
Developing understanding 

I'm not sure how best to go about sharpening up this understanding. I suspect that 

different methods work for different people. Also, I am usually reluctant to offer advice; 

I suspect that it is seldom welcomed and almost never acted on. But as.the term first 

principles has confused a number of people in the past I am going to make a few 

suggestions. You are at liberty to accept or ignore them, as you please. Here are some 

approaches which seem to work for me. 

• llry 1o work from the understanding I already have. I think first, then read later. I

use other people's ideas only to challenge and sharpen up the conclusions I have

already reached. When I am trying to think my way through some issue I

deliberately avoid reading anything directly relevant until I have substantial ideas

of my own.

This has the fringe benefit that I then have a better idea what to read. I find I can

read with more understanding and recall because I already have a framework of

my own against which to evaluate what I read. I can be more evaluative of what I

read because I already have an understanding of the material.

• I try to remain critical of my own ideas. I keep asking myself 'Why do I think that

is true?", and "Under what conditions is that not true?". In my reading and work I

try to keep especially open to contrary evidence. (I've been told that Charles Darwin

used to carry around a notebook to write down evidence contrary to his theories, on

the grounds that he would otherwise forget it. A salutary approach.)

When I find contrary evidence or ideas, I look for ways of rephrasing the issue so

that I keep the best of my own ideas, but integrate with them whatever I find most

useful about other ideas. I try to keep asking myself ''Which of these ideas don't

work?", or "In what situations can't these ideas be applied?".

• I look for apparent contradictions and paradoxes, because these are indicators that

understanding is inadequate. When I find them, I try to postpone taking a position

on them until I have come to some sort of understanding of how each of them could

have arisen. Then I look for a resolution.

• I look for opportunities to apply the ideas. Conversely, I look for ideas implied by

the practices that I and others use in their interventions and everyday behaviour.

(Bandler and Grinder developed NLP by observing talented therapists at work.

NLP therefore consists of the theories implied by the behaviour of such people as

Fritz Perls, Virginia Satir and Milton Erikson.)

• I try to express ideas in several different ways, using different words, and using

diagrams and examples. This helps me guard against being misled by verbal

formulas which have little real meaning.








