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INTELLECTUAL HONESTY

You cannot play with the animal in you
without becoming wholly animal [or] play with

falsehood without forfeiting your right to truth.

DAG HAMMARSKJOLD, MARKINGS

UNLIKE THE OTHER INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER TRATITS, intellectual
honesty is not primarily about the process of getting knowledge
but rather about how we choose to use or present the knowledge
we already have. In that sense, intellectual honesty is the link be-
tween the rest of our thinking and our actions. Whether presenting
a groundbreaking theory or making an argument in casual con-
versation, the aim of intellectually honest people is to commu-
nicate what t/hey know with mtegrlty Because their main objective

“isto help others get at the truth, they are consistently careful not to

use information taken out of context, to distort the truth by de-
scribing it with loaded language or to otherwise mislead through
the manipulation of statistics or any other type of supporting evi-
dence, In addition, intellectually honest people do not take credit
ff_ﬂ’ evidence or ideas that are not their own, and so are careful to
e the work of others whenever it is used. The intellectually
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honest person’s motto is summed up in the old court
“the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth” f’atl(l) te)
intellectual virtues, honesty is perhaps the most Practicy] ,
most admired. Unfortunately it is also probably the Jeag
In 2003 the New York Times took the first of a serje

blows to its reputation as a trustworthy news source. I

&
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AN unpre
edented front-page article, the editors admitted that up to S;

hundred of their articles, written by Jayson Blair, had been €ither
partly plagiarized or simply made up. It later became eviden; that
in his zeal to rise up the chain of reporters, Blair had consistently
put his career and his opinions above the pursuit of the truth, Asa
result, millions of people had not only ingested fabrications by
had almost certainly had their opinions of the events around they
shaped by those lies.’

At the peak of the 2004 U.S. presidential campaign, CBS News
ran a story claiming that the current president and Republican
candidate had refused to obey the orders of his superiors while in
the National Guard and had used influential friends to inten-
tionally embellish his service record. Because the story cast serious
doubt on the candidate’s trustworthiness and pointed to a funda-
mentally self-centered cowardice in George W. Bush’s character, it
would have made the headlines in any election year. But this year
itwas an even bigger deal. The 2004 election had essentially turned
into a referendum on Bush’s leadership in the controversial Irad
war, and anything that could significantly undermine the pres
dent’s credentials as a wartime leader would likely hand the
election to his Democratic challenger.
bai:f; ‘;’:: just one problem. The story appeared to have bee”

; ged documents. Even worse, despite the fact that they

knew fhe story could change American history, Dan Rather 2%
the editors at GBS News not o

source; they went ahead with
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tions were raised about the documents’ veracity.

In 2005 one of the world’s leading stem-cell scientists, South
Korean Dr. Hwang Woo Suk, was forced to admit that much of the
research that had propelled him to national and international
stardom had been doctored to achieve the results he wanted. The
revelation sent shock waves through the scientific community,
which had already begun to pour large sums of money and time
into building on Hwang’s breakthroughs.?

For Jayson Blair, the motive appears to have been his ambition
to rise to the top. For CBS, it could have been either zeal for an

exclusive scoop, or perhaps even desire to influence an important
election. And for Dr. Hwang, it might have been any number of
things—academic respect, international fame or wealth. Whatever

the variety of motives, all three stories have one important thing in
common—in each case the actors wanted something else more

than they wanted the truth.
~ Alexander Solzhenitsyn in his address to Harvard University re-
¥marked that, “Western society [is now] based . .. on the letter of the
law. . .. People . . . have acquired considerable skill in using, inter-
preting and manipulating law. . .. If one is right from a legal point
of view, nothing more is required, nobody may mention that one
could still not be entirely right. . . : It would sound simply absurd.*
When we take the time to consider Solzhenitsyn’s words, it is hard
to think of a stronger condemnation of our culture. In essence he
is saying that while the appearance of truth and justice is still im-
portant to us, we have little use for the real thing—unless it can be
manipulated to help us get what we want.

We only need to open up our daily newspaper to see that Solz-
henitsyn was right. Whether it is the billions of dollars lost in the
accounting scandals of companies like Enron or the blatant
twisting of the truth by our political leaders or our advertisers, dis-
honest thinking habits are rampant at the very highest levels of
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American society. It shouldn’t surprise us that these high.

INTEL

examples are nothing more than the continuation of Pattef;:ﬁk Ll
are nurturing on our playing fields and in our ClaSSrooms_ : pas€
P children’s soccer coach who tells his players to put Winning above an i
5 integrity and the parent who places the importance of 3 de: rece
;, above real learning are both guilty of encouraging the sort evel
c thinking patterns that lead to intellectually dishonest characte, cept
1 The evidence that American children are learning these lessong all potl
; too well is on display in classrooms across the county. mf_“‘
Cheating is hardly unique to America, and to claim that it i 4 ::r

, new phenomenon is just this side of ridiculous. And yet, the per. | e
: vasive nature of academic dishonesty in America today is a dis. | =
" turbing indication that intellectual honesty has fallen on veryhard | sale
| times. A recent survey of eighteen thousand high school students life
by Rutgers University Professor Donald McCabe confirmed what y

other studies have been suggesting for years—that approximately qus
two-thirds of American students cheat on exams. (And that is only on

the number of students who admitted to cheating.)® \ egs

It is unsettling that students are cheating en masse, but more | ula

significant still is the habitual nature of cheating and the long- 1 haj

term consequences this habit has on society and the students | -f. Ro
themselves. Studies over the last forty years have shown that those - 1 PR

who cheat in high school continue to cheat in college and beyond 1 -

In other words, acts of intellectual dishonesty are not simply is0 i

lated events but can become a fundamental part of who we are :

and when this happens, the consequences to our lives, and to the pé

society we live in, are devastating. th

The most obvious, but in some ways the least destructive, conse =

quence of intellectual dishonesty is that we can—and usually 40~ ‘

get caught. In 1979 Dr. Bob Harris was rapidly reaching the peak lu

his dream career. For a number of years he had been a TV dj

- erman for a well-known New York station and been hired as
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sultant by both the New York Times and the commissioner of
paseball, Bowie Kuhn. That year, an anonymous letter prompted
sk investigation into his credentials. Not only had Harris never
received the Ph.D. from Columbia that he claimed, but he had not
even finished his bachelor’s degree. The consequences of his de-
ception came with devastating speed. He was immediately fired by
poth his TV station and the New York Times. And while he did
manage to keep his position with Commissioner Kuhn, Harris ad-
mitted that his deception had played a role in his divorce. Said
Harris, I took a short cut that turned out to be the long way
nd, and one day the bill came due. I will be sorry as long as I

:Irr(l)l:dive.”6 Bob Harris not only lost his job and the prestige of as-
sociation with the New York Times but would spend the rest of his
life trying to overcome the stain on his character.

As Bob Harris’s divorce illustrates, acts of deception are rarely
quarantined to one area of our lives. During his days as a rancher,
one of Teddy Roosevelt’s cattlemen caught an unbranded ren-
egade steer on his neighbor’s land. Although the honor code stip-
ulated that the steer should have been his neighbor’s, the ranch
hand began to apply Roosevelt’s brand to the steer. As soon as
Roosevelt realized what was happening, the ranch hand was
packing his bags. A furious Roosevelt was understood to have
said, “Now you go straight back to the ranch and get whatever is
owing to you. .. . If you will steal for me then you will steal from
me.”” The moral: our relationships are built on trust, and when we
are found to be deceptive in one area of our lives, we sabotage the
Potential for gaining and keeping the trust of others. And when
that happens, our chances of developing meaningful and happy
relationships are poisoned.
luci;ltoi;l a very real sense the Bob Harrises of the wo.rld are the
diShoneses. In a number of ways, the consequences of intellectual

ty can be far worse for those of us who are never found
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out. To begin with, when we persist in using or mgp;
knowledge in dishonest ways, we begin a battle with IOJUIat' :
ur i
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science that, unless our conscience wins, wil] have ope
of

equally negative outcomes. The first possible outco

i by the debilitating load of gui e RS
weighed down by the debilitating load of guilt. We ,
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enced the heaviness of unconfessed guilt. By contrast While Ti.
; Inte).

lectual honesty is often the more difficult road, it is always the v
characterized by greater freedom. >

There is a second outcome that may be even worse than Jiy,
with guilt, for it leads to the death of our conscience and endangers
our souls. Dallas Willard has argued that instead of oyr ethic
guiding our behavior, our behavior often guides our ethics, In
other words, we often do what we want and then create a mora
code that suits our actions.® While it is often difficult to see this
process unfold in our own lives, most of us have witnessed this
process of moral deterioration in friends and acquaintances. 1
Let me illustrate with a fictional anecdote. Jimmy and Jenny are
high school sweethearts, regular members of their church youth é
group, and believe strongly that sex outside of marriage is wrong.
In a moment of weakness, Jimmy and Jenny decide to break their ]
own rules. The feeling of guilt is almost immediate, but instead of i
confessing their failing (something that would bring considerable
public shame), they successfully hide their action. Unwilling 0 =
reveal their secret, the only remaining way to escape from the ever™ -
increasing weight of guilt is to redefine their idea of what is ﬂgh‘
and wrong. If sex outside of marriage is, in fact, not sinful, ﬁ’wg :
there is nothing to feel guilty about. And so, the evolution of M
ethics begins. The same phenomenon is at work in our thinki?$
habits, and the result is a corrupted intellectual conscience that n°
longer values the truth, if it can still distinguish the truth I
falsehood at all. "

Granted, the total inability to discern the truth from a li
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only result froma lifetime of habitual dishonesty, but to the degree
that we choose to manipulate or dishonestly use knowledge, we
risk losing our taste for truth. As former Secretary General of the
d Nations Dag Hammarskjold wisely noted, “You cannot
he animal in you without becoming wholly animal [or]

1sehood without forfeiting your right to truth”

Unite

So far we have examined the impact of dishonest thinking habits

on the individual and his personal relationships, but the influence
of intellectual dishonesty on the larger society is considerable. Of
course the most obvious influence of intellectual dishonesty on a
society is found in the cumulative effects of so-called personal in-
tellectual ethics. For it is these choices that either build up or tear
down trust among colleagues, friends and family; and it is these
relationships that are the foundation of a culture. As a result, any
culture in which intellectual dishonesty reigns at the individual
level will reap the consequences on a societal scale as well.

However, there are other ways that intellectual dishonesty can
impact the larger society. For starters, whenever we choose to ma-
nipulate information, we help to construct a false foundation of
knowledge that others will unwittingly build upon. The more sig-
nificant the claim, the more devastating the potential effects of in-
tellectual dishonesty will be. A well-known example of this effect
of intellectual dishonesty is that of the Piltdown Man.

In 1911 Charles Dawson, a highly regarded amateur geologist,
discovered fossilized human remains in a gravel pit in Sussex,
England. When the remains were presented to the British Museum
ayear later, they seemed to fit (almost exactly) the predicted devel-
Opment.of humans that evolutionary theorists had hypothesized.
fﬁ; ::du:}:ieso:;’ the scientific community and t.he mass media
e asg(;litlfry as one of the greatest in Fhe study of
Hifis orthocio tdown Man become a centerpiece of evolu-

Xy. For the next forty years, scientists devoted
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entire careers to explaining the finding’s Significanc
oping its implications. ¢ and deve]_
In 1953 a skeptical South African anatomist asked
Museum for permission to carry out further tegtg on ;ﬂlfriﬁs
Man. The tests conclusively proved that Piltdown Man v, ;
500,000-year-old human ancestor but the combinatio, Tot, |
1,000-year-old male skull and the jaw of a modern female apeof 2
had been chemically and manually altered to give it the appearapg,
of significant age. Piltdown Man was a hoax.*
The example of Piltdown Man is important for a number ¢
reasons. As we have already seen, through their act of intellectyy |
dishonesty, the creators of the hoax were directly responsible f, |
the tremendous amounts of time and energy that hundreds of
outstanding minds wasted in an attempt to build on Dawson’s fol. |
lacious discovery—not to mention the millions of dollars lost, |
The example of Piltdown Man can also shed light on another phe- |
nomenon linked to the vice of intellectual dishonesty—that of |
rationalization. . |
From the overwhelming and uncritical acceptance of the |
Piltdown discovery, it appears that the scientific community and |
the popular media were already predisposed to believe whit |
Dawson and his friends were offering, and this made it difficult for ]
thei to critically assess the legitimacy of Dawson’s claims. Further |
while no other evidence was found that corroborated the PiltdoW®
discovery, for forty years scientists continued to awkwardly for® “‘
new findings into the false premises established by the hoax. Dallss ]
Willard calls this “use of reasoning to make sure that on€ €= =
out at the right place”—rationalization." To the degree that we put 1 "
any goal above our allegiance to truth, we are all tempted 10 w :
our reasoning ability in this fundamentally dishonest way- whet 8
we are six-day creationists, theistic evolutionists, liberal de .
or right-wing republicans, the need to be aware of how our be!
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ystem and our ulterior motives affect our pursuit of the truth is a
s

Jesson we must take seriously.
In this chapter we have spenta long time looking at the vice of

intellectual dishonesty and the harm that it does to individuals, re-
Jationships and society at large. But there is, of course, another side
to this equation—the tremendous rewards that result from consis-
tently acting in an intellectually honest way. Among other things,
honest thinking habits inevitably build the trust between people
that is at the core of healthy personal relationships, healthy com-
munities and healthy cultures. Although it is increasingly rare,
when we see it, honest thinking habits in our political leadership
also go a long way toward restoring the public confidence in the
political system that is essential to enthusiastic and widespread
participation in the political process. Finally, honest thinking at all
Jevels of society is what produces the necessary true foundation
upon which knowledge and progress can advance.

From the multitude of examples of intellectual dishonesty we
come across daily, it is clear that choosing to consistently think with
integrity is not easy. In the short term, holding yourself and others
to intellectual honesty can undermine your own beliefs, threaten
friendships or compel you to confront deception in the workplace.
That said, every time we choose to present hard truths honestly to
friends, shareholders or the electorate, we are building momentum
toward honest thinking habits that can positively transform our
liYeS and the lives of those around us. If every subtle intellectually
dishonest act chips away at the health of our relationships, poisons
the.pursuit of knowledge and undermines the trust essential to our
POh.tical and economic freedoms, then every intellectually honest
Actis an equally powerful step in the opposite direction.
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If a man would make his world

he must be always making himselfsmaﬂ

G. K. CHESTERTON, ORTHODoxy '

IF IT 1S NOT THE MOST IMPORTANT of the intellectual virtues (andit |
very well might be), intellectual humility is almost certainly the
most misunderstood. So what does it mean to be humble in the
way we think? Some of us have come to believe that it means
thinking that everyone is smarter than we are and knows more
than we do. As C. S. Lewis has observed, for many, humility means £
“pretty women trying to believe they are ugly and clever men tryifg |
to think they are fools” But that can’t be it. Not only is this sortol E
reasoning dishonest, but when applied to our thinking habits».‘i? 1
can cripple our ability to learn and grow. As G. K. Chesteft‘?f‘ |
warned, adopting this definition of humility can put us on the 1%
“to producing a race of men too mentally modest to believe it
multiplication table”>
Unlike the false humility that Lewis and Chesterton descﬂb"
well, authentic humility is simply an attempt to see oursdv‘%s“ %
really are. Applied to our thinking, this means an unco
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ingly honest appraisal of the capacities and limitations of our

minds against the standard of an all-knowing, infinitely intelligent
and always tru€ God. This reality check can be simultaneously

heartening and sobering.
According to the Bible, we are created in God’s image. This

means that we are born as rational and creative beings with the
capacity to find and apply truth. This should be a source of im-
mense encouragement to us. However, Scripture and reality both
teach that our minds are also finite and tainted by the effects of sin,
giving us good reason to approach both our own reasoning and
the knowledge of others with a healthy degree of skepticism. In his
book The Captive Mind, Czestaw Mitosz recounts an old proverb
to the effect that “when someone is honestly 55% right, that's very
good and there’s no use wrangling. And if someone is 60% right,
that's wonderful, it’s great luck, and let him thank God. But what’s
to be said about 75% right? Wise people say this is suspicious. Well,
and what about 100% right? Whoever says he’s 100% right is a fa-
natic, a thug, and the worst kind of rascal.™

In other words, to the extent that we are rooted in reality, we will
be intellectually humble; and this humility will extend not only to
our own intellectual capacity but also to how we assess human
reasoning generally. That sounds simple enough. The problem is
that seeing ourselves as we really are is easier said than done. The
tendency of modern culture to ignore evil and our own unwill-
ingness to face the depravity in our own thinking make us all too
€ager to place excessive confidence in reason. While it may make
us feel good in the short term, this distorted self-image fundamen-
tally undermines intellectual humility.
g ;‘;rgti‘:; ilarml ‘is done to th.e cause of humility by our tendency
S all-knoqu'a ity and capac1ty' of 01.1r minds not by the standard
M Wl.ng Creator of an infinitely complex universe but in

with the knowledge and intelligence of our neighbor.
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they really are. When this happens, the foundation, uPaclties ag-a'ma
authentic intellectual humility is built cannot be laid, " Whig, ‘;:‘zlnriz

Intellectual humility is notoriously elusive, but whey, it alway!
become a habit, the rewards can be life changing, Becauge ; see hi
lectually humble people value truth over their €gos’ need tl(:n: over t
right, they are freed up to admit the limits of their own know] ifhet
This freedom naturally produces a teachable spirit and the habitf | gffldata‘
humble inquiry that are at the heart of sustained personal growg, | er .
This does not mean that humble people are necessarily wrong o s
that, upon reflection, they will change their minds, It only means bling
that they are submissive to the truth and are, therefore, capable of | great
expanding their understanding of the world in a way that arrogant | In
people are incapable of doing. The following story from the lifeof | comye
Abraham Lincoln is a remarkable example of intellectual humility | cons
under difficult circumstances. | %
At the height of the American Civil War, President Abraham pelrfs¢
Lincoln was doing everything in his power to preserve the unityof | iz 10_'
his crumbling country. As both the nation’s elected president and ] Coml
as one of the most intelligent men of his generation, Lincoln had . 1 that
every right to expect deferential respect from his subordin%w‘f o

And yet, as the war waged, he found himself being criticized and 1 that

ridiculed by friends and foes alike. One man Lincoln was S ! mar

posed to count as a friend was his secretary of war, Edwin Stanto® flect

However, both publicly and privately Stanton had made no S Stat,

of his disrespect for Lincoln. Even though Lincoln was aw : Tany

Stanton’s insubordination, Lincoln kept his secretary of Wab B

lieving that Stanton’s sharp mind and independent perspec s

would be a valuable balance to his own.
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At one of the war’s most critical points Lincoln sent a direct
order to Stanton. Not only did Stanton refuse to carry it out, but he
again publicly mocked Li{lcolnf calling hin‘l a fool. Insteafl of re-
acting out of anger or spite, Lincoln is said to have replied, “If
gtanton said Twasa .. - fool then I must be one. For he is nearly
always rights and generally says what he means. I will step over and

see him.”# Lincoln was no wimp. He had demonstrated many times

over that he was more than willing to buck the opinions of others
ifhe believed they were wrong. Still, as the story goes, the two men
had a meeting in which Lincoln listened carefully to his subor-
dinate, concluded that Stanton was right and withdrew his order.
Lincoln ignored the demands of pride in order to pursue the wisest
course. Ultimately, this intellectual humility helped save his crum-
bling nation and ensured that he would go down as one of the
greatest statesmen in the nation’s history.

In addition to the growth of knowledge and insight that
comes from intellectual humility, the person whose thinking is
consistently humble will also be rewarded with a world far larger
and richer than the one inhabited by the intellectually proud
person. Consider this analogy from history. Over centuries of
self-consumed privilege, some of the French aristocracy had de-
veloped an almost complete ignorance of the plight of the
common person. As a result, when the riots over bread prices
that sparked the French Revolution had finally become so se-
rious that the aristocracy was forced to take notice, legend has it
that the French kings wife, Marie Antoinette, famously re-
marked, “Well, let them eat cake” Generally interpreted as a re-
flection of the French aristocracy’s disdain for the peasants, the
Statement was really a reflection of the horrific level of igno-

:ailece ;hat existed among the aristocracy. This ignorance was not
sult of a lack of education or intelligence. It was simply the

naty s
ral consequence of the aristocracy’s long-held arrogant dis-
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derstand that the larger our egos are the less space the
our minds for anything or anyone else s ere i leg
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the intellectually proud person cannot. As G, §. Lewis poi 3 thy

“Pride is essentially competitive in nature. [It] gets no ;e:td““t
of having something, only out of having more thap Biand eo‘:
In that way, pride not only keeps us from enjoying the insighta;
achievements of others, but it builds up walls of Suspicion ang,

sentment between us and the very people whose thipk: - '-
enrich our lives. While we find this dynamic at work in everyarg |
of our lives, the academic world is particularly plagued by the
poison of intellectual pride. For instance, when a lab producesy |
major breakthrough in the fight against some disease, the reaction |
of the competing labs is usually not joy that this breakthrough wil
save thousands of lives but jealousy that the breakthrough was not 1
theirs. In fact, it is likely that even the joy felt by the successful |
scientists doesn’t come primarily from the goodness of their break- |
through but from the fact that the breakthrough was theirs.
Intellectual humility is not like this. Because intellectuall
humble people love truth more than their own egos, they are freed
to enjoy the goodness of knowledge and insight regardless
where, when or in whom it is found. In The Screwtape Letters,¢
Lewis uses a fictional dialogue between two demons t0 descrll®
the type of joy and freedom that can come from m‘en"’cm}
mility. Writing to the junior demon Wormwood, Screwtape s
“The enemy [God] wants to bring the man to a state of
which he could build the best cathedral in the world, and
to be the best, and rejoice in the fact, without being any
less) or otherwise glad at having done it than he would
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been done by another.”” This pure and unadulterated joy can only
be experienced when we value truth above ourselves.
Finally, because intellectually humble people see themselves not
as owners but as good stewards of the truth, they are almost always
more generous with knowledge than the intellectually proud
person would be. This should not surprise us. Every day we see the
same dynamic at work in our material lives. Unlike those who see
their material possessions as “on loan” from God, people who view
their material possessions as personal property are much more
likely to lock up that hard-earned property and to guard it jeal-
ously. In the same way, those who treat truth as a commodity to be
bought and sold are unlikely to simply give it away without getting
something in return. Like Gollum’s self-destructive obsession with
the ring in Tolkien’s novels, when we see knowledge as something
to possess, not only do we miss out on the fulfillment of seeing that
knowledge positively influence the lives of those around us, but we
miss out on the rich personal growth that results from partici-
pation in a free give and take of truth.
Because it goes against both the currents of our culture and the
pride that is so deeply rooted in all of us, intellectual humility is
probably the most difficult of the virtues to develop. Yet once we
begin to build up a pattern of humble thinking, the rewards will be
profoundly life enhancing. Beyond the unadulterated joy we will
experience as our world grows in depth and richness, we will
almost certainly find other intellectual character traits such as fair-
mindedness and honesty naturally tagging along. That’s the way
humility works. It is a facilitating virtue. It invites everyone to be a
part of the party.
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Now the Berean Jews were of more noble character
than those in Thessalonica, for they received the message
with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures

every day to see if what Paul said was true.

AcTs 17:11

SHORTLY AFTER THE END OF WORLD WAR II, a young British doctor
joined the staff of the Vellore Hospital in India. Dr. Paul Wilson

‘Brand had grown up in India as the child of missionaries, but after
many years of education and training in England, his return to
India was a shock to his system. The scale of suffering he saw, par-
ticularly among the many Indians stricken by Hansen’s disease
(leprosy), almost overwhelmed the young physician. Inspired by
his evangelical conviction that those suffering were children of
God, Brand began searching for answers to the medical mystery
that was Hansen’s disease.

Over a number of years, Brand discovered that the root cause of
$:§5ilepfgsy-related deformities was injuries resulting from the
bonen g P! © fel pin. This breakthrough led him to

\ ariety of successful treatments for those suffering from





image2.jpg
56 VIRTUOUS M -

” ™
Hansen’s disease around the world, revolutionizing the 4
sen’s disease was viewed and transforming the lives of hl.l__n; ~an,
thousands of its victims, especially among the poorest POpﬁE s
of the world’s developing nations.' Brand passed away in 200tm
the legacy of his faith-inspired intellectual curiosity wjj b:,but
tively changing lives for many years to come. Posj.
Dr. Brand’s life had all the hallmarks of intellectua] Curiog
His earnest desire to know the truth inspired him to habimally ask'
the all-important why questions. In addition, this desire tg T
stand what makes it all work—at the foundational levelfo, q
him to go beyond the shallow or simplistic answers that mogt oft
accept but that produce no growth. Instead, his curiosity pusheq
him into ever more challenging (and fulfilling) intellectual vey.
tures. Finally, his quest for knowledge was not simply a necessary
evil (the means of getting a good job and buying a house) but a

_ morally driven and lifelong pursuit of truth. His life also demon-

“strates that, while it may not be the most important of the intel

lectual character traits, intellectual curiosity is the most founda-
tional. Without the desire to know more, growth in every area of
our lives is virtually impossible.

If curiosity is the most foundational of all the intellectual virtues,
it is also the one that raises the most eyebrows:\:Didn’t curiosity kill
the cat?\Isn’t unbridled curiosity dangerous? The children's book
character Curious George, for instance, is constantly getting
himself into trouble because of his ever-inquisitive mind. Mor®
seriously, curiosity is regularly held responsible for all sorts of ad
dictions. The following anecdote from the life of Isaac Newto"
highlights both the dangers and the merits of intellectual curiosi®

As a young man, Isaac Newton had become so alive 10 he
wonder of creation that his thirst for truth occasionally led him 1
risk his own safety. In an attempt to understand how people P
ceive light and color, the young Newton went so far as to wedge?
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flat stick between his skull and the back of his eye. By pressing the
stick against the backside of his eye, N.ewton w.rote, “Therfe ap-
peared several white, darke and col.ored c1rc'1es which were? p}’amest
when I continued to rub my eye with ye point of ye bodkin
It’s enough to make an optometrist squirm, and it certainly isn’t

something you should try at home, but it does illustrate both the
rewards and the potential pitfalls of intellectual curiosity. Without
it we will never grow in our understanding of anything; yet, un-
bridled curiosity has the capability of doing real and lasting harm.

Our world is a far richer place because Newton was curious, but

that would not have been the case had he blinded himself in the

pursuit of truth.

If curiosity is not always virtuous, how can we tell the difference
between its good and bad varieties? For starters, the curiosity that
we should want to develop is motivated by noble aims. That doesn’t
mean that asking apparently random questions is not good. In fact,
creative questions can often lead to the most unexpected and
useful insights. That said, Dr. Brand’s desire to understand the
causes of leprosy in order to help end the suffering of thousands is
an example of intellectual curiosity that is clearly praiseworthy be-
cause its aim is noble. By contrast, the sort of morally suspect and
self-indulgent curiosity that motivates a young teen to dabble in
pornography is not.

The good sort of curiosity is also balanced against the potential
pitfalls that any given line of inquiry may take. This is especially
the case in areas where general knowledge has already established

the negative effects of a certain piece of knowledge. We do not
need to leap from the Empire State Building, for instance, in order
to prove that falling hundreds of feet can be fatal. In the same way,
the teen who justifies experimenting with drugs based on a desire
0 understand the effects of drugs for herself is exhibiting a lack of

o / e
Mmon sense, not intellectual curiosity.
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While the latter examples are fairly obvious ther
cases that may appear to be legitimate €xamples of .

re
the go()d chtf

curiosity but are nevertheless more accurately regardeq s()‘an
«ph lectually reckless. The recovering gambling addjc¢ vhe was Inty,
chi help other addicts by investigating the inner workings o¢ ;“‘sto
}alz.' Vegas casino industry may be motivated by a good aim, b:tlax
cal risks to his own moral character probably outweigh the POten:: tic
ifa rewards. As my former university administrator yseq to say e:a‘
e youre on a diet, you probably shouldn’t take a job at Basl;in, ;11‘
an Robbins.? If we were always the angelic pursuers of altruistic tryg, c
- that we would like to be, intellectual curiosity would always b f:
- good. As it is, the reality of human moral frailty means that 4 g, W
re sonable amount of critical self-awareness and caution should
z always accompany intellectual curiosity. S
” Those qualifications aside, intellectual curiosity remains one of 3
© the most important and foundational of the intellectual virtues l
- Unless we are in the habit of asking the why questions, we wil )
: remain in neutral, never growing and never experiencing the 1
»

richness that comes from a well-examined life. Consider the fol
“‘ lowing classroom dialogue between George, a likeable but goofy

high school nerd who seems incapable of stopping himself from
asking questions in class, and his teacher, Mr. Jones.

Mr. Jones: “The Pilgrims came to Plymouth in 1620.
George: “Why did they come? And why then?”

Mr. Jones: “Because they wanted to practice their faith freely”
George: “Why couldn’t they do that in Europe?”

Mr. Jones: “Because in Europe there was a close relationship %
tween the established church and a political system which
threatened by those whe believed differently”

Ge Orge: "Why did the European establishment feel threatened’ |
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.. And how did this affect the way the Pilgrims viewed the re-
lationship between religion and politics? .. . And how does that
affect America today?”

And on and on and on it goes. As annoying as George’s ques-
tions may be for his peers, and perhaps even his teachers, with
each why question, George is peeling back another layer of life’s
richness and seeing new connections that allow him to think and
Jive a more meaningful, effective and abundant life. We don’t need
to be in a classroom to ask good questions and reap the results. In
fact, the same enriching process is probably even more powerful
when it is applied to our day-to-day lives.

Unlike many of the other intellectual virtues that must be con-
scientiously learned and practiced, we seem to enter the world al-
ready wired for curiosity. As our parents have probably told us, we
used to drive them batty with all our questions when we were

young children. Unfortunately, whether it was the mockery of our
peers in school, a fear of betraying our ignorance or the assumption
that we know as much as we need to know, somewhere along the
way, most of us have gotten out of the habit of asking the why
questions. To the degree that this has happened, we have also
ceased to grow intellectually. If this stunted growth were only
found in areas of our lives apparently far removed from practical
living—let’s say, the use of color by Cézanne or the intricacies of
higher mathematics—then we might be forgiven for concluding
that our lack of intellectual curiosity was harmless. The chances
are, however, that a lack of curiosity in one area of our lives is only
aSymptom of a more pervasive mental atrophy.

The good news is that, because we all have at least the remnants
of the curious h;a_l_llits of our childhood, intellectually curious char-
acter. is easier to develop than the other virtues. For many of us,
feactivating the powerful force of intellectual curiosity may be as
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simple as taking ten minutes each day to in"esﬁgate oy
have been interested in but haven'’t taken the time 10 explop, C e
might mean picking some random reality and asking why %
way it is. Why, for instance, does Starbucks often choose ¢, ek
coffee shops on opposite corners of the same interSecﬁ()n?
for a few years, did teenage boys in America choose to Weay thei;
jeans around their knees instead of their waists? What
plain recent research findings that North Dakotans are the mgg
outgoing people in America?* Whatever the question, don’t stop
with the first layer of answers. They rarely produce any growth o;
any useful insights. Keep digging. I guarantee that you will be gy,

prised at the useful and interesting insights that this sort of explo-
ration can produce.

"Mt

Might €x.

UnN1
hon
but
we |
twe
a g1
vers
Nic;

st

use
SCr

dey
f()r

Cltg




