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To William of Wykeham, the founder in 1382 of Winchester College (my metaphorical alma1 mater2), without which this book would not have been written

And to my literal alma mater, Julia Norman, without whom this book would not have been written



_________________

1 almus, alma, almum (adjective) – nourishing, kind

2 mater, matris (noun, third declension feminine) – mother
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INTRODUCTION

I don’t know why you picked this book up. But you might have noticed that I ended my first sentence with a preposition, ‘up’, which is supposedly a mistake in good English, and which is ‘something up with which I will not put’, as Churchill once said.1 And you may have noticed that I started my second and third sentences with conjunctions, ‘But’ and ‘And’. If you noticed those mistakes and didn’t care, or if you didn’t notice them at all, this might be the book for you.

Disinterested learning

I first heard the two words that sum up my educational philosophy in 1996, when I was 18, in a speech given by my History teacher Dr Cramer. What was it that made our school – the one we were about to leave after five years – unique, he asked himself? (This school was Winchester College, the oldest of the English public schools.)

In Dr Cramer’s view, what made it unique was this: disinterested learning. The school’s ethos was so squarely built on this idea – you should learn something because it’s interesting or worthwhile in itself – that we had a lesson every day, called Div, in which we’d learn things that had nothing to do with any exam syllabus. There was a weekly essay, a Div Task, which was by far the biggest piece of homework of any given week but which didn’t contribute to any exam grade. Nevertheless, coming top of your Div at the end of term was more important than any number of A*s at GCSE.

Disinterested versus uninterested

‘Interested’ is an odd word. Like ‘right’, it has two opposites because it has two meanings. When we were younger my brother, if you asked him: ‘Are you alright?’, was in the habit of replying: ‘No, I’m half left’. Because he wasn’t all right, only the right side of his body was right. The other half of him was left. He knew ‘alright’ didn’t mean right (= opposite of left) when we asked him; he knew it meant right (= opposite of wrong). He was just being annoying.

Likewise, ‘interested’ has two antonyms (opposites), because it too has two meanings. The first, usual meaning of interested is keen, avid, fascinated – and its opposite is uninterested, meaning bored, not keen.

But the other, second meaning of interested has to do with money. If you have an interest in a company, you get money from it; if you put your money in a bank, you earn interest on your savings. You might not be super-fascinated by how the company makes the money you get a share of, or by how the compound interest works that makes your savings grow faster than you might expect. You might find that stuff boring – or perhaps just confusing – as hell. But you’re still, in the second sense of the word, interested – because you get something out of it. You get interest, or money in some other form. So you’re interested, even if you’re bored out of your mind by the obscure workings of money.

The opposite of interested, in this secondary sense, is disinterested. Interested parties have something (usually money) to gain. Disinterested parties have nothing to gain, or at least nothing that can easily be measured.

Back to disinterested learning. These days, most people who are up at two in the morning reading Plato have an exam the next day. We don’t know whether or not they’re interested or uninterested in the primary sense of being fascinated or bored by Greek philosophy. But they’re certainly interested in the secondary sense – of having something to gain from reading Plato’s Republic as a matter of some urgency.

That looming exam is like money/interest, because you stand to profit from something external or extrinsic to the fun you get from reading a 2400-year-old book about how the world should be run. It might not be money that’s at stake – exam grades are not a hard currency – though of course one of the main reasons people tell you to work hard at school is so you can get a well-paid ‘good job’ (these ‘’ are called ‘scare quotes’ by the way, and they indicate a writer’s doubt about the idea contained in the phrase they are quoting). But your average late-night Platonist is an interested party – he or she is doing it with a definite goal in view, whether it’s getting the ‘A’ tomorrow or the plush corporate gig in five years.

This attitude towards education can be called instrumentalism – all education, whether you’re six or 60, is just an instrument to get you something, whether it’s a better job or a place at university, or the opportunity to surprise Hungarians with your fluent Magyar.

Disinterested learning is the opposite of this. You’re doing it because it’s fun, or worth doing – although, actually, surprising Hungarians probably comes under the category of disinterested learning too, unless it’s part of your job description.

I only know four words in Magyar (hello, please, thank you and cheers!). But I did learn Italian after leaving school for no other reason than I decided Italy would be a nice place to go and surprise native speakers. That decision – those hundreds of hours of blathering ineffectually in a foreign language – isn’t likely to benefit me financially. I’m not good enough at Italian to teach it, and there’s not much call for it anyway. It’s just fun to know.

Sprezzatura

The other idea I keep falling back on is sprezzatura, an Italian word which means ‘studied carelessness’ or ‘effortless brilliance’. Obviously there’s a conflict at this idea’s heart – brilliance only comes with care, and study requires effort. It’s probably a paradox. For me, the best way of describing sprezzatura is with the image of a swan swanning along, its feet beating furiously out of sight, as it glides calmly and gracefully over the surface of the water.

Sprezzatura comes from the 16th-century Book of the Courtier by Baldassare Castiglione, which was translated from the original Italian and widely read at the court of Henry VIII. Medieval courts had generally favoured those noblemen who were good at fighting or were born into the most powerful families. But over the centuries the rebirth (Renaissance) of Ancient Greek and Roman learning meant that literacy and wit became more prized. Castiglione’s ideal Renaissance Man should be good at everything – especially at things like manners, which it’s hard to make rules about, and can’t easily be measured or taught. Castiglione coined sprezzatura to describe a way of being that acknowledges that some things can’t be taught – but that most things can, especially if you don’t let on how much effort it took.

Thinking about it, sprezzatura isn’t far off from the 20th-century idea of ‘cool’, which comes from Black American culture generally, and jazz music specifically – it was popularised by the jazz saxophonist Lester Young, and suggests a sort of intense, laid-back attitude to music, and to life. Jazz bands don’t play songs, they improvise them, so they’re constantly thinking mid-piece where it’ll go next – but without letting you see them sweat. Miles Davis made an album called Birth of the Cool, and he would know. Nothing effortful here. Just pure cool.

It wasn’t cool at Winchester to be seen to be making an effort – is it anywhere? – but it was okay to argue a point compellingly with your teacher, or to come top of your class despite looking like you’d just rolled out of bed.

For my purposes, in my tutorials and in this book, sprezzatura means giving the impression that, like an iceberg whose total mass is 90% underwater and invisible, what I’m telling you is just a fraction of what I really know. Whereas the opposite is the truth: I’m frantically scrambling to invert that iceberg, to expose as much as possible of that hidden 90%, the better to suggest even greater hidden depths that aren’t really there. It’s a kind of showing off, really, but with a purpose, which is to suggest that knowing a lot of apparently unrelated things can be worthwhile in itself – that is, disinterestedly, without anything really at stake. And that – stop the press – it can be fun, too.

Useful or beautiful

I tutor children aged 10-13, almost exclusively, and I don’t really worry about their exam results or which famous old schools I succeed or fail to get them into. Their wealthy, educated and highly-motivated parents generally make it impossible for them to really fail. Instead, I worry about what I can teach them that they’ll still remember in 30 years, when they’re my age. It doesn’t even have to be something useful.

William Morris said that you should,


Have nothing in your home that you neither know to be useful, nor believe to be beautiful.



I believe the same thing is true of our minds. Education doesn’t ultimately happen in schools or universities or in the many forms of adult education available, or in public libraries, or even – saints preserve us! – online. Your education happens exclusively in your head, and that will always be true. Who’s driving this car? You are.

The contents of this book are largely things I was taught 20-25 years ago, which are still available to me now, because they have stayed with me. Most of the quotations are made from memory. That’s the only real criterion for inclusion. Do I still remember it decades later?

Between the chapters I’ve interpolated a few questions – and answers – that I like to bother my students with. And now I’m bothering you with them. Some are broadly mathematical, some philosophical, and accordingly some have defined answers, while others don’t. The point of asking them is not whether you get to the ‘right’ answer, but that you spend time focusing your intelligence on a narrow point. Skip ahead if you get unpleasantly stuck, though. They’re supposed to be fun.

I hope this book will reach not just avid young scholars but also those who are not in formal education any more (of course, your informal education continues throughout your life; perhaps, if you’re like me, without you even noticing). What’s on offer here is the best academic education available in the English-speaking world, one focused on the intrinsic value of knowing interesting stuff,2 all sifted through the gaping holes of the colander I like to call my mind.

Finally, these chapters should be considered training wheels, to be kicked away when no longer needed. You can read them in any order, dip in and out, or even skip them altogether. One of the things I am sure about is that you shouldn’t get all your information from one source. Especially if I’m that source.



FIRST QUESTION
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THE RIVER PROBLEM

You are a farmer standing on the bank of a fast-flowing river which you need to cross to get home. You have with you a fox, a goose and a sack of beans. You need to transport all three of them across the river, but your rowing boat is small, and you can only take them across one at a time.

There’s a further complication. If you leave the fox and the goose together unsupervised, the fox will kill the goose. And if you leave the goose and the beans together, unsupervised, the goose will eat all the beans. You want to avoid both these eventualities while getting the fox and the goose and the sack of beans safely across the river.

How do you do it?



_________________

1 Jokingly, because that ‘correct’ version sounds so much worse than ‘something I will not put up with’.

2 Interesting here meaning the opposite of uninteresting - i.e. not boring.
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