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0. Preface
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Our species, Homo sapiens, is the first and, so far, still the only species to possess the ability to think rationally. All of the amazing progress that we enjoy could not have happened without rational thought. Obviously, our unique ability is extremely important.

Can you define precisely what is and what is not rational thinking? Do you think rationally?

Just because we have an ability does not mean that we always — or even usually — utilize it.  We have the ability to run, but most of us do not run very often. Running is kind of hard work, so we do it only when it’s important. However, some small fraction of us seems to enjoy running; they do it voluntarily. Rational thinking also is hard work, so many people do as little of it as they possibly can. Fortunately, like runners, some people seem to enjoy rational thinking. Also as with runners, there is a wide range of rational thinking abilities, and you have to work at it to be really good.

A relatively small cadre of rational thinkers can make contributions that lift and benefit all of society. That surely has happened. However, we are finding out that a small cadre of rational-thinking practitioners focused on the scientific disciplines is not sufficient to maintain and advance a free and prosperous society. We are in very serious trouble in that regard.

In the early chapters, rational thinking and rational self-interest are carefully defined. The high points in the progress of rational thought from its beginning to the present are summarized. We pause in the present to evaluate our condition before proceeding to project the most probable future. It’s Homo sapiens from our very beginning to our eventual end.
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1. The Beginning
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In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.

And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light “day,” and the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day.

And God said, “Let there be a vault between the waters to separate water from water.” So God made the vault and separated the water under the vault from the water above it. And it was so. God called the vault “sky.” And there was evening, and there was morning—the second day.

And God said, “Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear.” And it was so. God called the dry ground “land,” and the gathered waters he called “seas.” And God saw that it was good.

Then God said, “Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.” And it was so. The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the third day.

And God said, “Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark sacred times, and days and years, and let them be lights in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth.” And it was so. God made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. 

Wait a minute. WAIT A MINUTE! Stop the music, kill the lighting, and shut down the fog machine. Is that really correct? Is that actually how the earth was created? If it is, how do we know that it is? The above account was translated from ancient Hebrew text. How did the ancient Hebrews know it is correct, and why should we believe them?

Each individual must decide what they will consider to be true and correct. There is the obvious possibility that two individuals may decide that different and incompatible things are true and correct. At most, one of them can be right, although both definitely could be wrong. Clearly, there are cases where such a difference is of no consequence, but equally clearly, there are many other cases where such a difference can be of crucial importance.

Human history is replete with instances where strongly held but conflicting views have caused problems small and large. Most human individuals tend to feel threatened if or when their core belief systems are seriously challenged. Everything from fist fights to duels to large armed conflicts has been the result.

Those who maintain a worldview that differs wildly from that held by most people are labeled mentally ill (or worse). It could well be argued that holding any worldview that significantly contradicts reality is at least a symptom of mental illness. There have been some self-resolving problems where a sizable group held the same crazy worldview that ultimately led to all of them committing suicide.

However, there are plenty of examples of those branded mentally ill later proving to be sane after all. Consider poor Galileo Galilei, who was excommunicated from the Catholic Church and sentenced to house arrest merely for pointing out that the earth revolves around the sun rather than the reverse.

It would seem incredibly useful and important to have some way to peacefully determine with reasonable certainty which view is the correct one, if any. That is an issue that needs to be well addressed early on.
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2. Rational Thinking—From Consciousness to Wisdom
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If asked to define rational thinking, many would equate it to logical thinking. That is a correct but incomplete definition. Rational thinking definitely is logical thinking, but logical thinking is not necessarily rational thinking.

Logical Thinking

The formalization of logical thinking began in ancient Greece circa 350 BCE. Aristotle is regarded as the father of logic. The first formal deductive reasoning took the form of the “syllogism.” Here is the most famous example:
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The premises are always given as true. The conclusion, then, is necessarily true. If the major premise were, “All men have three eyes,” then the syllogism would prove that Socrates has three eyes. The logic would be correct, although the conclusion would clearly be wrong when compared to reality.

Of course, a logical argument can be much more complex than a simple syllogism. However, there are always a number of premises given to be true and some number of logic steps ending in a conclusion. The conclusion must be correct (based upon the premises) if there have been no mistakes in the logic steps.

Logical Thinking
(or Deductive Reasoning)
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Englishman George Boole, known as the father of modern logic, developed symbolic logic circa 1850. Boolean logic replaces language with symbols. It provided an excellent tool for designing digital circuits when the computer age arrived.

Although the statements are terser and more concise, the same principles underlie symbolic logic, and it is sometimes utilized in areas other than mathematics and computer science.

Rational Thinking

The basis for rational thinking is the demonstrable fact that there is a single shared reality that is the same for everyone. With some careful and methodical work, we can discover and understand many of the properties and basic principles that make up and govern our reality. Building upon solid basic principles with sound logical thinking, we can deduce useful higher-level conclusions that increase and deepen our understanding of the nature of reality and how things work. The dramatic and beneficial success that humans have had in this cooperative endeavor is an extremely strong endorsement of it.

Rational thinking can be regarded as logical thinking, but certain restrictions need to be placed on the premises. There must be a high degree of confidence that all premises can be verified as valid representations of reality. If all premises are grounded in reality and the logic is correct, then the conclusions must also be an aspect of reality. The correct logic of the syllogism above did not establish that Socrates had three eyes because one of its premises (“All men have three eyes”) was not grounded in reality.

It is important that all properties, principles, and conclusions be validated against reality with documented (published) tests or experiments and logic. Then others anywhere and at any time can repeat such a test or experiment to prove to themselves that results really are consistent with the reality we all share.

If you claim something is an aspect of reality, you must be able to tell others how they can independently demonstrate or verify for


Resolving Disagreements




	They can “agree to disagree” and walk away. This may occur after a little or a lot of unproductive argument. Of course, the issue has not been resolved and will return to haunt them. The vast majority of disagreements follow this path of inaction and continue to fester.

	The stronger side could use force to impose its view on the weaker side. The weaker side may still harbor its “incorrect” (now repressed) view, so a longer-lasting resolution may require the “elimination” of the weaker side. History is replete with examples ranging from two-person duels to persecution, religious crusades, and wars.

	Both sides could agree to settle their issue(s) by employing rational thought. This is the only path guaranteed to actually resolve an issue—that is, both sides end up in agreement—and to resolve it peacefully without the use of any force!
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