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Chapter 1 – On Thinking


[image: ]




The Courage to Think

Thinking is often treated as something automatic. We assume we’re already doing it because we have opinions, reactions, beliefs, and conclusions, but real thinking requires something more demanding. It requires openness.

To think isn’t just to process information; it’s to allow ourselves to be changed by what we encounter. That isn’t easy. It means letting go of certainty, questioning what feels familiar, and staying with ideas that don’t immediately make sense. That takes courage.

Inspiration is often treated as something external, something that arrives when the conditions are right. But it’s closely tied to thinking itself. It emerges when we stay open, when we’re willing to engage without needing immediate answers or clear outcomes.

When I was growing up, characters like Pippi Longstocking, created by Astrid Lindgren, suggested that it was possible to move through the world differently, without needing to fit neatly into expectations or social norms. That kind of influence doesn’t just inspire behaviour; it changes how you think about what’s possible. In a different way, Tove Jansson, the creator of the Moomin books, encouraged a deeper kind of reflection, a willingness to examine and question rather than accept things as they are.

Thinking doesn’t happen in isolation. It’s shaped by what we read, what we experience, who we encounter, and also by the language we move through every day. Language does more than communicate ideas; it shapes how we understand them. The words available to us influence what we can describe, question, and even notice.

When language becomes simplified, shortened, or reduced to immediate reactions, thinking can become narrower too. Quick responses replace reflection. Nuance disappears behind slogans, captions, and certainty. Even digital forms of communication—text language, constant scrolling, emojis, and rapid exchanges—change the rhythm of thought itself. They’re expressive, efficient, and useful in many ways, but they also encourage speed over depth. And deep thinking rarely happens quickly.

There’s a tendency to avoid discomfort by simplifying things, by turning challenges into easy explanations. Phrases like “everything happens for a reason” don’t open thinking. They close it. They offer resolution without understanding.

Challenges aren’t interruptions to thinking; they’re what make it possible. To think well, we have to be willing to learn, unlearn, and relearn. That means meeting new situations without assuming we already understand them and allowing doubt, uncertainty, and contradiction to exist without rushing to resolve them.

In that sense, thinking isn’t just an intellectual activity. It’s a way of being. And it begins with something simple but difficult: being open enough to change.

––––––––
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Biases and Blind Spots

Most people think they are a little less biased than the next person, and that in itself is part of the problem. We like to believe that we see things clearly, that we take in information, think it through, and arrive at reasonable conclusions. But most of the time, we don’t start from a neutral place. We start with shortcuts.

There is simply too much information to process. Too many variables, too many perspectives, too much uncertainty. So instead of taking everything into account, we rely on patterns, assumptions, and past experiences to guide us. It works well enough to get us through the day, but it also shapes what we see in ways we don’t always notice.

We tend to notice what confirms what we already believe and overlook what challenges it. We remember the things that fit our view and forget the ones that don’t. Over time, this creates a version of reality that feels consistent, even when it’s incomplete. Because it feels coherent, we trust it.

One of the strongest biases is the belief that we are not as biased as others. We can usually spot bias quickly in someone else. We notice when someone is being selective or unfair. But when we do the same thing, it feels justified. It feels like we are simply being reasonable. That difference is often invisible to us.

We also rely heavily on what is familiar. If we have seen something once or heard about it often enough, it starts to feel true. If something hasn’t happened within our own experience, it becomes easier to dismiss or question its relevance. We build arguments from fragments and then treat them as complete.

This is how beliefs take shape and become difficult to question. Not always because they are true, but because they are repeated, reinforced, and rarely examined closely. Stepping outside of that pattern is not straightforward. It requires more than collecting new information. It requires being willing to question what already feels certain.

That can be uncomfortable. It means accepting that we might be wrong, not just occasionally, but in ways that affect how we see the world. It means listening to people we disagree with, not only to respond, but to understand what we might be missing.

Bias is not something we remove completely. It’s part of how we think. But we can become more aware of it. We can pause before reacting, ask where our assumptions come from, and notice when we are selecting information rather than examining it. We can make an effort to look for what contradicts us, not just what supports us.

Even then, we don’t step outside bias entirely. We just begin to see it more clearly. And that may be enough to change how we respond.

Because once we recognise it, we have a choice. We can stay within the same patterns, or we can start to question them.

––––––––
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Why We Take Sides

We like to believe that we look at the world and form opinions based on what we see. That we take in information, weigh it up, and arrive at a position that makes sense. But it rarely happens like that.

More often, we take sides first.

Sometimes it happens quickly, almost instinctively. Something feels right or wrong, familiar or threatening, and we respond to that feeling before we have fully understood what we are responding to. Once we have taken a side, we begin to build around it. We look for information that supports it, we question what challenges it, and over time it starts to feel like the only reasonable position to hold.

This is not always deliberate. It’s part of how we make sense of complexity. The world is too large, too detailed, and too contradictory to take in all at once. So, we simplify.

We turn complexity into something more manageable.

One of the ways we do that is by turning reality into a story.

War makes this especially visible.

We tend to believe that war is reported as it happens, that what we see and read reflects reality. But war is rarely presented in its raw form. It’s shaped into something more structured, something that can be understood.

War is chaotic, contradictory, and often without clear meaning. Stories, on the other hand, provide order. They give us a way to follow what is happening, to identify who is right and who is wrong, who is winning and who is losing.

So, we frame it that way.

We create narratives with heroes and villains, causes and consequences. We also understand the present by attaching it to stories we already know. We compare new events to older ones, draw parallels between different conflicts, and assign familiar roles to people and nations, even when the similarities are limited or superficial. Sometimes a shared symbol, a historical memory, or a vague resemblance is enough.

The comparison does not need to be precise to feel convincing. Once a connection is made, the older story begins to shape the meaning of the new one. The past is used to organise the present into something more familiar, more emotionally legible, and easier to explain.

In this process, historical reality can become secondary to narrative function. What matters is not whether the comparison fully holds, but whether it helps stabilise the story we want to believe.

Once that structure is in place, it becomes difficult to see beyond it. The story starts to define the reality, rather than simply describe it. 

This is not always about deception.

It’s often about necessity.

Raw reality is difficult to process. It creates uncertainty, and uncertainty is uncomfortable. Stories reduce that discomfort. They give us something to hold onto, something that feels clear, even when the situation itself is not.

So, we stay with the story.

There have always been people who try to move closer to what does not fit neatly into a narrative. They show the contradictions, the ambiguity, the parts that do not resolve into a clear position. Their work is often harder to engage with because it removes distance. It asks us to sit with something that does not simplify.

And most of us don’t stay there for long.

Because complexity creates doubt.

And doubt makes it harder to stay certain.

So, we return to the side we took.

We reinforce it. We defend it. Not necessarily because it’s more accurate, but because it’s more stable. It gives us a sense of clarity in a situation that does not naturally provide it.

But that clarity comes at a cost.

Once a position hardens, it becomes more difficult to question. Information that confirms it’s easier to accept, while information that challenges it’s more easily dismissed. Over time, groups form around shared interpretations, and those interpretations become stronger as they are repeated and defended. The space between positions becomes smaller.

That space, however, is where understanding can develop. It’s where dialogue and negotiation remain possible. When positions harden too quickly, the ability to consider alternative perspectives begins to disappear, not necessarily because those perspectives are invalid, but because they no longer fit within the story that has already been accepted.

This is not limited to war.

It’s something we do in many areas of life.

We take sides in political discussions, in social issues, even in personal situations where we have only a partial view of what is happening. We form positions based on limited information and then build narratives that support them.

Over time, those narratives become harder to question.

The question is not only why we take sides.
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