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​Three Fingers, One Brain, and the Eternal Quest for Common Sense
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Understanding the world is never as effortless as flicking a switch or tuning into a convenient podcast. Every unfamiliar idea arrives like a strange fruit, and to make sense of it we instinctively compare it with what we already know. Cognitive scientists refer to this mental scaffolding as our schema—a framework we carry with us, often imperfect and occasionally overstuffed. When a literature student is dropped into a statistics lecture, for instance, they may stare at the equations with the bewilderment of a goldfish confronted with a Rubik’s cube. The problem is not intelligence but the absence of the necessary schema to interpret what they see.

These schemas differ from person to person because they grow from varied sources: family, education, social class, culture, religion, and even the random conversations that vanish from memory but leave behind faint impressions. They form our lens on reality. And because each lens is slightly warped—like glasses smudged from yesterday’s breakfast—no one’s schema captures the world with perfect clarity. Our senses compound this imperfection. They are limited instruments, easily fooled, and our reasoning is prone to biases and fallacies. The implication is simple: the pursuit of knowledge begins with intellectual humility. Skepticism is not cynicism; it is the brain’s survival instinct. Questioning the inherited frameworks we use to interpret the world is the first step toward clearer understanding.

The next step is recognizing where knowledge actually comes from. Observations form the raw data we gather through our senses, whether it is the pedestrian fact that a neighbour’s cat persistently eyes your breakfast or something more profound. Experiences and experiments add another layer through direct engagement with the world; even an accidental kitchen mishap, like discovering how milk curdles when it meets hot cereal in the wrong order, becomes an instructive moment. To this we add collective accounts—the accumulated experiences and interpretations of others—whether recorded in history books, scientific journals, or less respectable sources. And underlying all of this is logical reasoning, the internal process by which we connect these fragments into coherent understanding. Reasoning works through induction, when we generalize from patterns we observe; deduction, when we apply general principles to specific cases; and abduction, when we infer the most plausible explanation from scattered clues.

Recognizing these sources equips us to interrogate what we have inherited. This interrogation must begin with ourselves. The beliefs we carry are not personal failings; they are part of the intellectual baggage handed to us by parents, teachers, and society. To evaluate them honestly, we must detach ideas from identity, examine their origins, and allow them to stand on their own merits. Many biases dissolve once a belief is internalized enough to be critically examined rather than defensively protected.

From there, the same approach can be applied to external claims. Every piece of knowledge should be traced to its foundation: observation, experience, collective testimony, or logical inference. If a belief arises solely from emotion, imagination, or wishful thinking, it does not qualify as reliable knowledge. Even fiction, which springs from imagination, contains its most enduring truths because authors draw on lived experience and human psychology, interpreting them through narrative rather than argument.

This critical discipline leads to a final essential distinction: the difference between truth and opinion. Truth is both verified and verifiable. We recognize it in statements that correspond to material reality: humans walk on two legs, honesty is an action, love expresses itself through sacrifice. Opinions, by contrast, are beliefs awaiting confirmation. “I think it will rain tomorrow” remains an opinion until evidence arrives; “It rained at noon” becomes truth once observed. We rely on this distinction instinctively in daily life—saying “I believe he is coming” rather than “I know he is here”—but acknowledging it explicitly is foundational for intellectual humility. Verification is the bridge that transforms belief into knowledge.

Armed with an understanding of schemas, the origins of knowledge, and the line between truth and opinion, one can embark on the lifelong task of refining how one thinks. Question inherited assumptions first, internalize them with honesty, then turn that same critical gaze outward. Through skepticism, curiosity, and humility, we cultivate a mind capable of confronting the world without surrendering to it—one that uses its limited senses and imperfect reasoning not as excuses for ignorance but as tools for approaching truth with clarity and care.
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Hierarchies permeate human life. They surface in workplaces, in families, in political institutions, and even in the slow-moving queue for a neighbourhood tea stall. Some hierarchies are functional: they organise tasks, protect the vulnerable and coordinate collective effort. Others, however, are exploitative, self-serving and illegitimate—structures that resemble a petty thief helping itself to whatever advantage it can claim. The challenge is not to eliminate all hierarchies but to distinguish the legitimate from the parasitic. Doing so requires a systematic analytical lens, a kind of intellectual detective kit for identifying power relations as they operate beneath the surface of everyday life.

The first shift is a conceptual one: we must change how we relate to authority. Two guiding principles help transform our posture from passive acceptance to active scrutiny. The first is the burden of proof. Authority is not self-justifying, nor is it a natural entitlement. Anyone who claims power over another must explain why that authority ought to be accepted. In some cases, justification is clear: we temporarily grant authority to a doctor during surgery or to a skilled mason building a home. Even here, the authority rests not on inherent superiority but on specific expertise relevant to a particular context. These are not permanent hierarchies; they are temporary, instrumental and beneficial. They solve immediate problems, and their legitimacy lasts only so long as their usefulness does. And even these forms of authority are not beyond questioning—no authority is. The second principle builds on this: we must begin with a default assumption of illegitimacy. Hierarchy should be considered suspicious until demonstrated otherwise, and only those structures that genuinely serve the interests of the subordinate have any claim to justification.

Once this skeptical attitude is established, it becomes possible to analyse domination itself. Illegitimate hierarchies crystallise into relationships between an elite and a subordinate—one side active, deciding, defining and commanding, and the other side passive, complying, obeying and being acted upon. These dynamics are visible in the smallest details of interaction: who speaks and who listens, who creates rules and who is bound by them, who constructs meaning and who must accept it. When these patterns are systematically mapped, what once appeared as the natural order of things reveals itself as a negotiable, constructed structure.

Yet power does not endure simply because it is written into rules or organisational charts. Culture, tradition and psychology embed hierarchy deeply into the social imagination. Cultural narratives—religious stories, folklore, national myths—legitimise domination by presenting certain groups as naturally suited to lead and others to serve. Traditional structures, such as caste systems or inherited titles, sanctify inequality through lineage. Over time, subordinates may internalise submission; fear and habit evolve into quiet compliance, and the hierarchy begins to reproduce itself without visible coercion. A hierarchy is only fully entrenched when those at the bottom have been socially conditioned to police themselves.

Understanding hierarchies also requires tracking the tools elites use to maintain their position—the different forms of capital that sustain dominance. Cultural capital shapes tastes and values; political capital leverages state power and influence; capitalist or economic capital controls resources and labour; and intellectual capital secures authority through knowledge, expertise or prestige. These forms rarely operate alone. Wealth can buy influence; influence can mold culture; culture can justify political control. Their synergy creates resilient systems of domination that appear both natural and inevitable.

This analytical approach differs from classical Marxism in one crucial respect: it does not reduce all forms of domination to economic class. Instead, it offers a broader framework for understanding authority across multiple domains. Through this lens, a wide range of hierarchical systems become perceptible and comparable. Patriarchy appears as the domination of male elites over women; capitalism as the dominance of owners over workers, nature and society; representative democracy as the concentration of power in political elites over the masses; racism as the elevation of one race above another; colonialism as the domination of colonisers over colonised populations. Similar patterns emerge in corporatism, bureaucracy, totalitarianism, fascism, authoritarian socialism, and even within political parties themselves, where party elites dominate both workers and supporters. Each of these arrangements can be analysed by examining the relations of domination: command versus obedience, active versus passive, subject versus object, elite versus subordinate. The framework also invites an investigation of which forms of capital are deployed to stabilise these relations and to manufacture consent.

To apply this framework in practice, one must proceed methodically. Begin by defining the hierarchy: identify the actors, their roles and the system that binds them together. Challenge its legitimacy using the principles of burden of proof and presumed illegitimacy: ask why this structure exists and whom it truly serves. Diagnose the mechanisms of domination by mapping who acts, who obeys and how decisions are made. Examine the sustaining systems—cultural norms, traditional structures and psychological conditioning—that render the hierarchy natural to its participants. Finally, map the sources of power: determine which forms of capital the elite rely upon and how these combine to reinforce authority.

What emerges from this process is a precise map of power, one that reveals both the justified and the corrupt, both the functional and the oppressive. Hierarchies are not inherently evil; they are often necessary in coordinating human life. But illegitimate hierarchies flourish when left unexamined, and they thrive on the assumption that authority is self-evident. By cultivating a habit of skepticism, by learning to diagnose domination and by tracing the invisible supports that make it seem natural, we arm ourselves with the intellectual tools needed to understand how power works and why it persists.

This is less a political ideology than a disciplined way of seeing—an analytical practice of refusing to be taken in by appearances, of questioning claims to authority and of understanding the mechanics of social order. It is detective work for the mind: alert, curious, unafraid to probe and never persuaded simply because someone insists they should be obeyed.
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