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“The Higgs boson gives things mass.”	
The sound you’re hearing – oddly like bongo drums – is particle physicist Richard Feynman rolling in his grave. 
More than a scientist, Feynman was the Great Explainer. Like Carl Sagan and Stephen Hawking, acquiring knowledge was his vocation and sharing it his avocation. Or maybe it’s the other way around.
In his popular science book QED: The Strange Theory of Light and Matter, Feynman treats the layperson with unusual trust, giving them enough simply-explained mathematical machinery to solve basic physics problems. There are no arresting pictures or ornate analogies in QED. Feynman abides by his mantra on science communication: accuracy is paramount. 
Indeed, the Higgs boson does not give things mass: it allows for things to have mass. What things? Two other fundamental particles. How? Through a process called symmetry breaking. What’s that? Well… it’s complicated. 
While accuracy demands further explanation, accessibility restricts it. In one interview, Feynman refuses to use rubber bands to explain magnetism. “It’s circular,” he says. In the same way, the abstract nature of the Higgs mechanism and the lack of good parallels with daily life would have made Feynman hesitant to explain it in that manner too.
Cosmologist Stephen Hawking, on the other hand, would dither less. His A Brief History of Time has close to a hundred everyday analogies for both the seen and unseen. He might tell you to imagine the Higgs mechanism, for example, by standing a pencil on its tip, showing you the symmetric arrangement, and then releasing it to see how the symmetry breaks. 
But who has the winning strategy?	
Feynman’s approach will leave the layperson with fewer misconceptions. The reader emerges from it with the right ideas, the right language and the right way to think. But they don’t always emerge with much. When the math gets hard and the concepts obscure, the explanations often come to a halt, else the book become a textbook. ‘Accuracy first’ also puts special demands on the teacher, who must carefully trim the ideas, as well as the student, who must understand them. 
Conversely, Hawking’s technique – accessibility over accuracy – is less taxing on the reader. Flowery metaphors and analogies with day-to-day concepts are more readily absorbed. The reader is likelier to come out with a memorable sound bite, a beautiful image, or with an awe that they later convey to their family and friends. But a degree of accuracy is sacrificed, and a degree of vagueness is introduced, especially in the description of less intuitive branches of science. Is there much merit to analogies if they are ambiguous or wrong? 
The answer, as in all communication, lies partly in the intent of the speaker and the bent of the listener. Is the object to educate, to convince, or to inspire? Is the subject a high school student, a congressman, or their mother? In each case, the strategy will differ. Physics enthusiasts will favour Feynman’s deeper explorations; journalists, who write for a broad audience, will prefer to relay Hawking’s imagery. 
But a hybrid approach might work even better. If the liberal use of metaphor is supplemented by a clear description of its limitations, the public gets the best of both Feynman’s and Hawking’s worlds. The pencil in the description of symmetry breaking is not actually symmetric, and its fall is far from spontaneous. Moreover, the symmetry there is not the spatial symmetry that a circle has, but something more abstract. 
In the art of scientific explanation, Feynman and Hawking are Manet and Monet–simply painters with different styles. Choose your paint, choose your brush. 
