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The Q & A Way is based in large part on readers' questions. Do you have a 
question about preparation, strategy or tactics? Submit your questions (with 
you full name and country of residence please) and perhaps Bruce will reply 
in his next ChessCafe.com column...

Yes, I have a question for Bruce!

 
If You Don't Know What to Do, Don't Do It

Question I’ve been a chess addict for seven years, and have graduated from “patzer” to 
“adequate” via a combination of self-guided study and thousands of hours of game-play. In 
that time, I have learned several guiding principles that, while not meant to be followed 
without exception, yield sound results in most instances. My question concerns how to 
handle situations where one guiding principle conflicts with another. Or is it merely a matter 
of avoiding such situations entirely? Any guidance you may be able to offer would be much 
appreciated. Scott Eckert (USA)

Answer You’re obviously a perceptive reader who has thought about such questions with 
intelligence and discrimination. You have understood the importance of principles and 
discerned their worth in your own play, though you appreciate their boundaries and realize 
they are not to be adhered to absolutely. You can’t count on having it both ways. Since you 
admit their shortcomings, why do you override those thoughts, looking to see which principle 
takes precedence over the other? While I’m sure you recognize the limitations of unqualified 
encapsulations, I suspect the Descartes in you – in all chess players, for that matter – can’t 
help but search for something to accept that’s beyond question. In chess it’s called 
checkmate, but since most of us have been moved by the same often fruitless impulses in our 
own lives, the problem is widespread enough to warrant further examination.

What should you do when principles conflict? Such tensions occur all the time in the analytic 
process. For instance, let’s assume you’re ahead, with a winning material advantage. The 
trading principle recommends exchanging pieces to emphasize your advantage and diminish 
counterplay – to simplify. But suppose you also have going for you a strong attack, with the 
likelihood of winning even more material and/or quickly finishing off your opponent. A 
principle pertaining to that situation advises you to avoid trades while pressing the initiative 
if you have real chances for greater advantage. This is just one such clash of ideas. There are 
other general disagreements that typically arise, and if addressed superficially are just as 
confusing and unsatisfying.

As we’ve already more or less implied and even said, the real problem stems from relying on 
abstract evaluations categorically. They deal best with classes of conditions, not with specific 
circumstances. Consider how you would tap a principle. First you might analyze the position 
facing you, trying to understand the pertinent threats, requirements, and plans. That 
assessment could take into account the calculation of some exact variations to test the merit 
of specified moves. But whether or not it has resolved the issue, at some point you may find 
yourself hesitant and in need of a shot in the arm to push thinking in the right direction.


