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Open Mindedness … Cont’d







Open-Mindedness

A person who wishes to think critically about something like politics or religion must be open-minded. This requires being open to the possibility that not only are others right, but also that you are wrong. Too often people launch into a frenzy of arguments apparently without taking any time to consider that they may be mistaken in something. 

Of course, it is also possible to be too "open-minded" because not every idea is equally valid or has an equal chance of being true. Although we should technically allow for the possibility that someone is correct, we must still require that they offer support for their claims - if they cannot or do not, we may be justified in dismissing those claims and acting as if they weren't true. 

Argue from Knowledge, not from Ignorance

Because we often have an emotional or other psychological investment in our beliefs, it isn't unusual for people to step forward and try to defend those beliefs regardless of whether the logic or evidence for them are weak. Indeed, sometimes people will defend an idea even though they really don't know a great deal about it - they think they do, but they don't. 

A person who tries to practice critical thinking, however, also tries to avoid assuming that they already know everything they need to know. Such a person is willing to allow that someone who disagrees can teach them something relevant and refrains from arguing a position if they are ignorant of important, relevant facts. 

Probability is not Certainty

There are ideas that are probably true and ideas that are certainly true, but while it is nice to have an idea that belongs in the latter group, we must understand that the latter group is far, far smaller than the former. However preferable it might be otherwise, we can't be absolutely certain about quite a lot of matters - especially those matters that are the focus of many debates. 

When a person exercises skepticism and critical thinking, they remember that just because they can show a conclusion is probably true, that doesn't mean they have shown or can show that it is certainly true. Certain truths require firm conviction, but probable truths require only tentative conviction - that is to say, we should believe them with the same strength as the evidence and reason allow. 

Avoid Common Fallacies

Most people can reason well enough to get by in their daily lives and no more. If that is enough to survive, why invest the extra time and work to improve? People who wish to have high standards for their beliefs and reasoning, however, cannot make do with the bare minimum just to get by in life - more education and practice are needed. 

To this end, good critical thinking requires that a person become familiar with common logical fallacies which most people commit at some time or other without ever realizing it. Fallacies are errors in reasoning which creep into arguments and debates all the time; the practice of critical thinking should help a person avoid committing them and aid in identifying their appearance in others' arguments. An argument that commits a fallacy cannot provide good reason to accept its conclusion; therefore, as long as fallacies are being committed, the arguments aren't being very productive. 

Don't Jump to Conclusions

It's easy and common for people to quickly go to the first and most obvious conclusion in any sort of dilemma, but the fact of the matter is the obvious conclusion isn't always the correct one. Unfortunately, once a person adopts a conclusion it can be difficult to get them to give it up in favor of something else - after all, no one wants to be wrong, do they? 

Because it is better to avoid trouble than to try to get out of trouble once in it, critical thinking emphasizes careful thinking as well - and this means not jumping to conclusions if you can avoid it. Go ahead and acknowledge the existence of an obvious conclusion because it might be right after all, but don't actually adopt it until other options have been considered. 
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