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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Costume of Fact

A description is supposed to do one job: report what is 
there. When it does only that, we can check it. The 
room is twelve feet wide invites a tape measure. 
Anyone may verify it, and anyone who measures will 
agree. That agreement — the fact that the statement 
answers to something outside the speaker — is what 
earns a description its authority. We trust reports 
because they can be checked, and because, checked, 
they hold.

But a description can be made to do a second job while 
wearing the uniform of the first. Into the same neutral 
grammar — subject, verb, object, the calm declarative 
that promises only to report — a speaker can fold a 
conclusion the checking would never yield. The 
sentence still looks like a report. It is received like a 
report. And the conclusion rides in free, having paid 
none of the price a claim is supposed to pay.

Consider a single word. A newspaper writes: The 
married senator was seen dining with his young aide. 
Read it as what it claims to be — a report — and ask 
what can be checked. That a senator dined with an aide 
can be checked. That he is married can be checked. 
Nothing else is stated. Yet almost no reader stops at 
what is stated. The word married, which does no work 
to describe the dinner, has planted a second story: 
impropriety, betrayal, a wife wronged. Delete it. The 
senator was seen dining with his young aide. Not one 
checkable fact has been lost. What vanished was not 
information; it was an insinuation the grammar had 
disguised as information.
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This is the costume of fact, and it is the whole subject 
of this book. The mechanism, in one line: a word, an 
image, or an inference that presupposes a conclusion, 
dressed as one that merely describes.

Why does the eye take the addition as part of the 
description? Because we do not read as a lawyer reads 
a contract, clause by clause, weighing each for what it 
entails. We take a sentence in as a single gesture and 
receive its whole freight as one arriving thing. The 
evaluative cargo and the factual cargo come through 
the same door at the same instant, and the mind files 
both under seen. Hayakawa's old distinction names 
three things we routinely collapse into one: the report, 
a checkable observation; the inference, a reasoned 
guess beyond it; and the judgment, the verdict of 
approval or disapproval laid over it. Collapsed, the 
judgment borrows the credibility of the report standing 
next to it.

There is a deeper reason still, from the philosophy of 
science. Observation itself is never perfectly bare. What 
we notice, and how we frame it, is shaped by what we 
already expect: observation is, in Hanson's phrase, 
theory-laden. That is not a defect to be cured; it is the 
standing condition of every observer, this book's author 
included. Precisely because the loading is always 
present, the discipline that matters is not pretending to 
a purity no one has. It is learning to see the addition — 
to catch the moment a conclusion is slipped into a 
description and charged to the reader's account.

Loaded language is not a modern discovery. The oldest 
logic already has a name for its purest case: the loaded 
question, the one that cannot be answered without 
conceding a premise never established. Have you 
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stopped beating your wife? Trace it back through the 
informal-logic texts and it runs to Aristotle, who 
catalogued the fallacy of many questions in his 
handbook on sophistical refutation. The device is 
ancient. What this book adds is not the news that 
language can be slanted but a working field guide to 
the specific forms the slant takes, and two plain 
instruments for catching any of them.

No side is exempt — including this one. A method that 
only ever indicts an opponent is not a method; it is a 
weapon with a scope trained in one direction. The 
devices catalogued here belong to no party and no 
position. They appear in the advertisement and the 
sermon, the prosecution and the defense, the 
established paper and the dissident feed — and in the 
drafts of this book, where more than one of them had to 
be caught and cut. That self-policing is not an apology 
tucked into the back matter; it is the credibility of the 
whole. A later chapter turns every tool assembled here 
on the author's own writing and shows what the tools 
found. Had they found nothing, you should have closed 
the book there.

The subtitle is the structure. A conclusion can be 
smuggled in a word, in an image, or in an inference. 
Part I takes the word; Part II the image — the one 
smuggle a correct caption cannot cure; Part III the 
inference. Part IV sets all three loose on a single 
contested field, origins, not to settle it but to show the 
devices working in concert. Part V hands you the field 
kit and turns it on the author. Throughout, the rule is 
the one printed at the front: strip the loaded word, strip 
the loaded image, state only what the specimen shows. 
If a word or a picture adds ancestry, direction, or worth 
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the thing itself does not carry, it was smuggled — not 
shown.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

The One Move, and the Two Tests

Everything in this book reduces to one move, 
performed in many costumes. To see the move, first 
separate the two things the move exists to blur.

An observation is a report: a claim about what is there 
that anyone suitably placed could check, and that 
checkers would agree on. The bone is forty centimeters 
long. The stock closed at nineteen dollars. The witness 
arrived at nine. These can be measured, and 
measurement settles them.

An interpretation is everything built on top of the 
report: the inference that reaches past what was 
checked, and the judgment that grades it good or bad, 
high or low, ours or theirs. The bone is primitive. The 
stock is struggling. The witness arrived suspiciously 
late. Each keeps the grammar of a report while 
carrying something no measurement delivered — a 
direction, a rank, a verdict.

The one move is to set an interpretation in the slot 
where a report belongs, so that the sentence keeps the 
authority of observation while carrying the freight of a 
conclusion. That is all. Every device in the catalogue 
that follows is a variety of this single substitution.

Naming the move is not enough, because at reading 
speed the substitution is invisible; it is over before the 
reader can mark it. So we need instruments — two of 
them, each simple enough to run in real time, on any 
sentence, from any source.
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The First Test: Delete

Strike the loaded element. Read what remains. If every 
checkable fact still stands, the deleted element added 
no observation — only direction, ancestry, or worth. It 
was smuggled.

Take it to plain, uncontested ground first. A political 
dispatch reads, The embattled mayor still refuses to 
resign. Strike embattled and still: The mayor refuses to 
resign. The refusal is the fact. Embattled graded his 
standing; still implied an expected surrender not yet 
delivered — a direction of travel asserted, not 
observed. Nothing checkable was lost.

A market note reads, Despite the struggling firm's third 
straight quarter of losses, it posted a two-million-dollar 
profit. Strike struggling: the three quarters of losses 
remain, checkable; so does the profit. Struggling 
reported nothing the losses did not already state — but 
it pre-judged the profit as a fluke rather than a turn, a 
verdict slipped in ahead of the number.

A crime report reads, The career criminal was seen 
near the store. Keep what a record can check — The 
defendant, who has three prior convictions, was seen 
near the store — and the phrase career criminal falls 
away with no loss. The convictions are facts enterable 
in evidence; career criminal converted a record into a 
destiny and set the verdict before the trial.

Even the supermarket runs the device. Real families 
choose Brand X. Strike real: Families choose Brand X. 
Real added no count and no fact. It graded the families 
who choose otherwise as something less than real.

Notice the discipline the test keeps on itself. It does not 
ask whether the loaded word is unfair, or whether its 
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conclusion is false. It asks one narrow question: does 
the word report anything? If deleting it costs a fact, 
keep it — it was doing honest work. If deleting it costs 
only a feeling, it was a passenger. And here is the 
restraint that separates this discipline from mere 
counter-rhetoric: the test detects a smuggle; it does not 
refute the conclusion. The mayor may indeed be 
finished, the firm may indeed be failing, the defendant 
may indeed be guilty. The test shows only that the 
loaded word did not establish any of that. It asserted it. 
Detection is not refutation, and pretending otherwise 
would be a smuggle of its own.

The Second Test: Swap

Some smuggles survive deletion, because the loaded 
element is load-bearing — you cannot simply strike it 
without losing the sentence. For these there is a second 
instrument: swap the parties and see whether the 
verdict survives.

Hold the act fixed. Change only who performs it — our 
side for theirs, the party you favor for the one you do 
not. If the description flips while the act stays identical, 
the description was a verdict wearing the coat of a fact. 
The same disclosure of documents is a leak when the 
other side does it and a courageous act of 
whistleblowing when ours does. The act — passing 
restricted material to a reporter — is identical; only the 
allegiance moved. The same state is a regime when we 
oppose it and a government when we do not — same 
ministries, same institutions, the noun alone doing the 
grading. The same fighter is a terrorist or a freedom 
fighter according to the flag he carries relative to ours; 
the tactic described may be word-for-word the same. 
And the same dismissals are right-sizing when we hold 
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the stock and corporate greed when we hold the pink 
slip. Firing is firing.

The swap test formalizes a very old requirement — 
consistency — and a newer one from the study of bias: 
a judgment you would reverse the instant the parties 
reverse is a judgment tracking the parties, not the 
facts. Decision researchers built a debiasing heuristic 
on exactly this reversal logic; Bostrom and Ord's 
reversal test was designed to expose a preference that 
survives only because it faces in one direction. The 
swap test aims the same idea at language. Reverse the 
parties. If your description will not survive the reversal, 
it was never a description.

What the Tests Are For

The two instruments divide the labor. Delete catches 
the passenger word — the one that can be lifted out 
with no fact lost. Swap catches the verdict word that 
cannot be lifted out, by showing that it changes with 
the party rather than the act. Neither test tells you the 
conclusion is false. Both tell you the conclusion was not 
shown by the device — that if it is true, it must be 
established some other way, on evidence that survives 
both tests. That is the modest and only honest claim to 
make of a smuggle: not that its answer is wrong, but 
that it reached its answer without paying for it.

Every example in this chapter was drawn from 
journalism, finance, law, and the supermarket — not 
from any contested science — and that was deliberate. 
A tool proven only on the case its maker cares about is 
rightly suspected of being built to reach a verdict. A 
tool that first catches the smuggle in a stock note, a 
campaign line, and a courtroom has earned the right to 
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be pointed at harder cases. When Part IV reaches the 
one field this series most concerns, you will already 
have watched the instruments work on ground where 
nothing about origins is at stake — and you will be able 
to hold the author to the very same standard in the 
later chapter where he fails it.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

The Trajectory Words
A direction of change smuggled into a static fact — and 
the one family that has a technical name.

She lost her long battle with cancer. He fought bravely 
to the end. After a courageous struggle, she 
succumbed.

These sentences are written by people who mean 
nothing but respect. They are read out in churches, 
printed in local papers, and set at the top of notices by 
families who have just been through the worst thing 
that will ever happen to them. Nobody composing one 
of them is trying to smuggle anything. That is precisely 
why this family belongs at the front of the book: it 
shows the device working at full strength in the 
complete absence of anyone working it.

Ask what can be checked. That she had cancer can be 
checked. That she died, and when, and of what, can be 
checked. Now ask what the sentence adds. A battle is a 
contest with two sides and an outcome that turns on 
how it is fought. To lose one is something a person does 
— an outcome that reflects, however faintly, on the 
loser. None of that was delivered by any clinical fact. 
The disease progressed; it did not defeat her in single 
combat, and she did not fail.

Strike it. She died of glioblastoma on the twenty-fifth of 
August. Every checkable fact stands. What went was a 
frame that had quietly made a dying woman 
responsible for her own outcome — a frame so ordinary 
that oncologists now write papers about the harm it 
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does, and families still reach for it because the 
language offers nothing else at hand.

The mechanism

A trajectory word imports a direction of change into a 
static fact. It takes a condition that simply obtains — 
this is how things are — and makes it a way-station: a 
point between a past state and a future one, on a route 
the sentence treats as already established.

You have met one of these already. The embattled 
mayor still refuses to resign was chapter one's first 
example, and still was doing exactly this work: 
asserting an expected surrender, not yet delivered, on a 
schedule the refusal does not carry. The family it 
belongs to is the subject of this chapter, and its 
members are among the smallest words in the 
language. Still. Already. Retained. No longer. At this 
time. None of them looks like a claim. Each of them is 
one.

The family has a technical name

Here this chapter can do something the others cannot, 
because the claim it makes is not the author's.

In semantics and pragmatics these words form a 
standard, named category: presupposition triggers. A 
presupposition, in the discipline's own description, is 
information a speaker marks linguistically as being 
taken for granted, rather than being part of the main 
propositional content of what is said. Still, already, no 
longer, stop, continue, again — the study of them runs 
back decades and has nothing whatever to do with the 
argument this series is engaged in. Linguists 
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catalogued these words because of how they behave, 
not because of what anyone wanted them to prove.

That is worth pausing on. Everything else in this book 
is a description the author is offering and the reader 
may take or refuse. This family was described 
independently, by people with no stake in origins, and 
the description matches. If the catalogue were an 
invention built to reach a verdict, the invention has 
been anticipated by forty years of technical literature 
written for other reasons.

The family's own signature

The two instruments of chapter one both work here. 
But this family carries a third mark, and it is the 
sharpest one available, because it is formal.

A presupposition survives denial. That is its defining 
property. Consider:

John has stopped smoking. — John used to smoke.

John has not stopped smoking. — John used to smoke.

Deny the sentence and the freight is still there, 
untouched, because it was never what the sentence 
was asserting. It came in underneath, as a condition of 
the sentence making sense at all. That is the formal 
signature of something taken for granted rather than 
argued, and it can be run in a second, on any sentence, 
by anyone.

Take it to a newswire line: China has stopped 
stockpiling metals. Denying it changes nothing about 
the presupposition that China used to. And notice that 
this is a case the delete test cannot reach — you cannot 
strike stopped and keep a sentence — and the swap 
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test cannot reach either, since no party is being 
graded. The word is load-bearing, it is politically inert, 
and it is still taking something for granted. That is the 
gap this signature closes.

The word that was chosen for its direction

Not every trajectory word arrives by habit. Some were 
selected.

In 1981 an economist at the International Finance 
Corporation needed to raise money for a fund investing 
in places then called the Third World, and found that 
the name was costing him investors. He proposed 
emerging markets instead. The term took, and it is now 
the ordinary vocabulary of finance, printed daily 
without comment.

Ask what it reports. Emerging says that these 
economies are in motion, that the motion has a 
direction, and that the direction runs toward a 
condition the speaker's economy already occupies. 
What can actually be measured is income per head, 
market depth, index eligibility. Strike the word and 
name the criteria, and nothing checkable is lost.

The field has noticed. Knowledge at Wharton has run 
the question as a headline — when are emerging 
markets no longer emerging? — which is the delete test 
being performed in public by the people who use the 
word. It is a fair question and it has no answer, because 
emergence was never a measured quantity with a 
threshold. It was a direction attached to a category, 
and the direction is the part that sold.
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The specimen

In the literature this series examines, the family 
appears as still, already, arose, appeared over time, no 
longer, and — the one worth the most attention — 
retained.

A fossil is described as still aquatic, or as not yet 
terrestrial. Delete the adverbs and the animal has gills 
and fins, which is what was found; the sediment does 
not record a schedule the animal was running behind. A 
structure is said to have arisen at a given period. 
Delete it: the structure is present in these forms. 
Presence is observed. Origination-by-change from a 
prior state that lacked it is the model speaking, not the 
specimen.

Retained is the subtle one, and the most instructive, 
because it fails on the account's own terms. To say a 
feature was retained is to picture a ledger: an original 
holding, carried forward, with items subtracted along 
the way. But a mechanism of variation across 
generations is not a ledger. Each generation is built 
afresh from instructions said to be changing. On that 
account nothing is kept — there is no continuous object 
doing the keeping — so the word imports a permanence 
the mechanism does not supply.

And notice what the word costs, because this is the 
whole point of the family. A feature called retained is a 
leftover: something inherited from a past that no longer 
needs it, a residue to be explained away. Strike the 
word and the same feature — functional gills, say — is 
simply equipment, present and working, which has to 
be accounted for. One word moved a working structure 
out of the column of things requiring explanation and 
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into the column of things already explained, and it did 
so without an argument.

The catch

Neutralize; do not flip. The repair for retained gills is 
not designed with gills. That replacement imports a 
conclusion the specimen carries no more than the first 
one did, ends the same inquiry by naming the same 
kind of result, and would fail the delete test just as 
quickly.

Has gills is the floor. Let the feature be observed, and 
let the question of why it is there stay open — which is 
not a retreat into agnosticism, and is not a refusal to 
conclude. Conclusions are permitted; chapter one was 
explicit that stating a finding is ordinary and honest. 
What is not permitted is reaching one by adverb. The 
trajectory words settle the direction of the story before 
the evidence is consulted, and they do it so quietly that 
the reader, and very often the writer, never notices the 
settlement was made.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

The Ancestry Words
Naming a thing by what it is claimed to be becoming — 
and the one family where deleting the device leaves a 
falsehood.

The United Kingdom's counter-terrorism strategy 
operates on a category it calls the pre-criminal space. 
The phrase is not journalism and not rhetoric. It is 
official vocabulary, used in guidance and in training, 
and it describes people who have committed no 
offence.

Read it as a report and ask what can be checked. That 
a person holds certain views can, sometimes, be 
checked. That they have attended a meeting, or posted 
something, or been referred by a teacher — all 
checkable. What cannot be checked, because it has not 
happened, is the crime. The category exists precisely 
for people on the far side of that line.

Now try to strike the loaded element, as chapter one 
instructs. Delete pre- and you are left with the criminal 
space, which is not a neutral remainder but a flat 
falsehood about the people it describes. This is the first 
family in the book where the delete test does not yield a 
clean sentence, and does not simply fail either. It yields 
something worse than the original.

That result is itself the diagnosis. When removing a 
device leaves behind a claim the evidence positively 
contradicts, the device was not adding colour to a 
description. It was carrying the whole assertion, and 
the assertion was about a future.
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The mechanism

An ancestry word names a thing by its position in a 
sequence that has not been demonstrated — either by 
what it is said to have come from, or by what it is said 
to be becoming. The prefix does the work of a 
paragraph. Pre-, proto-, and the suffixed in-the-making 
take an object that exists now, with properties that can 
be examined now, and define it by reference to a state 
it does not occupy.

The device is efficient because prefixes are not read as 
claims. A reader who would resist the sentence this 
person will commit a crime, and would ask what 
grounds it, will pass over pre-criminal without a flicker, 
because prefixes look like classification rather than 
prediction. The claim arrives in the shape of a filing 
category.

And once filed, the category does work of its own. 
Attention, funding and suspicion follow the label; and 
because the label already names the destination, the 
finding that the destination was never reached does not 
disturb it. There is no observation that a person in the 
pre-criminal space can make to leave it.

The same prefix, in medicine

The device is not peculiar to security policy, and its 
most instructive appearance is somewhere no one is 
trying to persuade anybody of anything.

Prediabetes names a blood-glucose measurement that 
falls within a defined range. The measurement is real, 
the range is published, and the test is reproducible. 
What the name adds is a destination: it classifies the 
person by a disease they do not have, on a trajectory a 
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substantial proportion of them will never complete. 
Clinicians have argued the point in the literature for 
years — particularly for older patients, where the 
label's predictive value is weakest and its consequences 
for insurance, self-image and prescribing are not.

Strike the prefix here and the same thing happens as 
before: diabetes is false of the patient. What is true, 
and checkable, and sufficient, is the number. A fasting 
glucose of this value, in this range, with these 
associated risks over this period. That is more 
informative than the label, and it leaves the person's 
future where it actually is — open, and partly in their 
hands.

Nobody built prediabetes to mislead. It was built to 
prompt intervention, which is a good motive, and it 
does prompt intervention, which is a good outcome. 
The device does not require a motive. It requires only a 
prefix and a reader in a hurry.

The specimen

In the literature this series examines, the family is 
large and unusually formal. It appears as pre-
vertebrate and proto-[X]; as transitional form; as 
endpoint; as ancestor and ancestral applied to a fossil; 
and as basal and derived.

The governing fact is stated in a single line and is not in 
dispute: a fossil records form, not parentage. No 
skeleton preserves the identity of its parents. Whatever 
else a specimen can be made to testify to, it cannot 
testify to descent, because descent is a relationship 
between individuals and the individual on the other end 
of the relationship is not present.
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So each of these words reports the model rather than 
the bone. Transitional form asserts a documented step 
between two others in an established lineage; what is 
observed is a form combining characters of two groups 
— a mosaic, which is a fact about the specimen, where 
between is a claim about a line. Endpoint presupposes 
the connecting transition by the act of naming its ends. 
Pre-vertebrate defines an animal by what it is 
supposedly becoming; a living lancelet is a 
contemporary creature going about its business, not a 
demonstrated antecedent of anything.

Basal and derived are subtler, because they are honest 
inside their own house. They name a position on a 
classification, and within that classification the position 
is well defined. The smuggle occurs on the way out — 
when a placement produced by a model is reported as 
though it were read off the specimen. The repair is not 
to abolish the terms but to attribute them: model-
placed, not observed.

The device in technical dress

One member of this family deserves separate mention, 
because it is the hardest to see and the most 
respectable.

On a phylogenetic tree a node is a branch point, and a 
branch point is a hypothesised common ancestor. That 
is what the word means inside the discipline, and inside 
the discipline everyone knows it. Label a comparison 
plate Node and the term travels outside the discipline 
carrying its meaning with it, into a context where the 
plate elsewhere concedes that the ancestry is not 
demonstrated. The figure now asserts, in one technical 
word, exactly the thing the caption declines to claim.
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This is worth dwelling on because it is the pattern by 
which the most defensible smuggles occur. Not through 
a lurid adjective, which any editor would catch, but 
through a precise term used correctly in one setting 
and reproduced in another where its precision is 
invisible and its content is not. The neutral form names 
the transition as claimed, rather than the ancestor as 
real.

The catch

The flip is available here as everywhere, and it is just as 
fatal. Replacing transitional form with fully formed 
kind, or pre-vertebrate with created complete, imports 
a conclusion the specimen does not carry, by the same 
grammar, at the same cost. A mosaic form is a mosaic 
form: an animal with this set of characters and that set, 
found in this layer. Both readings of why have to be 
argued from there.

And notice, finally, what this family shares with the last 
two, since Part I is now complete enough to say it. The 
trajectory words moved a static fact onto a route. The 
ladder words ranked a difference. The ancestry words 
assign a position in a line. All three take something the 
specimen genuinely has — a feature, a form, a set of 
characters — and attach to it a relation the specimen 
cannot have, because the relation involves something 
that is not there: a future, a scale, or a parent. That is 
what a word in this part of the catalogue is for, and it is 
why deleting one so rarely costs a fact.

25



Addendum — the name that makes a kind

One member of this family was missing from the 
catalogue and is added here, because it is the largest of 
them and the least visible.

The devices above name a thing by its position in a line 
— before, after, between, ancestral to. This one does 
something prior. A taxonomic proper noun converts a 
range of variation into a discrete kind. Once the name 
exists, every specimen is either inside it or outside it, 
and the question of whether the boundary is real has 
been settled by the filing system rather than by the 
material.

That is not an objection imported from outside the 
discipline. It is an argument inside it. 
Palaeoanthropology has its lumpers and its splitters; 
whether Homo erectus names one species or several 
has been debated in the mainstream literature for 
decades, and Current Biology has published on the 
limits of the palaeontological species as such. Where a 
boundary falls, and whether it falls at all, is a decision 
— argued, revisable, and in several cases unsettled.

This device cannot be repaired by deletion, because the 
name is how the material is referred to at all. The 
repair is attribution. Say who assigned it, on what 
criteria, and that specialists disagree. Skeletal material 
assigned to Homo erectus, on these criteria, disputed 
by these workers — longer, and true. What is lost is the 
impression that a distinct creature has been observed, 
rather than a set of remains classified.

The device matters most where it is invisible: outside 
the discipline, where the name arrives in the same 
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grammar as the river and the sky, and carries with it, 
unstated, the conclusion that these are not us.

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

a taxonomic 
proper noun 
applied to fossil 
material

That the specimens 
constitute a discrete 
kind, bounded and 
distinct — variation 
within a range 
becomes membership 
in a category.

Name the material 
and its characters. 
Attribute the 
assignment to the 
classification, on 
stated criteria, and 
note where specialists 
dispute the boundary.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

The Ladder Words
A scale of progress laid over a mere difference — and 
what happens when the scale is retired by the people who 
built it.

For most of the twentieth century the world's 
economies were sorted into the developed and the 
developing. The words were not thought of as an 
argument. They appeared in treaties, in lending terms, 
in the names of departments, and in the first line of a 
thousand reports, where nobody paused over them any 
more than over a date.

Ask what the pair reports. Developed states that a 
process has finished. Developing states that the same 
process is under way and has not. Between them they 
assert that there is one process, that all economies are 
on it, that it runs in a single direction, and that some 
are further along. Not one of those four claims is a 
measurement. What can be measured is income per 
head, or life expectancy, or the share of output in 
services — and any of those can be stated without the 
pair.

In 2016 the World Bank stopped using the terms in its 
data vocabulary and published its reasons. The 
distinction, it found, no longer sorted the world it was 
applied to: economies its own figures placed together 
fell on opposite sides of the line, and economies the line 
separated had converged. The ladder had been carried 
along by habit after the data underneath it had gone.

That is a confession, and it should be read as one. The 
institution that used the term abandoned it, in public, 
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with reasons. Nothing in this chapter's argument 
depends on the author's authority when the users of the 
word have already conceded the point.

The mechanism

A ladder word lays a scale of progress over what is only 
a difference in form, so that different reads as further 
along. It does not say that one thing is better than 
another; that would be a claim, and a claim can be 
contested. It says nothing at all, in the ordinary way of 
adjectives, and leaves the ranking standing in the 
reader's mind as though it had been observed.

The family is easy to catch once named, because unlike 
the verdict labels of the next chapter, ladder words are 
usually adjectives and adjectives lift out cleanly. That 
makes this the chapter where the delete test does its 
plainest work.

The test, run plainly

A development report reads, conditions in the 
developing world have improved. Strike developing: 
conditions in these economies have improved. The 
improvement is the fact and it survives. What went was 
the assurance that the economies were en route 
somewhere, and that we know where.

A commentator writes that a policy puts a country on 
the right side of history. Strike the phrase: the country 
adopted the policy. The adoption is checkable. The rest 
asserted a direction of travel for history itself, a 
destination for it, and the speaker's advance knowledge 
of both — three claims, none of them observed, all of 
them delivered by an idiom nobody is expected to 
question.
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A museum label reads, a primitive stone tool. Strike 
primitive: a stone tool, worked on one face, found in 
this layer. Every checkable fact remains. Primitive 
supplied an early position on a scale of things that got 
better, which the tool cannot testify to and the layer 
does not record.

Notice again the restraint the test keeps. It does not 
claim the economies are not improving, or that the tool 
is not old, or that the policy is bad. It claims only that 
the ladder word established none of that. It asserted it.

The instruction from inside

There is a stronger witness available for this family 
than any critic, and it is worth the space.

Darwin left himself a note — reported as a marginal 
annotation in his copy of Chambers' Vestiges of the 
Natural History of Creation — never use the words 
higher and lower.

It is important to read that correctly, and easy to read 
it as more than it is. He was not doubting descent. He 
was refusing progressivism: the older idea, inherited 
from the scala naturae and long predating him, that 
living things occupy rungs on a ladder running from the 
base to the exalted. His own account had no such 
ladder in it. Variation and differential survival produce 
organisms suited to circumstances, and circumstances 
change; there is no summit in the mechanism, and 
nothing in it that ranks a barnacle beneath a bishop.

Which yields the point of this section, and it is a narrow 
one. When higher and lower and advanced and 
primitive appear in modern writing about lineages, they 
are not being licensed by the theory they decorate. 
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They are the residue of an older scheme the theory 
replaced, riding along inside it, and the man whose 
name the theory carries told himself in writing to stop 
using them. A reader who strikes them is not opposing 
the framework. He is applying it more strictly than the 
prose around him.

That is the most useful thing this chapter can establish, 
because it takes the ladder words out of the dispute 
entirely. Both sides of the origins argument should 
want them gone, and only one side has so far been 
asked to give them up.

The specimen

In the literature this series examines, the family 
appears as primitive, advanced, higher and lower, and 
in the phrases that carry a direction inside them — the 
march onto land, the ascent, a form described as not 
yet terrestrial or still aquatic.

Take the last of those, since it shows the machinery 
most clearly. A fossil is described as still aquatic. The 
observation is that the animal had the equipment of an 
animal that lived in water. Still adds that this condition 
is a stage, held against a change that is coming — a 
claim about a future the specimen does not have and 
the sediment does not record. Delete it, and the animal 
has gills and fins, which is what was found.

The standing refutation is alive and in the mud. The 
mudskipper walks on land and breathes air, and no one 
calls it a fish not yet finished becoming something else. 
It is an animal with that equipment, doing what that 
equipment does. Every fossil in a walk-up sequence 
reads the same restrained way, unless a direction is 
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imported by adverb — and the adverb is doing what the 
mudskipper shows it need not do.

The catch

The flip is more tempting here than anywhere else in 
Part I, because the ladder words are so plainly 
unearned that the opposite seems merely fair. It is not. 
Replacing primitive with fully formed, or advanced with 
perfectly designed, or still aquatic with created for 
water, commits the identical offence with the identical 
grammar. Each imports a conclusion the specimen does 
not carry; each ends an inquiry by naming its result; 
each would fail the delete test exactly as fast.

Has gills is the floor both sides can stand on. Let the 
feature be observed and let the reason it is there 
remain the open question — which is not a concession, 
and is not neutrality for its own sake. It is the only 
ground on which an argument about the reason can 
actually be held. A ladder word settles the matter 
before anyone has to think, and it settles it for whoever 
spoke first.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Verdict Labels
A judgment pronounced as a description — and why the 
label ends the inquiry it should open.

On the twenty-eighth of January, 1986, the space 
shuttle Challenger broke apart seventy-three seconds 
after launch and seven people died. In the language of 
the agency and its contractors, the vehicle had 
experienced an anomaly. What the search teams later 
brought up from the Atlantic were recovered 
components.

Read those two phrases as what they claim to be — 
reports — and ask what can be checked. An anomaly is 
a departure from an expected value, and the flight had 
certainly departed from what was expected. 
Components were recovered; the ships did bring things 
up. Neither phrase is false. That is the whole difficulty. 
A false statement can be corrected by anyone with the 
facts. These statements have the facts, and use them to 
place the reader at a distance from what happened.

What the nouns did was reclassify. Anomaly moved a 
catastrophic structural failure into the class of ordinary 
engineering deviations, where anomalies are logged 
and reviewed and are nobody's tragedy. Recovered 
components moved the remains of seven human beings 
into the class of hardware. No adjective was needed 
and no claim was made. The grading was done by the 
choice of noun.
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The mechanism

A verdict label is a noun that grades while appearing to 
name. It answers the question what is this? with a word 
that has already settled what it is worth, or what it is 
for, or what should be done about it — and it does so in 
the grammar of plain identification, which is the last 
place a reader looks for an argument.

Chapter one met two of these in passing. The same 
state is a regime when we oppose it and a government 
when we do not. The same fighter is a terrorist or a 
freedom fighter according to the flag he carries relative 
to ours. They appeared there as illustrations of the 
swap test. They belong here, because they are 
members of a family, and the family has a structure 
worth setting out.

Why the first test fails here

Take the delete test to these and something instructive 
happens: it does not work. Strike embattled from the 
mayor sentence and a sentence remains. Strike 
anomaly and nothing remains — the vehicle 
experienced a, and the reader is left holding a 
fragment. You cannot lift out a noun the way you lift 
out an adjective, because the noun is carrying the 
sentence as well as the verdict.

This is precisely the case chapter one anticipated. 
Some smuggles survive deletion because the loaded 
element is load-bearing; for those there is the second 
instrument. Hold the event fixed and change only who 
performs it, or who reports it. If the noun changes 
while the event stays identical, the noun was a verdict.
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Run it on the Challenger phrases. Had a foreign space 
programme lost a crew and described the failure as an 
anomaly and the bodies as recovered components, the 
same American press that printed those words without 
comment would have found them chilling, and would 
have said so. The event does not move. The tolerance 
for the noun moves with the flag. That is the signature.

The family runs in two directions

It is tempting to think of loaded labels as accusations, 
because those are the ones that provoke argument. 
Half of this family does the opposite. Seven years 
before the Challenger award, the same committee cited 
the nuclear industry for calling an explosion an 
energetic disassembly and a fire a rapid oxidation. Both 
descriptions are technically defensible. Both are 
anaesthetic. They take an event the reader would 
recognise and file it under a heading the reader has no 
feeling about.

So the family has two wings. One condemns — career 
criminal, junk, vestigial — and forecloses inquiry by 
settling worth. The other soothes — anomaly, energetic 
disassembly, right-sizing — and forecloses inquiry by 
settling significance. The move is identical: a noun 
placed where a description belongs, doing work no 
measurement delivered. Only the direction of the 
freight differs, and a reader alert to one wing will often 
wave the other straight through.

The trap on the other side

In April of 2013 the Associated Press removed illegal 
immigrant from its stylebook, on the ground that illegal 
should describe an action rather than a person. The 
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reasoning is exactly this chapter's: a legal conclusion 
had been fused to a human being by apposition, and the 
fusion was doing work that no adjudication had done.

What happened next is the more useful half of the 
story. The proposed replacement, undocumented, was 
attacked in its turn — and the attack was not foolish. 
Undocumented reclassifies a contested legal question 
as an administrative shortfall, a matter of papers not 
yet filed. One verdict had been swapped for its 
opposite, and both were nouns doing grading work.

This is the discipline the family demands, and it is the 
easiest one to lose. The repair for a loaded label is not 
the label that leans the other way. It is the description 
underneath: entered without inspection, overstayed a 
visa, has an application pending. Each of those can be 
checked, each leaves the reader to judge, and none of 
them is comfortable for anybody. Neutralize; do not 
flip. A catalogue that only ever replaces their verdict 
with ours has not found a method; it has changed sides.

When an institution binds itself

The strongest evidence that these labels are 
understood as verdicts comes from the organisations 
that use them. Reuters and Al Jazeera both restrict 
terrorist in their own reporting, on the stated ground 
that the word pronounces a judgment rather than 
describing an act. The policy is unpopular, it is attacked 
from several directions at once, and it costs both 
organisations something every time a story runs.

They keep it because the alternative is worse. A 
newsroom that applies the word by instinct will apply it 
consistently to one set of actors and not another, and 
readers will notice — not the ones who agree, but the 
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ones who do not, which is the audience a wire service 
cannot afford to lose. The restriction is not 
squeamishness. It is the swap test, installed as policy, 
by people who have to publish tomorrow.

The specimen

Now the field this series concerns, where the same 
family has a documented history.

Vestigial names a structure as a functionless leftover 
on its way out of a lineage. Junk names a stretch of 
DNA as evolutionary waste. Both are nouns of the 
condemning wing, and both were applied early and 
confidently to things not yet investigated. The record 
since is a record of retraction. The whale pelvis, once a 
standing example, is now understood to serve a 
reproductive function. The appendix and the tonsils 
have been returned to the immune system. The non-
coding genome, called junk for decades, was found by 
ENCODE to be biochemically active across most of its 
length — a finding whose interpretation is contested, 
and which nonetheless retired the word.

Notice what the label did in each case. It did not make 
a claim that turned out to be false, which would be 
ordinary science and no scandal. It ended an inquiry. A 
structure named vestigial is a structure nobody is 
funded to examine, because its function has already 
been settled by its name. The verdict foreclosed the 
investigation that would have overturned it, and every 
retraction on that list arrived late for that reason.

That is the charge this chapter makes, and it is 
narrower than it may appear. Not that the structures 
are designed. Not that the lineages are false. Only that 
a noun did the work an investigation should have done, 
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and that the work had to be redone afterwards, each 
time, at the cost of the years in between.

The catch

The temptation now is to reach for the opposite noun. If 
vestigial was a verdict, then the answer is to call the 
structure purposeful, or optimal, or designed — and the 
reader who has followed this far will see the error 
before it is named. That is the flip, not the 
neutralization. It is the AP's problem in a lab coat, and 
it commits the identical offence with the identical 
grammar.

The honest form is the one the evidence keeps 
vindicating anyway: describe the structure, state what 
is known of its function and what is not, and leave the 
question of why it is there where it belongs — open, 
and worth someone's career to answer. Investigate 
before pronouncing. The label is not merely inaccurate 
when it prejudges; it is expensive, because it buys 
silence in the place where the work should have been.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

The Consensus Moods
Agreement manufactured by grammar — and the chapter 
where this book binds itself.

Wikipedia's neutrality policy contains an instruction to 
its own editors. Certain words, it warns, may make an 
article appear to favour one position over another; and 
among them it singles out one that is not an adjective, 
carries no obvious charge, and passes unnoticed in 
almost every sentence it enters.

The word is claim. He claimed that the meeting took 
place. She claims the figures are accurate. Nothing has 
been denied. No adjective has been applied. The verb 
has simply been chosen, out of a set that includes said, 
stated, wrote and reported, and the choice has done 
what an argument would have had to do: it has placed 
the speaker's assertion at a distance, and invited the 
reader to hold it there.

Substitute the neutral verb and see what is lost. He 
said that the meeting took place. Every checkable fact 
survives — who spoke, what was asserted, when. What 
disappears is a judgment about reliability that no 
evidence in the sentence supports.

That an encyclopedia writes this rule for its own 
contributors is worth more than a critic writing it about 
them. This chapter's family is the hardest of the twelve 
to see, because its members are not the words a reader 
inspects. They are the mood, the tense, and the choice 
of ordinary verb — the machinery a sentence uses to 
indicate how confident it is, operating below the level 
at which anyone checks.
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The mechanism

A consensus mood hides the presupposition in a verb's 
mood or a noun's connotation, so that a disputed 
antecedent is granted by grammar rather than argued 
for. The reader is not persuaded that the matter is 
settled. The reader is handed a sentence that only 
makes sense if it is.

There are three principal forms, and they are worth 
separating because they fail differently.

THE MOOD THAT DROPS THE CONDITION. A paper 
describes the changes required for a transition. 
Required by what? By the transition — which is to say, 
the sentence has assumed the transition in order to 
enumerate its requirements. Restore the missing word 
and the claim becomes honest and interesting: the 
changes a proposed shift would require. Nothing has 
been conceded and nothing has been lost, except the 
impression that a list of requirements is evidence that 
the thing requiring them occurred.

THE NOUN THAT PRESUMES A DEBT. A feature is 
described as unexplained. The word says an 
explanation is owed, exists in principle, and is merely 
not yet in hand — a promissory note issued against a 
future nobody has seen. The neutral form is 
unanswered: a question has been put, and no 
demonstrated answer is available. One presumes a 
debt; the other records a silence. Only the second is a 
report.

THE ADJECTIVE OF CLOSURE. Settled. Established. 
Proven. Each asserts that a matter is demonstrated 
fact, in a form no evidence accompanies and no reader 
is invited to test. The repair is attribution — who holds 
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it settled, on what, and against what dissent — and 
attribution is fatal to the word, which is why it is so 
rarely supplied.

The tests, and why this family needs both

Delete works on the adjectives. Strike settled from the 
matter is settled science and what remains is the 
matter is science, which reports nothing about its 
standing — the word was the entire claim.

Swap works on the verbs. Hold the assertion fixed and 
change who made it. If your side says and their side 
claims, the verb is tracking allegiance rather than 
evidence, and the test has found it in one pass.

And the family's third member yields to neither, which 
is worth noticing, since it is the one that does the most 
damage. Required cannot be struck — the sentence 
needs a verb — and swapping the parties does not 
move it, because both sides would use it of their own 
proposals. It is caught only by asking what the word 
rests on and finding the condition that was dropped. 
Some smuggles are found by removal, some by 
reversal, and some only by reading the sentence 
backwards to the assumption it stands on.

This family binds symmetrically, and this 
book with it

Here is the point at which this book either becomes a 
method or fails to.

Every family so far has been illustrated from 
journalism, medicine, finance, government and 
advertising, and the reader may have noticed that this 
costs the author nothing. He has no stake in a 
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stylebook. The consensus moods are different, because 
they are the family the origins argument runs on — in 
both directions — and the rule that governs them 
cannot be applied to one side without applying to the 
other.

So it is stated here plainly, and it binds the author, this 
book, and the series it belongs to. A radiometric age 
and a young-age reading each rest on a premise about 
the past that no one observed and no one can confirm. 
Neither may call its own premise established. The 
discipline that forbids the mainstream its settled 
forbids the challenger its proven in the same breath, 
and a reader who catches this author using the second 
while objecting to the first has caught him fairly and 
should say so.

That is not a concession made for the sake of appearing 
fair, and it is not neutrality about the answer. It is the 
only arrangement under which the objection has any 
force at all. A rule that binds one party is not a rule; it 
is a preference with a rule's vocabulary. The moment 
settled is forbidden to one side and permitted to the 
other, the whole catalogue becomes what its critics will 
say it is, and they will be right.

The specimen

In the literature this series examines the family appears 
constantly, and mostly in good faith, because these are 
the words a discipline uses to speak to itself.

A textbook says a transition is established. A review 
calls a residual difficulty unexplained. A paper lists the 
changes required for a shift. Each of these is normal 
professional prose, written by people describing a 
framework they work inside and have no reason to 
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doubt. Within the discipline the words are shorthand 
and everyone can supply the missing conditions.

They are not written for the reader who has no such 
training, and it is that reader who meets them — in the 
museum panel, the documentary voiceover, the 
encyclopedia entry — with no way to know that 
established was doing the work of a citation, or that 
required had a conditional in front of it three papers 
back.

That is the honest description of how this family 
operates, and it does not require anyone to be lying. 
Shorthand travels. It leaves the room where everyone 
knows what it is short for, and arrives somewhere it 
reads as a finding.

The catch

The flip here is the most tempting in the book and the 
most damaging, because it feels like symmetry. If the 
mainstream may not say settled, the answer is not for 
the challenger to say refuted, or disproven, or 
impossible. Each of those is the same device with the 
sign reversed, and each fails the same test in the same 
second.

The neutral form is unglamorous and exact. 
Undemonstrated is not impossible. Unanswered is not 
unanswerable. A residual that has not been closed is a 
residual that has not been closed — which is a real 
thing to have found, and which loses all its force the 
moment it is described as more than it is.

This family, more than any other, rewards patience. 
The words that overstate are always available and 
always feel stronger. They are the reason careful work 
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is dismissed unread, and they are usually deployed by 
people who had the better case and could not bear to 
state it at its actual size.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

The Loaded Verbs
One word carrying a whole causal story — and the four 
riders that come in with it.

A man holds views he did not hold three years ago. 
That is the observation, and in most cases it is nearly 
all of it: what he has said, what he has read, where he 
has gone, whom he has met, and when.

The word ordinarily used to report this is radicalised. It 
is the vocabulary of policy documents, court reporting, 
parliamentary committees and school safeguarding 
training, and it is used by serious people doing 
necessary work. It is also a single verb carrying four 
claims at once, none of which is in the observation.

That a process occurred — rather than a decision, a 
conversion, a drift, or a change of mind of the kind 
everyone undergoes and nobody calls anything. That 
the process had a direction, running from where he was 
toward where he now is, as a route rather than a 
difference. That it had an agent: the passive voice 
supplies someone who did it to him, and the word is 
almost never used in the active. And that it terminates 
somewhere in particular — the whole apparatus exists 
because the endpoint is assumed to be violence.

Strike the verb and state what is known. He now holds 
these views; he did not before; here is what he said and 
when. Every checkable fact stands. The process, the 
direction, the agent and the destination all vanish 
together, because none of them was ever reported.

The European Parliament's own research service has 
published on this vocabulary under the title Words 
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matter, and the scholarly literature describes 
radicalisation as a contentious concept lacking an 
agreed definition. The doubt is not imported from 
outside; it is held by the people who study the thing the 
word names.

The mechanism

An umbrella verb is a single word that supplies several 
unproven claims simultaneously, so that a reader who 
would resist any one of them stated separately accepts 
all of them stated together.

The efficiency is the danger. Four claims presented in a 
list invite four objections. The same four folded into a 
verb invite none, because a verb is not read as a set of 
propositions. It is read as the name of a thing that 
happened. And a reader who does object finds there is 
nothing to object to — no clause to dispute, no 
adjective to strike, only a word that everyone uses and 
that means, roughly, what happened here.

Every family in this book so far is finally a special case 
of this move. The trajectory words import a direction; 
the ancestry words import a line; the ladder words 
import a scale; the verdict labels import a worth. An 
umbrella verb imports several at once, inside a word 
that is doing genuine grammatical work and cannot 
simply be removed.

Note that groomed, escalated and radicalised all share 
the structure, and note also that each names something 
real. There are people who groom children. There are 
conflicts that escalate. The objection is never that the 
referent is fictional. It is that the verb reports four 
things where the evidence establishes one, and hands 
the reader no way to see which is which.
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Why the tests behave as they do

Delete fails here for the reason it failed in chapter five: 
strike the verb and no sentence remains.

Swap catches half of it. Hold the conduct fixed and 
change the allegiance, and the same trajectory is 
radicalisation moving toward one pole and awakening, 
or conversion, moving toward another. But awakening 
carries its own four riders with the sign reversed. 
Swapping exposes the verdict and leaves the machinery 
standing.

So this family needs a third operation, and it is the one 
the chapter is named for. Unpack the verb: write out, 
as separate sentences, each claim the word is carrying, 
then ask of each what evidence establishes it. A process 
occurred. It had a direction. It had an agent. It 
terminates here. Four sentences, four demands, and in 
the ordinary case one of them can be met.

The specimen

In the field this series concerns, one verb performs the 
identical function, and it is the most common word in 
the literature.

Evolved. From a set of bones, four things cannot be 
read, and the word supplies all four at once.

ANCESTRY — that this animal descended, with 
modification, from another kind. No skeleton records 
parentage. What is present is a form; the parent is not 
in the drawer.

MECHANISM — that an undirected process produced 
the features. A bone is static and preserves no process. 
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Whatever produced the feature, the feature is all that 
remains of it.

TEMPORAL TRANSFORMATION — that the features 
arose over time from a prior state that lacked them. A 
skeleton is one time-slice. It is not a before-and-after; it 
is an after with the before supplied by the reader.

ORDERING — that the features appeared in a 
particular sequence. The ordering is a construction 
from the arrangement of specimens, and the 
arrangement is proposed, not observed.

Strip the four and what remains is a set of animals that 
existed with certain features, in certain layers, with 
certain characters shared and certain characters not. 
That is a great deal, it is genuinely known, and it is the 
material every account has to work from. Everything 
beyond it — the parentage, the process, the 
transformation, the sequence — is interpretation 
supplied by a model, which may well be the right 
model, and which the word has not established.

One word that is not like the others

Before the rule is stated symmetrically, a distinction 
has to be drawn that two earlier drafts of this chapter 
got wrong — which is the kind of error this book exists 
to catch, and is recorded rather than quietly repaired.

Start with what is not in dispute, because it is more 
than the argument usually admits. The structure exists. 
It came to be. No party denies that the thing in the 
drawer had an origin, and that it is there to be 
examined is the ground on which all of this proceeds. 
The fact of origination is common ground. What is 
contested is by what process, and by whom.
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Now set four words beside each other. Came to be 
asserts only origination and is uncontested. Created 
has a productive sense that says no more than that — 
erosion created the canyon; the collision created the 
crater — and an agentive sense that is a claim. 
Designed has a configurational sense naming an 
observable property of a structure, parts arranged so 
that the arrangement produces a function, measurable 
and arguable on the numbers; and an agentive sense 
that is a claim. Evolved has neither. There is no 
property a specimen exhibits that is evolvedness, 
inspectable in the drawer, and no neutral sense in 
which the word merely registers that the thing came to 
be.

That the observable property is real is not the author's 
contention. Biologists needed a term for it and found 
the existing vocabulary would not supply one without 
importing a purposer, so they coined teleonomy — 
Pittendrigh in 1958, taken up by Mayr and by Monod — 
to name apparent purposiveness while withholding the 
causal claim. The discipline that most firmly rejects the 
causal reading conceded, in its own technical 
vocabulary, that the property required a name.

So three of the four words have an innocent use and 
one does not. That is a real difference, worth stating 
once, and not worth leaning on — because it exempts 
nothing. It locates the fault, which is never in 
registering that a structure exists and came to be, but 
in a word that settles mechanism or agent without 
argument. With created and designed the difficulty is 
that the same letters do both jobs, so the contested 
sense rides in on the innocent one. With evolved it is 
simpler: it has no innocent sense to hide behind, and is 
used as though it did.
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The catch

So the rule is stated symmetrically, and stating it 
correctly costs neither side anything it was entitled to.

Any verb that reports more than one claim must be 
unpacked before it is used, on either side, by anyone. 
Where a word has an observational sense, that sense is 
legitimate and should be used plainly. Where it has a 
causal sense, the causal sense must be named as an 
inference and attributed.

Which yields a floor both parties can stand on, and it is 
more informative than either loaded alternative. This 
structure exhibits these parts in this arrangement, 
producing this function, with this efficiency. Every term 
in that sentence is checkable and neither side disputes 
it. What produced the arrangement is the question — a 
real question, worth a career — and it is precisely 
because it is a real question that it should not be 
answered by a verb chosen before it was put.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

The Picture That Argues
The one smuggle a correct caption cannot cure.

In August 2014, after coverage of a young man's death, 
people began posting two photographs of themselves 
side by side. In one they were in uniform, or a cap and 
gown, or church clothes. In the other they were looking 
hard at the camera, or holding a drink. The question 
attached was: which would they use?

Both photographs were authentic. Neither was altered, 
staged or misdated. Every one of them was a true 
image of the person who posted it. And the pair, set 
together, made an argument that no caption beneath 
either could undo — because by the time a reader 
reaches the caption, the judgment has been formed.

That is this chapter's whole subject, and the 
demonstration is unusually clean: nothing was falsified, 
and the assertion was made anyway, by the act of 
choosing.

Why the caption cannot cure it

A picture asserts on its own, under whatever words sit 
beside it, and it survives being cropped away from 
them.

Two properties make this family different from 
everything in Part I. The first is order: the eye arrives 
before the sentence, so the picture's claim is in place 
before the qualifying words are read. The second is that 
a picture cannot hedge. There is no way to draw a 
family group probably, no visual grammar for may 
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have. Every choice an image makes it makes definitely, 
because that is what images are.

So a careful writer and an illustrator working from the 
same evidence will produce a hedged text and an 
unhedged picture, publish them together, and the 
reader will take the picture. Neither has done anything 
wrong. The medium did it.

The test follows directly. Crop the caption away and 
ask what the bare image now claims. If it still asserts 
the disputed conclusion, the picture was the smuggle — 
and no wording beneath repairs it. The image has to be 
changed, labelled on its face, or not used.

Where the subject ends

One case must be set aside first, because failing to set 
it aside will cost the argument its hearing.

In August 2006 a wire service withdrew a war 
photograph after the smoke in it was found to have 
been cloned, then withdrew all nine hundred and 
twenty images by that photographer and ended the 
relationship. That is fabrication, and it is not what this 
book is about.

The difference matters. Fabrication alters the record, 
and verification catches it — the profession did catch it, 
in days, which is a point in the profession's favour and 
should be conceded plainly. A smuggle leaves the 
record entirely intact and adds a conclusion to it, which 
verification does not catch, because there is nothing 
false to find. That is why a different instrument is 
needed, and why the easy case has to be granted 
before the hard one can be made.

53



The specimen

In the field this series concerns, two devices in this 
family do most of the work, and neither requires 
anything to be faked.

RENDER BEYOND THE PRESERVED MATERIAL. A 
fossil supplies bone. A reconstruction supplies skin, 
hair, colour, posture, expression, musculature and 
behaviour, none of which was preserved, all of which 
the viewer receives as observation. Where the 
rendering also carries an interpretive commitment — a 
reptilian skin on an animal whose affinities are 
disputed, say — the picture has asserted the disputed 
thing in a medium that offers the reader no way to see 
the assertion being made. The honest form is not to 
stop illustrating. It is to label what is beyond the 
material, on the plate, where the eye is.

ONE FIGURE REUSED ACROSS NODES. The same 
silhouette appears at several points in a diagram. 
Nothing has been claimed in words, and the reader has 
been shown a single continuous individual passing 
down a chain. What is intended is a comparison 
category; what is delivered is a lineage. The repair is 
disclosure on the plate: this repeated form marks a 
comparison category, not a demonstrated same-lineage 
stock.

Both devices share a feature worth naming. Neither is a 
claim anyone would defend if it were written out in a 
sentence — no author would assert that a single animal 
walked down the diagram — and neither is caught by 
reading the text, because the text does not contain it.
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The catch

The symmetric obligation is exact and this series is 
bound by it in its own plates.

An illustration that renders a structure as complete, 
purposeful and finished, where the material does not 
establish it, commits the identical offence in the 
opposite direction. So does a diagram that draws a gap 
wider than the evidence warrants in order to make it 
look unbridgeable. The eye is not more honest when it 
is looking at our picture.

The rule is therefore a rule about plates, not about 
opponents. Anything on a plate beyond what the 
material preserves is labelled as interpretation, in the 
plate, where the label cannot be cropped off. That is 
more work, it looks less impressive, and it is the only 
version a reader can check.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

The Honest Chart and Its 
Counterfeit
Every number correct, every label accurate, and the 
picture saying the opposite.

In 2014 a wire service published a graphic titled Gun 
deaths in Florida, plotting firearm homicides before 
and after the state's Stand Your Ground law. Deaths 
rose sharply after 2005. The line on the page plunged.

The y-axis had been inverted — zero at the top. The 
axis was labelled. The figures were correct. The caption 
was accurate. A reader who checked every number 
against the source would have found nothing wrong, 
and would still have come away believing that deaths 
had fallen, because the shape said so and the shape is 
what a chart is for.

It has since become a standard teaching case, which is 
the useful part: the reading is not this author's. And it 
forecloses the obvious defence of any contested 
illustration — that the caption explains it — because 
here the caption did explain it, correctly, and made no 
difference at all.

The mechanism

A chart is a translation. Quantities go in and a visual 
property comes out — length, height, area, position, 
colour — and the reader recovers the quantity by 
reading the property back. The translation is where the 
smuggle lives, and it requires no false number.
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That is why this family is invisible to fact-checking. 
Verification confirms the figures, and the figures are 
right. What is not checked, because there is nowhere to 
check it, is whether the visual property the eye is 
reading actually corresponds to the quantity in 
question.

The two questions

What property is the eye reading? Height, length, area, 
position, colour intensity, the direction of a slope. 
Name it explicitly, because until it is named it cannot 
be examined.

Does that property correspond to the quantity being 
claimed? Not approximately, not usually — in this 
chart, on these axes, with this baseline.

On the Florida graphic the eye reads the direction of a 
line, and the direction had been reversed. On a 
truncated axis the eye reads a proportion between bar 
heights that no longer matches the proportion between 
values. On a bubble chart the eye reads area while the 
data were encoded as radius, which squares the 
difference before anyone notices.

The map that is entirely accurate

The second instance is not a distortion at all, which 
makes it the more instructive.

A county-level election map shades each county by its 
winner across the county's full land area. Every county 
is coloured correctly. Nothing has been reversed, 
truncated or exaggerated. The map is simply true.

And the eye reads area, while the question is about 
people. Vast, thinly populated counties dominate the 
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image and dense urban ones nearly vanish, so a reader 
recovers a margin from the picture that the count does 
not support. The standard corrective — morphing 
counties into population-proportional circles — travels 
under the line land doesn't vote, people do.

So a picture can smuggle without a single element of it 
being wrong. The encoding was the argument.

The specimen

In the field this series concerns, the family's 
characteristic device is a gap.

A diagram sets two forms side by side with a space 
between them, and the space is drawn at some width. 
The reader reads the width as the size of the change 
required — as a distance the lineage had to cross. But 
the width was chosen by an illustrator, and there is no 
measured quantity it is translating.

Two questions get fused in that space, and this is the 
point of the chapter: gap width can encode the state of 
the evidence — how much is on record between these 
forms — or it can encode the magnitude of biological 
change. They are different things and only the first is 
knowable from the material.

The repair is a sentence on the plate saying which one 
the width means. Where the width encodes the state of 
the evidence, say so; a hairline is a well-populated 
record and a chasm is a sparse one, and neither is a 
statement about how much change was needed.

The same rule kills the manufactured percentage. A 
split bar reading sixty per cent documented announces 
a precision about the state of evidence that nobody 
possesses, and it is worse than a vague statement 
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because it cannot be argued with. The honest form is 
qualitative and says so: chasm, moderate, hairline. A 
word that admits its own imprecision is more 
informative than a number that conceals it.

The catch

The symmetric form is easy and this series has to watch 
for it in its own plates. A gap drawn wide to suggest an 
unbridgeable distance is the identical device — an 
illustrator's choice of width read as a measured 
quantity — and it fails the same two questions in the 
same order.

So the discipline is stated once and applies to every 
plate in every volume. Name the visual property the eye 
is reading. State the quantity it encodes. Where it 
encodes nothing measured, say that on the plate, in the 
plate, where it cannot be cropped away.

That is unglamorous and it is cheap. A single line of 
type under a diagram — width indicates the state of the 
evidence, not the size of the change — costs nothing 
and removes the entire device.
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C H A P T E R  T E N

The March and the Meme
Progression imagery, from the advertisement to the 
textbook — and how to show a picture that must not be 
shown clean.

Two photographs, side by side. On the left a person 
before; on the right the same person after. Between 
them, nothing — and the nothing is where the claim is.

Neither photograph need be altered for the pair to 
assert what no single image could: that the product 
between them produced the difference. Posture, 
lighting, the hour of the day, the interval, what the 
subject ate and drank and wore, all sit unrecorded in 
the space the reader fills with a cause.

The Federal Trade Commission names before-and-after 
imagery among the signals of a deceptive weight-loss 
claim in its guidance to media, and has brought 
enforcement actions on that basis. The regulator that 
governs the industry has ruled on the device — which is 
worth more than a critic's objection to it, and is the 
pattern this book has relied on throughout.

The mechanism

Juxtaposition asserts causation. Two images placed in 
sequence propose a relation between them, and the eye 
supplies the arrow without being asked.

Order does the rest. Left to right in a language read left 
to right is not a neutral arrangement; it is a direction of 
travel. Numbering the frames adds a sequence. 
Spacing them evenly adds a rate. None of these has 
been stated, none can be struck out, and each is read 
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as a fact about the world rather than a decision by a 
designer.

So the operation for this family is to break the row. Ask 
what is actually known about the relation between the 
frames — is there a documented sequence, or is this an 
arrangement someone chose? — and then ask whether 
the layout discloses which.

How to show what must not be shown 
clean

This raises a practical problem the preceding chapters 
have deferred, and it has to be settled before any 
volume in this series prints a plate.

The problem: a book that discusses the march-of-
progress must sometimes reproduce it, and 
reproducing it propagates it. The reader sees the row, 
absorbs the claim, and reads the objection afterwards 
— which is chapter eight's finding applied to this book's 
own pages.

The standard proposed here is four rules, and they 
apply to every volume.

ONE — Never reproduced clean. An asserted image 
may not appear in these pages in the form in which it 
asserts. If it is shown, it is shown struck: overprinted 
with a rule, a cross or a screen that makes the rejection 
part of the image and not part of the caption.

TWO — The label rides on the plate. Any statement 
about what the image asserts is set within the image 
frame, not beneath it, so that it cannot be cropped 
away when the plate is screenshotted, shared or 
reprinted. Assume every plate will travel alone, 
because it will.
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THREE — Describe before depicting. Where a 
description will serve, the image is not reproduced at 
all. Most of Part II can be written this way, and this 
book does so — the reader has met the Florida chart, 
the county map and two authentic photographs without 
seeing any of them, and has lost nothing.

FOUR — The rule binds our own plates first. A diagram 
of this series that arranges forms in a row, or numbers 
them, or spaces them evenly, has made the same 
assertions and is subject to the same treatment. Break 
the row. Disclose the ordering as proposed. Where a 
plate cannot be built without asserting what the 
material does not carry, the plate is not built.

The specimen

The march-of-progress lineup is the most reproduced 
scientific illustration ever made, and it appears in 
advertisements, magazine covers, political cartoons 
and a thousand internet jokes about the evolution of 
something or other.

Its content is a claim: a directional ascent from stooped 
to upright, with each figure a stage and the row a 
route. The claim is not in a caption and cannot be 
removed from one, because the row is the claim. A 
reader who is told beneath it that the arrangement is 
one proposed ordering has still seen the march.

Two related devices travel with it. Left-to-right or 
numbered arrangement asserts a lineage running 
across the row where what exists is a set of specimens 
someone has ordered. Even spacing asserts a rate. 
Neither is written anywhere and both are received.
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The memes are not a debasement of the original, which 
is the uncomfortable part. They are an accurate 
reading of it. The joke works precisely because 
everyone already understands the row to mean 
inevitable progress toward the thing on the right — 
which is what the image taught them, and which is 
more than the material supports.

The catch

There is a temptation to treat rule one as a licence — to 
reproduce the march struck through and call the 
matter handled. It is not handled. A struck image is still 
an image, and a reader who scrolls past the strike has 
still seen the row.

So the order of preference is the order of the rules. 
Describe first. Depict only when description fails. Strike 
when depicting is unavoidable. And accept that the 
third option is a compromise rather than a solution, 
which is a fair description of most of publishing.

The alternative — showing the picture cleanly and 
objecting underneath — is the arrangement this entire 
part of the book exists to describe. A volume that used 
it while cataloguing it would have refuted itself on its 
own plates, and a reader would be entitled to say so.
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C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Pattern Mistaken for Process
A static comparison reported in the grammar of a 
documented event — and the trial that cost a decade to 
find out.

Through the 1990s a large body of observational 
research found that women taking hormone therapy 
after menopause had markedly less coronary heart 
disease than women who were not. The association was 
real, it was substantial, and it was found repeatedly in 
good studies by careful people.

It was reported, taught, and prescribed on as though 
the therapy produced the protection. Then the 
Women's Health Initiative ran the question as a 
randomised trial and did not find the benefit — and 
found harms on several other endpoints besides.

Nothing had been falsified. The pattern was genuine 
and remains genuine: those women did have less heart 
disease. What was not in the data, and had been 
supplied by the grammar of every sentence that 
reported it, was the arrow. Women who took hormone 
therapy differed from women who did not in ways that 
no adjustment removed — in access to care, in the 
reasons a doctor prescribed, in the kind of patient who 
presents and complies. The comparison was between 
two groups. The claim was about what one group's 
treatment had done.

Later work made the point exactly, by re-analysing the 
observational data as though it were a trial and 
watching much of the discrepancy resolve. The fault, in 
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other words, was never in the observation. It was in the 
sentence.

The mechanism

A pattern-for-process smuggle reports a static 
comparison in the grammar of a documented event. 
Two things are observed to differ. The sentence 
describes a transformation.

This family is the first in Part III, and Part III differs 
from Part I in an important way that is worth stating at 
the outset. The word families could usually be caught 
inside a single sentence, by deletion or by swap. An 
inference cannot. There is often no loaded word at all 
— every term may be accurate, every figure correct — 
and the fault lies in the relation the sentence asserts 
between them. The instruments have to change 
accordingly.

For this family the operation is to separate the two 
questions the sentence has fused. What comparison is 
on record? And what event is claimed to have produced 
it? Ask them one at a time, in that order, and the 
answer to the second is very often that nothing is on 
record at all — the event is the model's contribution, 
and the comparison is the whole of the evidence.

The tell

There is a reliable signature, and once seen it is 
difficult to unsee: a process word sitting on top of 
evidence that is a snapshot.

Shift. Transition. Rose after. Led to. Produced. Each 
names an event that unfolded. Look underneath and 
ask what was actually collected, and the answer is 
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frequently a set of measurements taken at one time, or 
two sets taken at two times with no observation of 
anything in between.

Crime rose after the policy is the ordinary form. Two 
figures, honestly reported. Rose after is a comparison; 
the sentence is heard as caused by, and the hearing is 
where the work is done. Nothing in the two figures 
records a mechanism, and the honest version costs one 
clause: crime was higher in the period after the policy 
than before it, which is a comparison, and whether the 
policy produced the change is not settled by these 
numbers.

One is an event. The other is a comparison. They are 
not the same kind of thing, and no amount of care 
about the numbers will convert the second into the 
first.

The specimen

In the field this series concerns, the family has a name 
for the thing it produces: the missing link. But the 
device operates well below that famous phrase and 
mostly without it.

A form is described as intermediate. What is observed 
is a placement in form-space — an animal with some 
characters of one group and some of another. That is a 
real and useful observation. Intermediate reports it in 
the grammar of a step in a process that ran, and a step 
implies a walker.

A form is described as a documented transition. What is 
documented is that the form exists and has those 
characters. That it lies between two others is a claim 
about a line; that the line was traversed is a claim 
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about an event; and the specimen is one time-slice, 
which cannot record either.

The clearest case is a scoring column. Where a table 
grades the fossil record for a proposed transition and 
offers Partial as a value, the word does the whole job by 
itself: it says the transformation is partly documented, 
when what exists is a form comparison. The repair is to 
split the column in two, and the split is the discipline of 
this chapter made into a table. Is a comparable form on 
record — yes, some, or no? And separately: is the 
transformation event documented? The first can be 
answered from the drawer. The second, in the ordinary 
case, is answered inferred, and writing that word in the 
column is not a concession. It is a description of what is 
there.

Homolog runs the same way when it appears inside a 
scored transition. A bone in the corresponding position 
is an observation. A bone caught mid-transformation is 
an event, and the word carries the reader from one to 
the other without a step.

The catch

The symmetric requirement bites here as hard as 
anywhere, and in a form worth naming.

A challenger who says the fossil record shows no 
transition has made the same error with the sign 
reversed. The record shows forms; it does not show 
transitions and it does not show their absence, because 
absence of an event in a medium that does not record 
events is not evidence about the event. The honest 
statement in both directions is the same: comparisons 
are on record, the process is not, and the process must 
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be argued from something other than the specimens 
themselves.

That is a smaller claim than either side usually wants, 
and it is the one the material supports. The hormone 
therapy case is the model for how such a question 
actually gets settled: not by better adjectives on the 
observational data, but by an entirely different kind of 
evidence, gathered at great expense, to answer the 
question the comparison could not.

There is also a warning in it. That correction took 
years, and the years were expensive — in prescriptions 
written, in advice given, in trust. It was not caused by 
fraud, or by carelessness, or by anyone's ideology. It 
was caused by a sentence that reported a comparison 
in the grammar of a cause, and by a profession that 
read it the way it was written.
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C H A P T E R  T W E L V E

The Proxy and the Thing
Reading an invisible capacity off a visible stand-in — and 
a second inventor's warning nobody heeded.

In 1934 the economist Simon Kuznets delivered to the 
United States Senate the national income accounts he 
had built at its request. The work became the 
foundation of what is now called gross domestic 
product, and it is among the most consequential 
measurements ever constructed: it decides budgets, 
ranks nations, ends and begins political careers.

In the report itself Kuznets warned that the welfare of a 
nation can scarcely be inferred from a measurement of 
national income. He returned to the point decades 
later, insisting on the difference between more growth 
and growth of what, and for what.

He was not being modest. He was describing what he 
had built. National income counts market output at 
market prices over a period. It does not count what is 
produced outside markets, or what is destroyed in 
producing it, or how the total is distributed, or whether 
any of it made anyone's life better. The measure is 
exact and it answers its own question. Welfare is a 
different question, and the accounts were never an 
instrument for it.

The warning is in the founding document. It was read, 
and the measure was used for the other purpose 
anyway, for ninety years — which tells us something 
about the strength of this device that no argument 
could.
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The mechanism

A proxy smuggle reads an invisible capacity off a visible 
stand-in. The stand-in is usually real, usually 
measurable, and usually correlated with the thing of 
interest — which is exactly why the substitution passes.

The structure is always the same. Something matters 
and cannot be measured directly: welfare, intelligence, 
health, learning, agreement, competence. Something 
else can be measured: income, test scores, blood 
markers, likes, credentials. A relationship between 
them is observed or assumed. And then, by a step 
nobody announces, the measurable thing stops 
standing for the unmeasurable thing and starts being 
it.

Note what makes this family harder than anything in 
Part I. There is no loaded word. GDP is not a smuggle; 
it is an accounting identity. Test scores are not a 
smuggle; they are marks on paper. The device is not in 
any term but in the silent substitution between them — 
which is why deletion and swap both fail here, and why 
the operation for this family is different again: name 
the proxy, name the thing, and ask what licenses the 
step from one to the other.

The three questions

Run them in order and the family gives itself up.

What is actually measured? Not what the number is 
called — what it counts. National income counts market 
transactions. A test score counts answers marked 
correct by this rubric on this day. Cranial capacity 
counts the volume of a cavity.
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What is the claim about? Welfare. Intelligence. Mind. 
These are the things the sentence is really about, and 
they are not the things the instrument touches.

What licenses the step? Sometimes a great deal — a 
validated relationship, with a known error, in a stated 
population. Sometimes an assumption nobody has 
examined since the measure was built. The question is 
not rhetorical and often has a decent answer. But it 
must be asked out loud, because a proxy that has 
stopped being questioned has stopped being a proxy 
and become a definition.

Goodhart's observation belongs here too, and sharpens 
it: once a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a 
good measure. The proxy is not merely imperfect; it is 
acted upon, and the acting degrades the very 
relationship that justified using it.

The specimen

In the field this series concerns, the family's central 
case is a skull.

Cranial capacity is a measurement — the volume of a 
braincase, obtainable to a good tolerance. Intelligence, 
cognition, mind: these are not preserved, were never 
measured, and are gone. The step from the first to the 
second is the device, and it appears in the ordinary 
phrase brain expansion, which reports a series of 
volumes as a story about rising intellect.

The refutation is available in any room. A person with a 
small braincase may be brilliant and a person with a 
large one may not be; individual-level inference from 
skull to intellect fails on living people, whose minds can 
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actually be examined. It cannot be more secure applied 
to specimens whose minds cannot.

The same structure runs through the rest of the family. 
Speech-related skeletal clues — a basicranium, a hyoid 
— are contested features from which a capacity is 
inferred and disputed; the feature is on record, the 
speech is not. A scored table that enters depth 
perception in a row because an orbit is preserved, or 
hearing because an ossicle is, has performed the 
substitution in the space of a single cell: the structure 
is on record, the named function is inferred.

And the rule binds symmetrically, which is where this 
chapter must be most careful. If a small braincase 
cannot establish a primitive mind, it equally cannot 
establish a mind equal to any modern one. Both claims 
reach past the same evidence in opposite directions. 
The soft tissue is gone; the mind it produced was never 
measured; and neither party gets to have that absence 
as a witness.

The catch

There is a temptation, having seen the device, to 
conclude that proxies are illegitimate. They are not, 
and a book that left a reader thinking so would have 
done harm.

Almost everything measurable is a proxy for something 
we care about more. Medicine runs on them. So does 
engineering, and so does this series, which uses 
laboratory measurements as proxies for behaviour in 
the field. The objection is never to the proxy. It is to the 
moment the proxy is reported as the thing.
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So the repair is small and entirely available. Name the 
proxy. Say what it measures. State the inference as an 
inference, and say what it rests on. Braincase volume 
increases across these specimens; whether cognition 
increased with it is not recoverable from the material. 
That sentence contains everything the other one 
contained, minus a claim nobody could support, and it 
took four more words.

Kuznets did exactly this, in the document that 
introduced the measure, in a sentence anyone could 
read. It made no difference at all — which is the most 
sobering fact in this chapter, and the best argument for 
putting the caveat in the same breath as the number 
rather than in a footnote at the front.

W O R K S  C I T E D

Kuznets, Simon. National Income, 1929–1932. 73rd US Congress, 
2nd Session, Senate Document no. 124 (1934).

Kuznets, Simon. “How To Judge Quality.” The New Republic (1962).

Goodhart, Charles. On measures becoming targets (1975), and 
Strathern's later formulation.

74



C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N

The Number That Answers a 
Different Question
A figure that is exact, honestly obtained, and about 
something else.

In January 2014 the United Kingdom Statistics 
Authority removed the National Statistics designation 
from police recorded crime in England and Wales. A 
House of Commons committee reported on the matter 
under a title that did not hedge: Caught red-handed — 
why we can't count on Police Recorded Crime statistics.

The figure had not been fabricated. Nobody had 
invented an offence. What the committee and the 
regulator established was narrower and more 
troubling: the number counts crimes recorded, and 
recording is a decision. It depends on whether an 
incident is reported at all, on how an officer classifies 
it, and on the pressures acting on the people who 
classify. Where those pressures change, the number 
changes, and nothing about the amount of crime need 
have moved at all.

So the figure was exact, obtained by a defined 
procedure, and published in good faith — and it 
answered a question adjacent to the one every reader 
took it to answer. That is this family in one artefact, 
and it comes with the unusual advantage that the 
regulator and the legislature both said so in writing 
about their own government's number.
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The mechanism

A metric-framing smuggle borrows the authority of a 
number while concealing what the number measures. 
The figure may be precise, correctly calculated and 
honestly reported. The smuggle is in the gap between 
the counted thing and the claimed thing.

Numbers are unusually good at this because of how 
they are received. A figure arrives as the end of an 
argument rather than a part of one. It looks like the 
place where opinion stops. And the very precision that 
earns the trust — 98.8 rather than about ninety-nine — 
discourages the question that would undo it, because a 
number specified to a decimal place does not look like 
something that might be about the wrong subject.

The operation for this family is a single question, and it 
is the plainest instrument in the book. What, precisely, 
does this number count? Not what it is called. Not what 
it is used to show. What was counted, by whom, under 
what rule.

The question, run on ordinary numbers

Ninety-seven per cent of scientists agree. Agree on 
what, exactly — that the climate is warming, that 
humans contribute, that a particular policy follows? 
These are different propositions with different levels of 
support, and the figure attaches to one of them. Which 
one is the whole question, and the number as usually 
quoted does not say.

Four out of five dentists recommend it. Recommend it 
over what, to whom, asked in what way, out of how 
many? Every one of those is needed before the figure 
means anything, and none is supplied.
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Unemployment fell. Counting people claiming a 
particular benefit, or people who looked for work in the 
past four weeks, or people who want work and have 
given up looking? These produce different numbers 
that move in different directions, and each is exact.

The pattern is constant. In every case the figure is real 
and the counting rule is what matters — and the 
counting rule is what gets dropped in transmission, 
because it is boring and long and the number is short.

The specimen

In the field this series concerns, one figure has done 
more work than any other, and it is worth handling 
carefully because the careless handling of it has been 
on both sides.

Human and chimpanzee DNA is commonly reported as 
98.8 per cent similar. What is counted is single-
nucleotide identity across regions that can be aligned. 
That is a real measurement of a real thing, obtained 
properly.

What it is deployed to establish is near-identity — and, 
by a further step nobody defends out loud, near-identity 
of function. Neither follows. The figure measures 
distance across alignable sequence; it is not a 
proportion of function, and function is not what was 
counted. Different metrics on the same genomes give 
different figures, because they count different things: 
whole-genome divergence measures on the same 
comparison run far higher, and on some such metrics 
two chimpanzees differ from each other by an amount 
that would startle a reader who has only ever met the 
one number.
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Now the discipline of this chapter, applied where it 
costs something. The correct objection is not that the 
figure is wrong. It is a correct measurement of a 
narrow thing. An earlier draft of this catalogue 
described it as methodologically flawed, and that was 
an overstatement — it collapsed narrow into refuted, 
which is the next chapter's device committed inside this 
one. The figure is fine. The inference is where the fault 
lies, and the inference fails at any percentage: 
similarity is equally predicted by common design and 
by common descent, so the number cannot select 
between them at 98 per cent or at 70.

Which is why the metric fight is a trap for whoever 
accepts it. To argue about the figure is to concede that 
the figure could settle the matter. It cannot, at any 
value, and a party that goes to war over the second 
decimal place has agreed to fight on ground where 
winning changes nothing.

The catch

The symmetric obligation here is exacting, and this 
book has already failed it once, which is why the failure 
is printed above rather than confessed later.

Any number entering an argument must trace to a 
primary-source measurement. A figure that cannot be 
traced is withdrawn — not softened, not attributed to a 
general impression, withdrawn — and the qualitative 
statement it was standing in for is made in words 
instead. Orders of magnitude, used without a source, is 
a manufactured statistic wearing the costume of a 
measurement, and it is the same offence as the one this 
chapter has spent its length describing.

78



The same applies to visual quantification. A split bar, a 
percentage overlay, a gap of a stated width all 
announce a precision about the state of the evidence 
that no one possesses. The honest form is qualitative 
and says so: chasm, moderate, hairline. Where a gap is 
drawn, its width should encode the state of the 
evidence rather than the size of the supposed change, 
and the plate should say which it is doing.

The rule is short. Name what the number counts. Trace 
it to its source. And where the answer to a question is 
not a number, do not supply one — because a 
manufactured figure does not merely fail to help. It 
converts a real argument into a fake one, and the fake 
one is much harder to leave.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N

The Question That Assumes Its 
Answer
Two devices, often confused — and the profession that 
disowned an instrument sold in its name.

A telephone rings during an election campaign. The 
caller says she is conducting a short survey, and asks: 
would you be more or less likely to vote for the 
candidate if you knew he had been investigated for 
fraud?

No accusation has been made. A question has been 
asked, and questions are not claims — which is the 
whole architecture of the device. By the end of the call 
the respondent's opinion has not been collected, 
because it was never wanted. What was delivered is the 
allegation, in the one grammatical form that carries no 
burden of proof.

The American Association for Public Opinion Research 
has issued formal clarification that this is not polling. It 
is advocacy in survey costume: the question does the 
asserting, and nothing is gathered. The profession that 
owns the instrument has ruled that the thing wearing 
its name is not the thing.

That ruling is the most useful fact in this chapter. The 
objection here does not come from someone who 
dislikes the result of a poll. It comes from the people 
whose trade is asking questions for a living.
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Two devices, not one

They are routinely treated as the same fault and they 
are not, and separating them matters because only one 
of them is always illegitimate.

A LEADING QUESTION plants the desired answer in 
the phrasing and asks only for assent. You saw him 
leave, didn't you? The respondent is offered a shape 
and invited to fill it. The premise may be perfectly 
sound; the fault is that the question supplies the 
answer instead of collecting it. Ask it open — what did 
you see? — and the answer comes from the evidence 
rather than the questioner.

A LOADED QUESTION, the classical complex question, 
rides in an unestablished premise. Why is the figure 
unreliable? cannot be answered at all without granting 
that it is. The premise is not asserted, defended or 
exposed. It is simply required in order to speak.

The device is ancient. Aristotle catalogued the fallacy of 
many questions in his handbook on sophistical 
refutation, which is why the Introduction reached for it 
as the purest case of the whole subject: a conclusion 
delivered in a form that appears to demand nothing and 
in fact demands everything.

The tell

The signature is unmistakable once known: the honest 
answer requires first refusing the question.

If the true response is no such thing happened, or the 
premise is false, or that is not what the number counts, 
then the question was doing the asserting. A 
respondent who answers on the question's own terms 
has conceded the premise; a respondent who refuses 
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appears evasive. That trap is not incidental to the 
device. It is the device.

The operation is to split the premise out and test it 
first. Is the figure unreliable? If so, why? Two questions 
where there was one, the first answerable on evidence, 
the second arising only if the first is answered yes. It 
costs a sentence and removes the trap entirely.

One clarification, because this device is often 
misidentified. The fault has nothing to do with where a 
conclusion is placed. A heading that states a finding the 
section then earns is ordinary and honest — chapter 
one was explicit that stating a conclusion is permitted. 
Announcing an answer is not the same as building it 
into the question.

The specimen

The clearest instance in this series' own working 
papers is one of the author's, and it is set down here 
rather than saved for chapter seventeen.

A correction handoff titled a section Why the 98% 
Figure Is Methodologically Flawed. Read it as a 
question and the structure is exact: it cannot be 
engaged without granting that the figure is flawed. A 
reader who thinks the figure is a correct measurement 
of a narrow thing — which, as chapter thirteen sets out, 
it is — has no way into the section except by first 
refusing its title.

The heading was not the whole fault, and it is worth 
being precise about which part was. Announcing a 
conclusion is permitted. Building the conclusion into 
the form of the enquiry is not, and doing so meant the 
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section could not be read by the one audience it most 
needed: someone who did not already agree.

In the wider literature the device appears wherever a 
research question is framed as how rather than 
whether. How did feature X evolve presupposes the 
mechanism and asks only for the route. The honest 
form separates them: did the transition occur, on what 
evidence — and, if so, by what route? Both questions 
are legitimate and only one of them is usually asked.

The catch

The symmetric form is easy to write and easy to 
commit. Why does the fossil record show no 
transitions? loads its premise exactly as its opposite 
does, and a reader who caught the first while writing 
the second has caught nothing.

So the rule is simply stated. Before a question is asked, 
in a heading, an interview, a survey or a research 
design, separate what it presupposes from what it 
seeks. Ask the presupposition first, on its own evidence. 
Then ask the question.

A discipline that does this consistently loses something 
real: the rhetorical momentum of an enquiry that 
appears already halfway to its answer. What it gains is 
the ability to be read by people who do not share its 
conclusions — which is the only readership whose 
agreement is worth having.
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C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N

Conflation and Collapse
Two things fused so a property transfers unearned — and 
four verdicts flattened into one.

Richard Owen coined the word homology. Looking at 
the forelimb of a whale, a bat and a man, he saw one 
bone, then two, then a wrist and digits, repeated across 
creatures that live nothing alike, and he read the 
shared pattern as a common design plan — an 
archetype, realised in variations.

Darwin looked at the same limbs and read the same 
pattern as descent from a common ancestor.

The bones did not change between the two readings. 
What changed was the framework laid over them. That 
is the cleanest illustration available of this chapter's 
subject, and it has the advantage of being uncontested 
history: two men, one anatomy, two conclusions, both 
drawn from a correspondence neither of them disputed.

The two operations

Conflation fuses two different things so that a property 
of the first transfers, unearned, to the second. Collapse 
flattens distinct verdict-states into one, so that a 
question in one condition is reported as being in 
another.

They are put together because they are the merging 
tools, and because they are the last family in the 
catalogue for a reason: almost every device in the 
preceding eleven is, at bottom, one of these two 
performed on a smaller scale. A trajectory word fuses a 
state with a route. A proxy fuses a measurement with a 
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capacity. A verdict label fuses a description with a 
judgment. Here the operation appears undisguised.

The headline case

Corresponding similarities read as descent is the most 
widespread inference in the field this series concerns, 
and it wears two costumes.

Skeletal: the whale flipper and a land mammal's hand 
share the one-bone, two-bone, wrist-and-digits pattern; 
therefore common ancestry. Molecular: human and 
chimpanzee genomes share a high proportion of 
aligned sequence; therefore descent.

Same move, same defect. The correspondence is real 
and is conceded in full — that is not the point in dispute 
and never has been. What does not follow is the 
ancestry, because common design using shared 
components predicts the identical similarity. An 
observation equally predicted by two hypotheses is 
evidence for neither over the other. Stated formally: if 
descent, then similarity; we observe similarity; 
therefore descent — which is affirming the consequent, 
and is invalid wherever a second hypothesis predicts 
the same consequent.

Owen and Darwin settle the historical question by 
themselves. The pattern was available to both, and both 
read it, and it selected between them not at all. 
Treating the correspondence as though it settled the 
mechanism does not follow the evidence; it pre-
excludes an alternative by commitment.

This is also why chapter thirteen insisted that the 
metric fight is a trap. The inference fails at any 
percentage. A party arguing about the figure has 
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conceded that the figure could decide the matter, and it 
cannot.

The four states

Collapse is the quieter of the two and does more 
damage, because it operates on the reader's sense of 
where a question stands.

Four states have to be held apart: demonstrated, 
undemonstrated, contested, and refuted. They are 
different conditions and they license different things.

Undemonstrated is not false. A claim nobody has 
established may still be true, and treating the absence 
of a demonstration as a disproof is the collapse in its 
commonest form. Contested is not refuted. An 
argument with live objections on both sides is not an 
argument one side has lost. And narrow is not refuted 
either — which is the form this catalogue committed 
against itself, described in chapter thirteen and not 
repeated here.

The Wikipedia case shows the same operation in a 
published finding. Greenstein and Zhu measured slant 
across twenty-eight thousand articles and reported that 
the corpus trends toward neutrality — adding, in the 
same sentence, not necessarily within specific articles. 
A property of the corpus is not a property of the article 
in front of the reader. The distinction is stated plainly 
in the paper and dropped in almost every summary of 
it, and nobody involved is acting in bad faith. Collapse 
rarely requires anyone to.

Arrangement performs it too. Wikipedia's own 
neutrality policy warns that segregating content into 
sections by point of view may produce an 
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unencyclopedic structure — because a criticism section 
makes the material inside it a separable annex to a 
settled main account, before a word of it is read. A 
criticism section and a march-of-progress lineup are 
the same device in different media.

The catch

The instruction this family gives is the one the whole 
book has been building toward, and it is aimed inward.

Run the swap test over your own verdicts, not only over 
the literature you are auditing. The question is never 
may a conclusion be stated — it may. The question is 
whether the conclusion is accurate and earned, held to 
the identical bar you would demand of the other side.

Conflation and collapse are the tools by which one's 
own overstatement disguises itself as rigor. They are 
the most tempting devices in the catalogue for anyone 
who believes he has the better case, because they make 
a strong argument sound decisive — and a reader who 
wanted to be persuaded will not notice the difference, 
which is precisely the problem. The two objections this 
author has recorded against his own drafts are both 
from this family. That is not a coincidence, and it is 
unlikely to be the last of them.
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C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N

The Field Where Every Device 
Appears at Once
Five devices in a single post — and a reader in the 
comments who caught the whole thing with one 
observation.

Everything to this point has been taken one device at a 
time, on ground where nothing much was at stake. That 
was deliberate, and it is now finished. This chapter 
takes a single ordinary artefact from the field this 
series concerns and asks what is in it.

The artefact is a social-media post from a history page. 
It carries a short paragraph of text, a large illustration 
with a caption burned into it, and — below, where such 
things usually go unread — one comment.

The text reads, in part: Imagine walking across miles of 
prehistoric landscape with no roads, vehicles, or maps. 
Homo erectus may have done exactly that while 
searching for food, water, and safer places to live. Their 
anatomy suggests impressive endurance. The caption 
on the image reads: They were probably excellent long-
distance walkers. Their anatomy suggests they could 
travel substantial distances while searching for water, 
food, and new territory.

The illustration shows a band of perhaps a dozen 
people walking toward the viewer along a dirt track 
through a river valley. They carry stone tools and 
wooden staves. They wear cut hide. There are children, 
one held by the hand, one carried on a man's back. 
Everyone is barefoot. Behind them the valley opens 
onto a river and a plateau under a wide sky.
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Before anything else, notice what is honest here. May 
have. Suggests. Probably. Three hedges in four 
sentences, and every one of them correctly placed. The 
person who wrote that text was being careful. Hold that 
in mind, because it is the whole point of what follows.

What is checkable, and what is in the 
picture

Set beside the hedged text the thing the reader actually 
receives, and count what is asserted without 
qualification of any kind.

That these individuals formed a family group. That they 
travelled together and were going somewhere. That 
they wore hide cut to shape. That they carried worked 
stone and staves. That they had that hair, those 
postures, those expressions. That the landscape was 
that landscape. That a mother held a child's hand while 
a father carried another. That they were, in short, 
exactly the kind of people the viewer already imagines 
when the words are said.

None of that is in a bone. What can be checked, from 
the material this post is about, is a set of skeletal 
proportions — limb ratios, joint surfaces, features of 
the pelvis and foot consistent with efficient upright 
walking over distance. That is a real finding and a good 
one, and it is roughly one sentence long.

Four devices are doing the rest of the work, and they 
are working together, which is why this chapter exists.

THE PROXY (Chapter 12). Their anatomy suggests 
impressive endurance. The anatomy is measurable; 
endurance is a capacity, and capacities are not 
preserved. The inference is reasonable and it is still an 

91



inference. Then a second inference rides on the first — 
from endurance to a life of migration, from a life of 
migration to a purpose, searching for food, water, and 
safer places to live. Each step is plausible. None is 
observed. By the third the reader is watching a 
documentary.

THE LADDER AND THE LINE (Chapters 3 and 4). 
Prehistoric places these people on a scale defined by its 
far end — before history, which is to say before writing, 
which is to say before us. It is a position word, and the 
position it assigns is relative to the reader. Strike it and 
you have a landscape, which is what the picture shows.

THE PICTURE THAT ARGUES (Chapter 8). The 
illustration asserts everything the text declined to 
assert, and it does so in the grammar of a photograph. 
This is the configuration Part II said was the hard case 
— and here it is in its purest form, because the caption 
is not wrong. The caption is careful. The image simply 
ignores it. A reader who reads every word and believes 
only the hedged claims will still come away having seen 
a family on a journey, because seeing is not something 
the reader can decline to do.

THE NAME (Chapter 3, and see the addendum to that 
chapter). Homo erectus does the largest work of all, 
and the quietest.

What a name does

A proper noun converts a range into a kind. Once the 
name exists, every specimen is either inside it or 
outside it, and the question of whether the boundary is 
real has been answered by the filing system rather than 
by the material.
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This is not a complaint from outside the discipline. It is 
an argument inside it, and an old one. 
Palaeoanthropology has its lumpers and its splitters, 
and the dispute is not marginal: whether Homo erectus 
names one species or several has been debated in the 
mainstream literature for decades, and Current Biology 
has published on the limits of the palaeontological 
species as such. Where a boundary falls, and whether it 
falls at all, is a taxonomic decision — argued, revisable, 
and currently unsettled.

A reader of the post learns none of that. The name 
arrives as a fact about the world, in the same grammar 
as the river and the sky. And once it has arrived, a 
second thing follows without being said: that these are 
not us. The word does that work by itself, before any 
evidence about continuity or difference has been 
offered either way.

State it neutrally and the sentence gets longer and 
much better. Skeletal material assigned to Homo 
erectus — an assignment made on these criteria, 
disputed by these specialists — shows proportions 
consistent with efficient long-distance walking. 
Everything checkable survives. What goes is the 
impression that a distinct kind of creature has been 
observed, rather than a set of remains classified.

The contradiction at the centre

Put the two halves side by side and the artefact refutes 
itself.

The text says may have, suggests, probably. The image 
says here they are. One of these is calibrated to the 
evidence and the other is not, and they were published 
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together, by the same page, in the same post, to be 
received at the same moment.

There is no dishonesty in this that anyone need allege. 
The writer hedged. The illustrator illustrated — and an 
illustration cannot hedge. There is no way to draw a 
family group probably. There is no visual grammar for 
may have. Every choice the picture makes it makes 
definitely, because that is what pictures are, and so a 
hedged sentence and a confident image cannot be 
made to agree.

That is the finding this chapter most wants the reader 
to keep. The devices do not require a deceiver. They 
require only a medium that cannot express doubt, 
placed beside a medium that can, and a reader who 
takes both in as one arriving thing.

The comment

Beneath the post, one reader had written: Interesting 
that these ancient people are walking on a path created 
by vehicles.

He is right. The band is walking along a graded double 
track of the kind cut by wheels, running up the valley 
and away behind them. It is the most ordinary object in 
the picture and nobody put it there on purpose.

What that track establishes is worth stating precisely, 
because it is easy to overstate and the overstatement is 
not needed. The observable is a vehicle track in a scene 
captioned prehistoric. The inference — mine, and 
offered as an inference — is that the image was 
generated rather than reconstructed, since a 
reconstruction constrained by evidence has a process 
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that would have caught it and a generated plausible-
looking scene does not.

Either way the conclusion holds and it is the important 
one. Nothing in the making of this image prevented a 
road, because nothing in the making of it was 
answering to evidence. The picture was not a 
reconstruction wearing the costume of a photograph. It 
was an illustration wearing the costume of a 
reconstruction — and it was caught, not by a specialist, 
and not by an argument, but by a man who looked at 
the ground.

That is the field kit working, in a comment box, for free. 
He did not need the catalogue. He needed only to ask 
what the picture actually showed, which is the whole of 
the discipline this book is trying to describe.

Why they compound

A catalogue invites the impression that devices are 
separate faults, each to be caught on its own. In the 
field this chapter examines they are not separate, and 
the reason this field is the master class is not that its 
practitioners are less careful than anyone else. It is that 
the chain is longer here than anywhere else, and every 
link is affordable because the previous link has already 
been paid for.

Follow it once. A name creates a kind — and once kinds 
exist, arranging them is natural, so the ladder words 
arrive already licensed. Once there is an ordering, the 
ancestry words have somewhere to point, because a 
sequence invites a line. Once there is a line, 
intermediate and transitional simply name positions on 
it, and the conflation of pattern with process becomes 
nearly unavoidable, since a position in a sequence 
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reads as a step. Once a process is assumed, the 
umbrella verb is shorthand for it, and shorthand is a 
courtesy to the reader rather than an assertion. Once 
the process is shorthand, the consensus moods are 
accurate — within the field it is settled, in the honest 
sense that nobody working there disputes it. And the 
illustrator, drawing a settled account, has no reason to 
hedge, so the picture renders the whole of it as though 
photographed.

Read that chain from any single link and nothing 
improper has occurred. The writer using intermediate 
did not invent the line; it was there when he arrived. 
The illustrator did not assert the process; the caption 
she was given assumed it. The reviewer who let settled 
stand was right that the field is not divided. At every 
point the questionable step had already been taken 
upstream, by someone who had also inherited it.

That is the finding, and it is more troubling than a 
charge of bad faith would be. The smuggle is 
distributed. No one holds it, no one could be shown the 
sentence in which they committed it, and the 
accumulated result is a public account in which a 
checkable observation and a chain of inference arrive 
in the same grammar, at the same moment, wearing 
the same clothes.

The parameter that pays for everything

One element in the chain deserves separate mention, 
because it is not a device but a precondition.

An age is granted at the outset — adopted from the 
framework, not established in the argument — and 
once it is granted, every subsequent objection becomes 
affordable. Any degree of change is plausible given 
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enough time; any gap in a record is expected given 
enough time; any improbability is absorbed given 
enough trials. Time is the universal solvent, and its 
concentration is set before the discussion begins.

The series' own standard forbids this in both directions, 
and the forbidding is what makes it usable. No date 
may be granted, adopted or assumed, by anyone. A 
radiometric age and a young-age reading each rest on 
premises about the past that no one observed, and 
neither party may describe its own premise as 
established. That is not a claim about which is right. It 
is a rule about what may be assumed while the question 
is open — and a reader who finds this author breaking 
it has found something worth writing to him about.

What follows, and where it is made

This book does not settle the origins question and has 
not tried to. It is a field guide to a class of devices, and 
this chapter has done nothing more than show them 
working together in the one place they most reinforce 
one another.

The evidentiary case belongs to the companion 
volumes, where it is made on the record rather than on 
the language: the structural argument, the commercial 
record, and the probabilistic adjudication, each with its 
own material and its own citations. A reader who wants 
to know whether the conclusion is true should go there 
and should hold those volumes to every standard set 
out in these eighteen chapters — including the ones 
their author has already been caught failing.

What this chapter establishes is narrower and, for a 
reader deciding where to spend attention, more useful. 
In this field an argument has been made to look like an 
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observation, over decades, by a chain of ordinary and 
individually defensible steps. That is worth knowing 
before the evidence is examined, because it determines 
what the evidence has to do. A conclusion that has been 
argued can be argued with. A conclusion that appears 
to have been observed cannot, and the appearance is 
what the devices manufacture.

What this example does not show

The restraint chapter one insisted on applies here with 
full force, and this chapter is where the temptation to 
drop it is greatest.

None of the above shows that the conclusion is false. It 
does not show that the material is not what it is said to 
be, or that the assignment is wrong, or that the walking 
was not long-distance, or that any part of the 
surrounding account fails. Detection is not refutation, 
and a chapter that forgot this would have spent fifteen 
chapters building an instrument in order to misuse it on 
the sixteenth.

What it shows is narrower and sufficient: that in this 
artefact — which is not exceptional, and was chosen for 
being ordinary — a single checkable finding about 
skeletal proportions was presented to the public 
accompanied by a name that manufactured a kind, a 
period word that fixed a position, a chain of inference 
that produced a way of life, and a picture that rendered 
all of it as though photographed. The evidence did one 
sentence of work. The devices did the rest, and the 
reader was given no way to tell which was which.

That is the case. Not that the conclusion is wrong, but 
that this is not how a conclusion is shown to be right — 
and that a field which routinely presents its findings 

98



this way has made an argument look like an 
observation, which is the one thing this book has been 
about from the first page.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N T E E N

Running It on Yourself
A method that exempts its holder is worthless. The 
demonstration that this one does not.

Every instrument in this book has been aimed outward. 
Sixteen chapters have taken other people's sentences 
apart, and there is a version of that exercise which is 
merely a way of feeling superior to the press.

The difference between an instrument and a weapon is 
whether its holder is inside its range. So this chapter 
turns it around, and it does so not as a gesture but with 
cases — two faults already committed in this author's 
own drafts, both caught, both on the record, one of 
them still visible in the printed catalogue as a 
correction rather than a clean text.

That is the point of the chapter. Not that the author is 
careful. That he was not, twice, in a document whose 
entire subject is the fault he committed.

The strip that never changed colour

Begin with what the fault is, because it is almost never 
dishonesty and treating it as dishonesty is how the 
diagnosis goes wrong.

In 1992 Peter Ditto and David Lopez ran a set of 
experiments on a fictitious enzyme condition. 
Participants swabbed a strip of chemically treated 
paper and were told what a colour change would mean 
— for half of them the change signalled a healthy 
result, for the other half a deficiency. The strip was 
rigged. It never changed colour for anybody. Everyone 
was looking at an identical piece of yellow paper.
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The participants for whom yellow meant bad news took 
about thirty seconds longer to accept that the test was 
finished — a hundred and five seconds against seventy-
six — and fifty-two per cent of them tested themselves 
again, against eighteen per cent of the group for whom 
yellow meant good news. Asked afterwards about 
irregularities in their recent lives that might have 
affected the result, the unfavourable group produced 
more than three times as many. The paper's finding is 
one sentence long: information consistent with a 
preferred conclusion is examined less critically than 
information inconsistent with a preferred conclusion, 
and consequently, less information is required to reach 
the former than the latter.

Nobody lied. Nobody in that room decided to apply two 
standards. They simply kept looking when the answer 
was one they did not want, and stopped looking when it 
was — and the difference was measurable in seconds.

That is the swap test performed in a laboratory. Hold 
the evidence fixed, change only which answer it 
favours, and watch the bar move on its own.

Who is worst at it

The second finding is the one that ought to unsettle 
anybody writing a book like this one.

Charles Taber and Milton Lodge gave partisans 
arguments on affirmative action and gun control and 
measured what they did with them. Congenial 
arguments were rated stronger. Uncongenial 
arguments were counterargued while the supporting 
ones were accepted uncritically — a disconfirmation 
bias. Given the choice, participants went looking for 
material that agreed with them.

101



Then the sentence that matters: the resulting 
polarisation was strongest among those with the 
strongest priors and highest levels of political 
sophistication.

Not the ignorant. The informed and committed. 
Sophistication supplies better counterarguments, and 
better counterarguments make a wanted conclusion 
easier to keep, so the same competence that makes a 
person worth reading makes him harder to correct. The 
reader who has followed sixteen chapters of this and 
can now name twelve families of device has acquired, 
along with the instrument, a more sophisticated 
apparatus for defending whatever he already thinks.

Confidence is the risk factor. Not malice, and not 
carelessness — conviction, of the ordinary kind that any 
person holding a considered position has.

What is already on the record here

Two faults, both from Family L, both in drafts of this 
catalogue.

THE FIRST WAS ORDERING. An earlier draft of the 
similarity material led with the number — with the 
percentage of shared sequence and the objections to 
how it is computed. Leading with the metric concedes 
that the metric could decide the matter, and it cannot: 
the inference from resemblance to descent fails at any 
figure, because common design using shared 
components predicts the same resemblance. A draft 
that opened on the number had accepted the 
opponent's framing before making its own argument, 
and had done it in the arrangement rather than in any 
sentence — which is chapter eight's finding about 
pictures applied to the structure of an argument. 
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Nothing in that draft was false. The order was the 
concession.

THE SECOND WAS A COLLAPSE. A section in the 
handoff material is titled Why the 98% Figure Is 
Methodologically Flawed. Announcing a conclusion in a 
heading is legitimate and is not the fault. The fault is 
the word flawed, because the same document's own 
§3.3 concedes that the figure is method-dependent and 
that a single-nucleotide comparison yields roughly one 
and a half per cent difference. That is a correct 
measurement of a narrow thing. Calling it flawed 
collapses narrow into refuted — which is Rule 4 of the 
series' own adjudication standard, broken in a 
document written to enforce it.

Both faults share a feature, and it is the feature this 
chapter exists to name. Neither made the argument 
weaker. Both made it sound stronger. Conflation and 
collapse are the devices by which one's own 
overstatement disguises itself as rigor, which is exactly 
why a person who believes he has the better case is the 
person most exposed to them. He is not reaching for 
them to cover a weakness. He is reaching for them 
because the case really is strong and these make it 
sound as strong as he believes it to be.

The exemption nobody claims out loud

Special pleading is the device that would undo 
everything here, and it is never announced. Nobody 
writes that his own side should be held to a lower 
standard. He simply applies the higher one in only one 
direction and does not notice, which is what Ditto and 
Lopez measured.
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So the rule is stated in one breath and both halves are 
binding. The discipline that forbids the mainstream its 
settled forbids the challenger his proven. The catalogue 
that objects to may have carried in a picture objects to 
the same move made in a picture of ours. Where an 
opponent is not permitted to grant himself a date, 
neither is this author — that is why the age standard in 
this series forbids assuming one in either direction, and 
the rule is worth nothing on the day it becomes 
convenient to keep in only one.

Two things this does not mean, and both need saying 
because the misreadings are natural ones.

IT IS NOT A RULE ABOUT VERDICTS. Holding both 
parties to one standard is not the same as reaching a 
neutral conclusion, and there is no obligation to end 
undecided. A symmetric bar is a bar; something may 
still clear it and something else may fail. Manufactured 
even-handedness — dressing a disparity in the evidence 
as though it were a tie — would be a device from this 
catalogue and not a cure for one.

NOR IS IT A RULE ABOUT WHERE TO LOOK. The 
standard is symmetric; the sampling is governed by 
proportion. A book that combed a small and 
comparatively careful literature for specimens while 
leaving a vast and error-strewn one unexamined would 
produce a true set of examples and a false picture of 
the field — which is a collapse from this same family, 
committed by selection rather than by wording. Audit 
where the material is. Weigh the finding by what is 
actually there.
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How to run it

The procedure is the one already given and needs no 
new apparatus. Delete the loaded element and see 
whether a checkable fact goes with it. Swap the parties 
and see whether the description survives. Ask which of 
the four states the claim is actually in — demonstrated, 
undemonstrated, contested, refuted — and resist the 
drift toward the flattering one.

Self-audit adds one instruction to those, and it is the 
whole of the additional method: run it first on the 
sentence you are proudest of.

The passages that survive an author's own review are 
not the weak ones. They are the ones that read well, 
land hard and feel earned — which is precisely the 
condition under which the bar comes down without 
anyone lowering it. Both faults recorded above were in 
strong passages. Neither would have been found by 
looking for weak writing.

Then write the correction down where it can be read. A 
fault repaired silently is indistinguishable from a fault 
never committed, and the reader has no way to check 
whether the method was ever run at all. That is why 
both of this book's corrections appear in the catalogue 
as corrections.

The catch

There is a way to perform all of this and gain nothing, 
and it is the obvious one.

A self-audit conducted for display is itself a device. 
Confessing a small fault early purchases the reader's 
confidence in everything after it, which is a technique 
with a name in persuasion and no place here. The test 
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of a self-audit is not whether it was announced. It is 
whether the text changed — whether a sentence the 
author liked is gone, whether an argument he had 
already made in public was reordered, whether 
anything was surrendered that he would rather have 
kept.

And the admission earns nothing on its own. A 
confessed error is a debt paid, not a credit banked. It 
does not make the surrounding argument sound, it does 
not license the next overstatement, and a reader who 
watched an author correct himself twice is entitled to 
expect a third rather than to stop looking.

Which is the honest place to leave it. Two faults are on 
the record and they are unlikely to be the last, because 
the conditions that produced them — a strong case, a 
committed author, sixteen chapters of accumulated 
facility with the instrument — have not gone anywhere 
and cannot be removed. The method does not make its 
holder reliable. It only makes him checkable, by himself 
and by anyone else who cares to run it on these pages, 
which is a smaller claim and the only one that survives 
its own test.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T E E N

The Field Kit
Two tests, four states, four rules and three marks — 
carried out of the book and into a newspaper, a 
courtroom, a sales pitch, a paper.

Everything in this book reduces to a few pages, and 
whether it does is the test of whether it was worth 
writing. A catalogue that can only be used by someone 
holding the catalogue has failed.

What follows is not a summary. A summary would 
restate the chapters. This restates the instruments, in 
the order a reader would actually use them, stripped of 
the examples that taught them — because the examples 
were scaffolding and the scaffolding comes down.

Nothing here is new. If a line in this chapter surprises 
you, the chapter it came from did not do its work, and 
the fault is upstream.

The two tests

DELETE. Strike the loaded element and read what 
remains. If every checkable fact still stands, the struck 
element reported nothing — it supplied direction, 
ancestry, or worth. If striking it costs a fact, keep it: it 
was doing honest work.

SWAP. For elements that cannot be struck without 
losing the sentence, hold the act fixed and change only 
who performs it. If the description flips while the act 
stays identical, the description was a verdict wearing 
the coat of a fact.
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Delete catches the passenger. Swap catches the verdict 
that is load-bearing. Between them they cover most of 
what this book has catalogued, and both run at reading 
speed once the hand knows them.

The four states

Before any verdict, name which of four conditions a 
claim is actually in. They are different, and they license 
different things.

DEMONSTRATED — shown, on evidence anyone can 
check.

UNDEMONSTRATED — not shown. This is a report on 
the state of knowledge, not a property of the claim. An 
undemonstrated thing may be perfectly true; it may 
equally be false; what is certain is that nobody here has 
established which, and both the assertion and its denial 
are unpaid for.

CONTESTED — argued on both sides, live, unresolved. 
Not a matter one side has lost.

REFUTED — shown to be false.

Two collapses do most of the damage and both are 
worth memorising. Undemonstrated reported as false. 
And narrow reported as refuted — a correct 
measurement of a small thing, described as a broken 
measurement, which is the fault this author committed 
in his own draft and is recorded in chapter seventeen.

The four rules for pictures

ONE — NEVER CLEAN. An image that asserts may not 
be reproduced in the form in which it asserts. 
Reproduce it screened, ruled or marked, so that the 
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objection is part of the picture and not part of a 
caption.

TWO — THE LABEL RIDES ON THE PLATE. Whatever 
is said about what the image asserts is set inside the 
image frame. Assume every plate will travel alone — 
screenshotted, cropped, reposted — because it will, and 
a label beneath it will not survive the first share.

THREE — DESCRIBE BEFORE DEPICTING. Where a 
description will serve, prefer it. This is an order of 
preference and not a prohibition: depict when 
description fails, and mark it when you depict.

FOUR — THE RULE BINDS OUR OWN PLATES FIRST. 
A diagram of ours that arranges forms in a row, 
numbers them, spaces them evenly, or draws a gap 
wider than the record warrants has made the same 
assertions and takes the same treatment.

The three marks

A marked plate needs a mark that says what is actually 
wrong, and a single bar used for every objection grades 
them all alike. Three, and no more, because a kit with 
eight symbols does not get used.

RED — STATES WHAT IS NOT SO. A falsehood, or a 
contradiction from which one follows. Rare, and never 
used for an overclaim.

GOLD — STATES THAT IT IS KNOWN, WHEN IT IS 
NOT. The ordinary finding, and not a lesser one: a 
claim of knowledge that is not held is a false claim, 
whatever the truth of the thing claimed. This is where 
most of the catalogue lands.
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OPEN — EVERY STATEMENT TRUE, AND THE 
ARRANGEMENT ASSERTS ANYWAY. Drawn hollow, 
because there is nothing here to strike out. The 
inverted axis with the accurate caption, the map 
correct in every county, the grid whose two equal 
columns sit over two unequal bodies of evidence.

The scope of a mark is stated with it. A red bar over a 
whole plate because one cell contradicts itself has 
committed the collapse this book spent a chapter on.

The running order

ONE — Separate the report from the interpretation. 
What could anyone suitably placed check, and what has 
been built on top of it?

TWO — Delete. What goes with the struck word?

THREE — Swap. Does the description survive the 
parties reversing?

FOUR — Name the state. Demonstrated, 
undemonstrated, contested, refuted — and resist the 
drift toward the flattering one.

FIVE — If there is a picture, crop the caption in your 
head and ask what the bare image now claims.

SIX — Ask what the arrangement asserts. Order, 
spacing, symmetry, completeness of a grid. None of it is 
written anywhere and all of it is received.

SEVEN — Say what it does not show. Out loud, before 
saying anything else.
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Where to point it

The instruments were proved in journalism, finance, 
law and the supermarket before this book went near a 
contested science, and that order was deliberate. A tool 
demonstrated only on the case its maker cares about is 
rightly suspected of having been built to reach a 
verdict.

So the kit is not about origins and does not become so. 
A prospectus, a charge sheet, a policy brief, a product 
claim and a press release all run the same devices, and 
a reader who can catch a trajectory word in a market 
note can catch one anywhere.

One rule governs where to aim it, and it is a rule about 
proportion rather than about standard. The standard is 
symmetric and never bends. But combing a small and 
comparatively careful literature for specimens while a 
vast and error-strewn one goes unexamined produces a 
true set of examples and a false picture of the field — a 
collapse committed by selection rather than by 
wording. Audit where the material is. Weigh the finding 
by what is actually there.

The catch

The kit does not win arguments, and a reader who 
wants it for that will be disappointed on his first 
attempt.

Detection is not refutation. Every instrument here 
establishes one thing only: that a conclusion was not 
shown by the device that carried it. The mayor may be 
finished, the firm may be failing, the defendant may be 
guilty, and the conclusion in the paper you are auditing 
may be entirely correct. What the kit shows is that the 
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sentence in front of you did not establish it — that if it 
is true, it must be established some other way, on 
evidence that survives both tests.

That is a smaller claim than the one a reader will be 
tempted to make with it, and it is the only one that 
holds. Overreaching with this instrument is not a 
misuse at the edges; it is the central failure, and it is 
the failure this author has twice committed in print.

Which is why the last instruction is the one from 
chapter seventeen and not from this chapter. Run it on 
yourself first, on the sentence you are proudest of, 
before you run it on anyone. A method that exempts its 
holder is worthless, and a reader who takes this kit out 
of the book and points it only outward has taken the 
catalogue and left the discipline behind.
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A P P E N D I X  A  —  F U L L  C A T A L O G U E

The Twelve Families at a Glance

Forty-six devices, in twelve families. The standing 
reference for this book and for the volumes it 
accompanies.

Family A — The Temporal-Trajectory Words

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

still / at this 
time

The present state is a 
temporary holdout 
against a change the 
account treats as 
inevitable.

The state, plainly: 
“has X,” “is X.” Delete 
the modifier.

retained The feature was 
inherited from an 
ancestor that had it 
and carried forward, 
unlost, through a 
transition — ancestry, 
lineage, and direction, 
all free.

“has” / “had.” The 
animal was built with 
the feature; why it is 
there stays open.

no longer / has 
lost

The feature was once 
possessed through a 
prior state and then 
subtracted along a 
lineage.

“does not have.” 
Absence is observed; 
a prior possession is 
inferred.

already The feature appears 
earlier than a 
presumed timeline 
expected — a 
schedule the fossil 
does not carry.

Delete. “Has X” with 
no timetable attached.

arose / 
appeared over 

The feature originated 
by change from a 

“is present” / “is 
found in these forms.” 
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THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

time prior state that lacked 
it.

Presence is observed; 
origination-by-change 
is the model.

Family B — The Lineage / Ancestry Words

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

endpoint The form is the 
terminus of a 
connecting transition 
— the line between 
two forms is 
presupposed by 
naming its ends.

“comparative form.” 
Two body plans are 
observed; that they 
are ends of a 
transition is the 
inference.

pre-vertebrate / 
proto-[X]

The animal is defined 
by what it is 
supposedly becoming, 
not by what it is.

The animal’s own 
name or grade. A 
living lancelet is a 
contemporary form, 
not a demonstrated 
antecedent.

transitional 
form

A documented step 
between two others in 
an established 
lineage.

“a form combining 
characters of two 
groups” / “a mosaic 
form.” The mosaic is 
observed; the 
“between” is inferred.

ancestor / 
ancestral (of a 
fossil)

Demonstrated 
parentage of later 
forms.

“an earlier form” / “a 
form sharing 
characters with.” No 
skeleton records 
parentage.

basal / derived A fixed position on a 
demonstrated tree.

Attribute to the 
classification and note 
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THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

it is model-placed, not 
read from the 
specimen.

Family C — The Directional / Teleological 
Words

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

primitive An early, less-
complete stage of 
something later and 
better.

Describe the actual 
features. “Primitive” 
names a rung; the 
animal has traits, not 
a rank.

advanced / 
higher / lower

A ladder of progress 
toward a goal the 
lineage is climbing.

Delete the rank; 
describe the features. 
There is no observed 
“higher.”

march onto 
land / ascent

A directional climb 
from worse to better, 
water to land, beast to 
man.

Delete the direction. 
Forms with a range of 
anatomies exist; the 
“march” is supplied.

not yet 
terrestrial / still 
aquatic

The animal is an 
incomplete draft of a 
land-dweller it is 
heading toward.

“amphibious” / 
“equipped for water.” 
The adverb answers a 
question the evidence 
leaves open.
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Family D — Process-for-Pattern Conflation

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

“Partial” (in a 
fossil-record 
column)

The transformation is 
partly documented — 
when all that exists is 
a form placeable 
between two others.

Split the question: 
comparable form on 
record? (yes/some/no) 
— separate from — 
transformation event 
documented? 
(inferred).

homolog (inside 
a scored 
transition)

A corresponding bone 
is therefore a bone 
caught mid-
transformation.

“a bone in the 
corresponding 
position.” 
Correspondence is 
observed; 
transformation is 
inferred.

intermediate A documented step in 
a process that ran.

“intermediate in 
structure.” A 
placement in form-
space, not a witnessed 
event.

Family E — Proxy-for-Function

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

cranial capacity 
/ brain 
expansion

Rising intelligence, 
read from rising 
braincase volume.

Braincase size — a 
measurement, not a 
measure of mind. 
Cognition is not 
recoverable from any 
skull, in any direction.

speech-related 
skeletal clues

Speech capacity is 
skeletally 
documented.

Contested 
basicranial / hyoid 
features; the function 
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THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

is inferred, and 
disputed, not on 
record.

[function] in a 
scored 
structural row

Depth perception, 
hearing, or 
locomotion is 
documented because 
a bony proxy is.

The structure (orbit, 
ossicle, scapula) is on 
record; the named 
function is inferred.

Family F — The Evaluative / Value-Laden 
Labels

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

vestigial A functionless 
evolutionary leftover 
on its way out.

Describe the 
structure. Declaring it 
vestigial before its 
function is 
investigated is a 
methodological 
failure, not an 
observation.

junk DNA Functionless 
evolutionary waste.

Non-coding DNA. 
ENCODE found ~80% 
biochemically active; 
conservation-based 
function ~5–9%; the 
fitness sense is 
contested.

reduced = 
useless

A diminished, 
purposeless remnant.

“Reduced in size.” 
The whale pelvis 
anchors penis-control 
musculature and is 
shaped by sexual 
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THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

selection — “reduced” 
is not “useless.”

rudimentary / 
degenerate

An incomplete stage, 
or a fallen-from 
remnant.

Describe the structure 
and its known or 
unknown function; 
withhold the verdict.

Family G — The Grammatical-Mood Smuggles

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

“required” 
changes 
(without 
“proposed”)

The transition 
occurred; what 
follows are merely its 
requirements.

“Changes a proposed 
shift would require.” 
Restore the 
conditional the 
requirement rests on.

unexplained An explanation is 
owed and is merely 
missing — the answer 
exists, just not yet in 
hand.

“unanswered” — a 
question put, to which 
no demonstrated 
answer is in hand. It 
presumes nothing 
owed.

settled / 
established / 
proven

The matter is 
demonstrated fact.

Attribute it. An 
inference on an 
unconfirmable 
premise “has not 
earned the word 
‘settled.’” The ceiling 
of a residual is 
undemonstrated, 
never impossible.
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Family H — The Metric-Framing Smuggles

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

“98.8% similar” 
(human–chimp 
DNA)

Near-identity, and 
near-identity of 
function.

Single-nucleotide 
identity across 
alignable regions. 
Whole-genome 
divergence ~14–15% 
(Yoo et al. 2025); two 
chimps differ up to 
~9% on that metric. It 
measures distance, 
not function.

invented 
percentages / 
split-bar 
overlays

Quantified precision 
about the state of the 
evidence.

Qualitative state — 
chasm / moderate / 
hairline. No 
manufactured figure; 
the gap encodes the 
evidence’s state, not 
the size of the change.

“orders of 
magnitude” 
(unsourced)

A measured ratio of 
expected to observed.

Withdrawn unless it 
traces to a primary-
source measurement. 
A constructed statistic 
is demoted to a 
qualitative statement.

Family I — The Visual Smuggles

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

the march-of-
progress lineup

Ape-to-upright ascent 
as demonstrated fact.

Hard-reject as an 
asserted image. 
Where shown for 
contrast it must be 
overtly struck and 
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THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

captioned as rejected 
— never shown clean.

left-to-right / 
numbered 
arrangement

A directional lineage 
running across the 
row.

Disclose the order as 
one proposed 
arrangement, not an 
observed sequence; 
better, break the row 
so no lineup forms.

one figure 
reused across 
nodes

A single continuous 
individual passed 
down a chain.

Disclose that the 
repeated form marks 
a comparison 
category, not a 
demonstrated same-
lineage stock.

reptilian 
renderings of 
archaeocetes

A counter-
interpretation the 
bones do not support.

Neutral mammalian 
composites; render 
beyond preserved 
material is labeled 
interpretation.

gap-width 
implies size-of-
change

A wide gap depicts a 
large biological leap.

Gap width encodes 
the state of the 
evidence, not the size 
of the change (stated 
on the plate).

Family J — The Umbrella Verb: “evolved”

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

ancestry That this animal 
descended, with 
modification, from 
another kind.

No skeleton records 
parentage.
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THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

mechanism That an undirected 
process produced the 
features.

A bone is static; it 
preserves no process.

temporal 
transformation

That the features 
arose over time from 
a prior state that 
lacked them.

A skeleton is one 
time-slice, not a 
before-and-after.

ordering of 
traits

That features 
appeared in a 
particular sequence 
within deep time.

That ordering is 
assumed, not 
observed.

Family K — Leading and Loaded Questions

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

leading 
question

The desired answer, 
planted in the 
phrasing. “You saw 
him leave, didn’t 
you?” supplies the 
response and asks 
only for assent.

Ask it open. “What did 
you see?” lets the 
answer come from the 
evidence, not the 
questioner.

loaded / 
complex 
question

An unestablished 
premise, ridden in 
free. “Why is the 
figure unreliable?” 
cannot be answered 
without granting that 
it is.

Split the premise out 
and test it first: “Is 
the figure unreliable? 
If so, why?”
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Family L — Conflation and Collapse

THE WORD / 

DEVICE

WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES IN

THE NEUTRAL, 

HONEST FORM

corresponding 
similarities 
read as descent

That because two 
forms share a 
structure, one came 
from the other or both 
from a common 
ancestor — 
resemblance fused 
with genealogy.

The similarity is 
observed; the descent 
is inferred. Common 
design using shared 
components predicts 
the same similarity, so 
it selects neither.

similarity = 
function

That a percentage of 
sequence identity is a 
percentage of shared 
function or a proof of 
mechanism.

Name what the 
number counts: 
identity across 
alignable regions, 
which is neither 
function nor 
mechanism.

“flawed / 
debunked” for 
“narrow”

That a claim 
measuring something 
narrower than it is 
deployed to imply has 
been refuted.

State the actual state: 
narrow, method-
dependent, or 
contested. Rule 4 — 
narrow is not refuted.

contested = 
refuted; 
undemonstrate
d = false

That an open question 
has been closed 
against one side.

Hold the four states 
apart (A0702 Rule 4). 
An unanswered 
question is not a 
settled one.

two faults 
treated as one

That distinct 
objections stand or 
fall together, so 
rebutting one appears 
to rebut both.

Separate them and 
adjudicate each on its 
own evidence.
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A P P E N D I X  C  —  T H E  S P E C I M E N  S H E E T S

Four Artefacts, Marked

Ordinary social-media artefacts, run through the kit. 
Three argue for common descent and one argues 
against it; each is marked on the same standard, at the 
same size, in the same format.

Each plate is screened under rule one so it cannot be 
read as an untreated picture, and each carries its mark 
and its finding burned into the image rather than set 
beside it. Cut one out of this book, photograph it, 
repost it, and the label goes with it. That is rule two, 
and it is why the words are in the pixels.

The marks are scoped. Where a red bar covers one cell it  
says so on the plate. A whole-plate mark for a single false  
cell would commit, in the marking, the collapse chapter 
fifteen describes.

T H E  T E S T  T H A T  K E E P S  A  L A B E L  I N  B O U N D S

If a label requires the reader to accept a claim about 
origins, it does not belong on the plate — that case is 
made in the companion volumes, which have the room 
for it. If it requires only that he compare the plate 
against itself, it belongs. Every finding below meets the 
second test, which is why a reader holding no view at 
all can check them.
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S P E C I M E N  1  —  A  T W O - C O L U M N  C O M P A R I S O N  C A R D

T H E  F I N D I N G S

DELETE — strike “Robust and strong” from BUILD. No checkable 

fact is lost.

HEDGE DECAY — KEY TRAITS says “likely.” BUILD, one row down, 

same population, says nothing of the kind.

The portraits supply skin, hair, eyes and expression above a cell 

reading “known from limited remains.”

Nothing here requires a view about origins. The card is compared 

against itself.

125



S P E C I M E N  2  —  A  P R O G R E S S I O N  P O S T E R

T H E  F I N D I N G S

RED, ONE CELL ONLY — “about 4402 years ago” above “4 million 

years ago.” Same cell, same taxon.

They cannot both be true. The plate does not say which is false, and 

neither can this book.

GOLD, THE FIRST PANEL — no fossil has been conclusively 

identified as the human-chimpanzee last common ancestor. That is 

the field's own statement, not this author's. The panel is drawn with a 

portrait, a date and a trait list, in the same frame as four taxa that do 

have recovered bone.
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ARITHMETIC — intervals of 3M, 2M, 0.5M and 1.2M years, all drawn 

one unit wide. Sixfold.

The text beside it says “not a straight line” three times. The row says 

otherwise, and the row is what is kept.
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S P E C I M E N  3  —  A  G E N E R A T E D  P O R T R A I T ,  H O N E S T L Y  

C A P T I O N E D

T H E  F I N D I N G S

That caption is accurate, complete and voluntary — and sits below 

the image, where a share will crop it.

The grammar is portraiture: seamless backdrop, key light, direct 

gaze, a hand raised to the face.

This is the set's cleanest case. The disclosure was right and it made 

no difference.
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S P E C I M E N  4  —  A  F O S S I L - R E C O R D  C A R D ,  A R G U I N G  

O U R  O W N  S I D E

T H E  F I N D I N G S

DELETE — strike “OVERWHELMING” and “ACTUALLY.” No 

checkable fact is lost by either.

“SUDDENLY” reads first known occurrence as first existence — the 

conflation charged elsewhere in this book.

“KINDS” is used as a category with no boundary criterion stated — 

the same objection this book makes to a binomial.

The argument it could have made was available: the chart it 

reproduces draws record solid and inference dotted.
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Three devices this catalogue does not yet 
name

Surfaced by the four specimens above, and named here 
so that a reader can hold this series to them.

THE DEVICE WHAT IT 

SMUGGLES

THE HONEST 

FORM

grid parity That two bodies of 
evidence are equally 
established, because 
the layout is 
symmetric and every 
cell is filled.

Let the layout carry 
the asymmetry: 
unequal columns, 
empty cells left 
empty, or a line on the 
plate naming the 
disparity.

hedge decay That a qualifier stated 
once covers 
everything after it, so 
“likely” in one cell 
licenses a flat 
assertion in the next.

Restate the hedge in 
every cell it governs, 
or drop the claims it 
cannot cover.

the unreadable 
citation

That a source has 
been consulted and 
agrees, when it is 
reproduced at a size 
at which no reader 
can check it.

Reproduce it legibly, 
quote the relevant 
part in text, or cite it 
without the image.

All three bind this series’ own plates first, and the third 
is the one this book is most likely to commit — a chart 
shrunk to fit a page is a chart nobody can check.
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