire.  And all the advice about the virtues of hard work—the Adamic 
curse—seems full of dangerous political barbs.  But I am quite exhilarated that  never stop learning 
earns pride of place in my advice data.  I can get behind that.  


