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I demonstrate that Hinchliffe’s rule—if the title of a
scholarly article is a yes-no question, the answer is “no”—is
paradoxical, by providing an article whose title is a question
whose answer is “no” if and only if its answer is “yes”.

Hinchliffe’s Rule

Hinchliffe’s rule, attributed with unknown veracity to Ian
Hinchliffe (Holderness, 2014), is this: “If the title of a
scholarly article is a yes-no question, the answer is ‘no’.”
It can be seen as the academic analog of Betteridge’s law
of headlines (Betteridge, 2009).
In 1988, Boris Peon (which appears, thankfully if
unsurprisingly, to be a pseudonym (Strassler, 2013))
distributed an article entitled “Is Hinchliffe’s Rule True?”
(Peon, 1988) Here is the abstract, which constitutes the
article in its entirety:
Hinchliffe has asserted that whenever the title of
a paper is a question with a yes/no answer, the
answer is always no. This paper demonstrates that
Hinchliffe’s assertion is false, but only if it is true.
Peon’s article hints at Hinchliffe’s rule being paradoxical,
but it fails to manifest a true paradox. This is a lost
opportunity, which I intend to correct by this very article.

The Problem with Peon’s
Purported Paradox

The second sentence of Peon’s abstract asserts that
Hinchliffe’s rule is false only if it is true, intimating a
connection to the liar paradox (Beall and Glanzberg, 2014).
This assertion is false.
The construction “p if q” is an alternative to “if q then p”.
The converse, “ if p then q” can be presented as “p only if q”.
(The conjunction of the two, “p if and only if q”, therefore
expresses the biconditional.) Peon’s postulation can thus be
reconstructed as stating “if Hinchliffe’s rule is false then it
is true”.
But this does not follow from the existence of Peon’s article.
If Hinchliffe’s rule is false, we can deduce nothing about the
truth or falsity of that article’s title, that is to say, nothing
about the truth or falsity of Hinchliffe’s rule, and certainly
not that the rule is true. Only the other direction of reasoning
holds, that if Hinchliffe’s rule is true, then it is false: Suppose
Hinchliffe’s rule is true. Then the answer to the article’s title
ought to be “yes”. But by Hinchliffe’s rule, the answer to
the article’s title must be “no”. The contradiction leads us to
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conclude that Hinchliffe’s rule must be false, a conclusion
that is self-consistent. (Of course, the same conclusion would
follow from any article title in the form of a question with
a positive answer, whether it mentions Hinchliffe’s rule or
not.) No paradox is exemplified by Peon’s article.1

A Lost Opportunity Regained

Peon purports to demonstrate Hinchliffe’s rule’s paradoxical
nature, but unfortunately has failed. The path to a paradox
lies in the distinction between what the rule requires
and what it is consistent with. Consider an article with a
title question phrased as the negation of Peon’s, viz., “Is
Hinchliffe’s Rule False?” If Hinchliffe’s rule is true, then the
answer to the title question is “no”, which is consistent with
the assumption, although it does not require it. If Hinchliffe’s
rule is false, then the answer to the title question is “yes”,
which is again consistent with the assumption, although it
does not require it. We can conclude from such an article
nothing about the truth of Hinchliffe’s rule, but this case
at least exhibits symmetry between the two horns of the
dilemma, which will be needed in a paradoxical application
of Hinchliffe’s rule. Consistency with Hinchliffe’s rule is the
foundation on which to erect a paradox.
Taking a clue from this observation, consider a final
example, an article—such as this very one—with the title “Is
This Article Consistent with Hinchliffe’s Rule?” Suppose the
article is consistent with Hinchliffe’s rule. Then the answer
to the title question ought to be “no”, that is, the article is
not consistent with Hinchliffe’s rule. Conversely, suppose
the article is not consistent with Hinchliffe’s rule. Then the
answer to the title question must not be “no” (in other words,
must be “yes”), stating that the article is consistent with
Hinchliffe’s rule. In either case, we have a contradiction,
and Hinchliffe’s rule leads to a paradox.
At least now that this article has been published.

Note

1. Perhaps the conditional in Peon’s abstract was intended
to be interpreted as encompassing its converse as well via
so-called “conditional perfection” (Horn, 2000), the kind
of reasoning that allows moving from “I’ll give you five
bucks if you shut up” to the implicated condition “I’ll give
you five bucks only if you shut up”. But this strengthened
interpretation as a biconditional (“Hinchliffe’s rule is false if
and only if it is true”) is also not paradoxical, merely false.
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Because they are statues.
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