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Introduction

This short book does not aim to convince you of anything, other than that our opinions can always be improved and that we must fight, day after day, against our certainties.

The objective is not to revolutionise your vision of the world or to radically change your habits. You will not learn to read a piece of philosophy, a scientific treaty nor find advice for loosing weight! Our goal will be to remember, together, how important it is to venture out from our everyday routines, to mix with circumstances and people that are different, who we usually observe from afar, well protected behind our garden fence. 

Too often indeed, we are incapable of listening to our peers. The societies we live in sway as we do not even seek to understand each other anymore. Each follows their own path, sure of their opinions and we progressively, imperceptibly at first, distance ourselves until our differences become so great that we can no longer stand them. 

To fill the vacuums we let prosper, we must respect several principles we will identify together. Yet we will not seek to harmonise our opinions, you are free to conceive them as you wish, according to what inspires you, your cultural benchmarks, your literary, political, philosophical references, etc. I have nothing to teach you. I am not all-knowing!




Chapter 1

Method to be open-minded without becoming pretentious

Synthesis.

To all my hurried readers, those overloaded with work and those that are simply lazy: good news! The chapters begin with a synthesis that will allow you to grasp the essential message of the following discussions. Let us resume the developments of the present chapter in a few lines. 

It is important to build our own opinions to better understand the world that surrounds us. If we do not, we risk being manipulated by excessive or false discourse. We do not lack the tools to perceive the reality of things and we evolve along the lines of major ideas, halfway between a cuckoo that profits from the work of others and the weather vane that changes direction at the first sign of contrary winds. 

We should therefore endeavour to be critical, but this only presents interest if our ideas do not become stuck in time. The recipe is subtile! It involves being humble and listening. Not being too categorical, to question our certainties, to perhaps moderate one’s approach without completely submitting to the ideas of others or always relativising everything. Not all opinions are equal!

Having personal opinions does not imply we are experts, as we rarely are, nor posing as too serious, never joking. Taking oneself too seriously, how sad! We must most of all be positive, open-minded, quite simply. We must not reject things on principle, or people who are different, not gratuitously denigrate someone, but respect, be benevolent, and recognise that we must take our ideas out of the lab and measure them against those of others if we wish to progress, without any form of pretension. 

 

 

Developments.

Reality is often more complex than we think. This remark is not extraordinary, it is similar to common quotes we read on a daily basis. However, what has never been noted in the course of a discussion, is that one’s option on such or such a topic is not totally in sync with reality. Who among us has never felt disarmed when after meeting with or listening to someone, our convictions seemed a little simple, or even false? Of course, it is even more flagrant when we speak of others. Who has never wanted to shout at their interlocutor: “Your reasoning is simplistic, you’re mixing everything up!” Let’s be frank, everyone knows that reality is complex but we like to be soothed by the idea that our opinions completely dominate this complexity, that they are the fruit of perfect reasoning. We have hardly recognised this problem before another pitfall appears: we often want to focus our thinking to make it more impactful. We prefer the diatribe, the words of ideas that drag on, and subtleties escape us. The art of the laconic sentence is difficult to master!1

To not crash and burn, one must ask questions.

When we are faced with our contradictions, several attitudes are possible but only one is truly honest. 

The easiest but certainly the least fair, consists in refusing to reconsider one’s opinion and affirming one is right, even if one has noticed they are perhaps wrong. This is the first reaction, skin-deep, that saves appearances and through which we imagine to preserve our pride: “You’re wrong, period” or more politely “You do not think like me, let’s leave it there as we cannot agree.” We leave a debate unharmed, even though it had threatened to not turn out in our favour, but we opt to take a backdoor out, the one that sacrifices all constructive dialogue to protect our ego! I have one question, just one: why do we act so stubbornly sometimes? We are not all embittered or hard-of hearing!

Some will explain this stubbornness by an education that was too homogenous: by listening to the same opinions from the people surrounding us throughout our childhood, we end up  convincing ourselves that no other way of thinking would be acceptable. Others will say it is by lack of education: the less cultured someone is, the more one sticks to reductionist opinions, to pre-conceived ideas. Yet another group will suggest that the evil comes from ideology, that if we adapt a system of thought without ever questioning its limits, we are not capable of thinking by ourselves. These different suppositions, be they valuable or not, underline the prior condition to all clashes of opinion like a golden rule: it is impossible to be constructive if we do not use our critical mind. And it is not about a critical mind in just one sense! We must be capable of interrogating what we understand as much as what we think ourselves, that is to say, to be self-critical. 

That is the open door! The critical mind invites dialogue but also supposes, necessarily, the bending of the knee. “What you say is pertinent, and I will integrate it into my reasoning.” Stop there, it is not about laying down in front of our contradictor and it does not mean that he has completely beaten us! Of course, we are sometimes taken to conclude that we are completely wrong, but let us reassure ourselves at once: that rarely occurs. It is as rare as being completely right! Accepting that one is systematically wrong would be equal to submitting by bowing lower than the ground, which would not be of aid to us as we would only loose confidence in ourselves and our contradictor would only be more arrogant. It is not either about considering that all opinions are equal by saying: “ Your opinion us just as pertinent as my own, and anyway, there are several truths.” If that were truly the case, we would no longer need to open ourselves to new ideas and we would all contemplate, at this stage, the peaks of perfection! Relativism, as much as pretension, moves us away from the open door. 
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