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Foolish Opinions O OO0 OO0 OO OO 1. Toavoid the
various foolish opinions to which mankind is prone, no superhuman
genius is required. A few simple rules will keep you, not from all
error, butfromsillyerror. 10 00000 O0OOOO0OO0OOOO
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one that can be settled by observation, make the observation
yourself. Aristotle could have avoided the mistake of thinking that
women have fewer teeth than men, by the simple device of asking
Mrs. Aristotle to keep her mouth open while he counted. He did not
do so because he thought he knew. Thinking that you know when in
fact you dont is a fatal mistake, to which we are all prone. | believe
myself that hedgehogs eat black beetles, because I have been told that
they do. but if | were writing a book on the habits of hedgehogs, |
should not commit myself until I had seen one enjoying this
unappetizing diet. Aristotle, however, was less cautious. Ancient and
medieval authors knew all about unicorns and salamanders. not one
of them thought it necessary to avoid dogmatic statements about
them because he had never seen one of them. 200 00 0O 00 0O O O [
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matters, however, are less easily brought to the test of experience. If,
like most of mankind, you have passionate convictions on many
such matters, there are ways in which you can make yourself aware of
your own bias. If an opinion contrary to your own makes you angry,
that is a sign that you are subconsciously aware of having no good
reason for thinking as you do. If someone maintains that two and
two are five, or that Iceland is on the equator, you feel pity rather
than anger, unless you know so little of arithmetic or geography that
his opinion shakes your own contrary conviction. The most savage
controversies are those about matters as to which there is no good
evidence either way. Persecution is used in theology, not in
arithmetic, because in arithmetic there is knowledge, but in theology
there is only opinion. So whenever you find yourself getting angry
about a difference of opinion, be on your guard. you will probably
find, on examination, that your belief is going beyond what the
evidencewarrants. 30 0 D 0D 000000000000
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yourself of certain kinds of dogmatism is to become aware of
opinions held in social circles different from your own. When | was
young, | lived much outside my own countryin France, Germany,
Italy, and the United States. | found this very profitable in
diminishing the intensity of insular prejudice. If you cannot travel,
seek out people with whom you disagree, and read a newspaper
belonging to a party that is not yours. If the people and the
newspaper seem mad, perverse, and wicked, remind yourself that
youseemsotothem 40 OO0 D OO O0OOOOOOOOOO
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psychological imagination, it is a good plan to imagine an argument
with a person having different bias. This has one advantage, and only



one, as compared with actual conversation with opponents. this one
advantage is that the method is not subject to the same limitations of
time and space. | have sometimes been led actually to change my
mind as a result of this kind of imaginary dialogue, and, short of this,
| have frequently found myself growing less dogmatic and cocksure
through realizing the possible reasonableness of a hypothetical
opponent. 50 000000 0OO0OOO0OOOOODOOONO
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OO000000000O 6.Beverywary of opinions that flatter
your self-esteem. Both men and women, nine times out of ten, are
firmly convinced of the superior excellence of their own sex. There is
abundant evidence on both sides. If you are a man, you can point
out that most poets and men of science are male. if you are a woman,
you can resort that so are most criminals. The question is inherently
Insoluble, but self-esteem conceals this from most people. We are all,
whatever part of the world we come from, persuaded that our own
nation is superior to all others. Seeing that each nation has its
characteristic merits and demerits, we adjust our standard of values
so as to make out that the merits possessed by our nation are the
really important ones, while its demerits are comparatively trivial.
Here, again, the rational man will admit that the question is one to
which there is no demonstrably right answer. It is more difficult to



deal with the self-esteem of man as man, because we cannot argue
out the matter with some non-human mind. The only way | know of
dealing with this general human conceit is to remind ourselves that
man is a brief episode in the life of a small planet in a little comer of
the universe, and that for aught we know, other parts of the cosmos
may contain beings as superior to ourselves as we are to jelly-fish. 6
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