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BUILDING BETTER DISCOURSE 
Nathan King (Philosophy Department) 

 
I. Clarifications 

Terminology 

• Two people disagree about a claim if they take incompatible attitudes toward that claim. Two varieties: 
(1) belief vs. disbelief; (2) belief vs. suspending judgment. 

• To be disagreeable toward someone is to express disagreement in a way that goes beyond merely stating 
our views. 

Caveats 

• Merely expressing disagreement is not always disagreeable. 
• Sometimes, it’s appropriate to be disagreeable. 

Working Assumptions  

• Given the state of public discourse today, it would be good if we could cut down on disagreeableness 
that doesn’t serve some good end.  

• It would be good if we didn’t automatically assume that our own favored ends are so important that they 
automatically justify our being disagreeable, or that they make disagreeable speech wise.  

II. Fallacies to Flee 

• The Ad Hominem Fallacy: This fallacy attacks the person who has stated a view or argument instead of 
providing a rational critique of that view or argument. 
 

• The Attitude-to-Agent (Proposition-to-Person) Fallacy: This fallacy occurs when our thinking moves 
straight from the attitude (e.g., belief) a person takes toward a proposition to a negative assessment of 
the person herself. 
 

• The Argument / Claim Conflation: This fallacy involves confusing the reasons someone gives for a 
claim with the claim itself. It conflates objecting to someone’s evidence with objecting to the claim their 
evidence is intended to support. What such thinking ignores: there can be more than one reason for 
endorsing a single view. 
 

• The Straw Man Fallacy: This fallacy involves weakening someone’s view or argument in a way that 
makes it easier to attack.  

All of the fallacies just discussed are easy to understand. But they’re hard to avoid. Why is this? 

III. Civil Discourse and Jesus’ Love Commands 

• Jesus’ love commands (Matthew ch. 22) 
• The Silver Rule: Don’t do unto others… 
• The Golden Rule: Do unto others….        
• How the commands apply to civil discourse                  
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IV. Intellectual Virtues to Seek 

• Intellectual humility is the virtue that enables us reasonably to assess our intellectual limitations or 
weaknesses, and to own these shortcomings by doing something about them. Two applications: (1) our 
limited grasp of relevant evidence; (2) our limited grasp of others’ minds. 
 

• Open-mindedness is the virtue that enables us to transcend our current perspective for the sake of 
learning. This virtue inhibits vices like dogmatism and inflexibility. 
• A concern (and a reply) 
• Open-mindedness: about claims and people 

 
• Intellectual firmness is the virtue that enables us to maintain our own perspective—to hold onto our 

beliefs unless given good reason to abandon them. 
 

• Intellectual perseverance is the virtue that enables us to overcome obstacles to our gaining, keeping, and 
sharing knowledge. 

Why civil discourse is difficult: it requires good functioning in several related spheres of activity.  

Fig.: Some Spheres of Activity and their Corresponding Virtues: 

 

The need for grace… 

 

V. Next Steps 

To grow in intellectual virtue, we can: 

• Remind ourselves of the kind of intellectual character we want to have; 
• Find role models whose stories display what it looks like to be intellectually courageous, humble, open-

minded, persevering, etc.; 
• Choose our situations wisely; and 
• Train for intellectual virtue. 
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SOME RESOURCES FOR GROWTH IN INTELLECTUAL VIRTUE 
Nathan King (Philosophy Department) 

 
Intellectual Virtues and the College Community 

Below are some Dos and Don’ts for expressing intellectual virtue in civil discourse (phrased for a community). 

Intellectual Virtue Do Don’t 
Curiosity We ask good questions and seek good answers 

through further research and discussion. 
We don’t rest content with pat answers. We dig deeper! 

Carefulness We read and post articles from reliable sources – 
sources that fact-check their information and 
don’t display consistent biases. To protect against 
biases, we seek input from more than one 
perspective. We assess all perspectives with care. 

We don’t cite or share articles we haven’t read. We 
avoid sources known to be biased. We don’t form firm 
beliefs based on a small subset of the available 
evidence.  

Autonomy We take responsibility for our own learning. We don’t adopt others’ views or arguments as our own 
without thinking about them first.  

Humility We own our intellectual limitations. When we 
find ourselves near our limits, we (i) seek expert 
guidance, (ii) seek better information and more 
training, and (iii) hold our views loosely.  

We don’t feign expertise. And even in areas where we 
are experts, we show a willingness to learn from others. 
We are not afraid to ask questions that reveal our 
ignorance. To do so is to give up opportunities for 
learning. 

Honesty  We revere the truth in our speaking, reading, and 
thinking. We apply the same intellectual 
standards to our own views that we apply to 
dissenting views. We avoid double-standards. 

We don’t post articles or say things that intentionally 
obscure or distort the truth. We avoid lying, bluffing, 
and bullshitting. We avoid selective presentations of 
evidence. 

Perseverance We realize that thinking about difficult or 
controversial issues is a long-term project. So, 
when we care about something, we commit to 
thinking about it for an extended period. We seek 
to overcome obstacles to thinking well (e.g., 
distraction, procrastination, and fatigue). 

We don’t abandon inquiry just because it is difficult. 

Courage We try to think well in the face of threats and 
fears. We challenge own beliefs, even if this is 
uncomfortable. But when we have good reasons 
for our beliefs, we defend them even when others 
dissent.  

If we have a good idea about something, we don’t 
refrain from speaking up simply for fear of criticism.  

Open-Mindedness We seek input from people who don’t share our 
views in an effort to learn from others. 

We don’t read only material by people “on our side.” 
We avoid echo chambers. We expand our perspective. 

Firmness Being charitable, fair, careful, humble, etc. does 
not mean we must give up our beliefs. So, when 
we have good reasons for our beliefs, we seek to 
uphold and defend them. We doubt our doubts. 

Insofar as it is up to us, we don’t give up our beliefs at 
the first sign of an objection, or for poor reasons, or due 
to peer pressure. 

Fair-Mindedness Before criticizing the view of someone who 
disagrees with us, we check with the person to 
ensure that we understand the view. We resist 
forming unflattering beliefs about others’ 
intellectual character until we have a lot of 
evidence. We don’t assume the worst. 

We don’t engage others in discussion tactics that we 
would resent if the tables were turned. We don’t 
attribute a view to another person that he or she rejects. 
(Example: if discussing abortion, we don’t attribute to 
the pro-choicer the belief that murder is permissible. We 
don’t attribute to the pro-lifer the belief that women’s 
rights aren’t important.)  

Charity We treat our discussion partners as we would like 
to be treated. We go beyond fairly criticizing the 
views our dissenters actually hold. We help 
dissenters build the best possible version of their 
view before we criticize it. As far as we 
reasonably can, we assume the best about others’ 
intellectual character. 
 

We don’t write or say anything in response to someone 
else if we would not appreciate a similar approach / tone 
in return. 
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Role Models for Intellectual Virtue 

The following works provide several narratives of intellectually virtuous people: 
 

• Jason Baehr, Cultivating Good Minds. Available for free at http://intellectualvirtues.org/ 
• Philip Dow, Virtuous Minds (InterVarsity Press, 2013). 
• Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (Yale, 2001). 
• Robert C. Roberts and Jay Wood, Intellectual Virtues (Oxford, 2007). 
• Rachel Swaby, Headstrong: 52 Women Who Changed Science and the World (Broadway, 2015). 

 

Training for Intellectual Virtue 

Here are two exercises intended as opportunities for growth in such intellectual virtues as humility, courage, 
open-mindedness, fair-mindedness, firmness, and perseverance. 

1. Visit the Coffee Shop: find someone with whom you disagree about a topic that is important to both of 
you. Take this person to coffee and discuss your disagreements. Don’t try to “convert” the other person 
to your side. Instead, see what you can learn about the other person’s reasons for holding their view. 
Listen intently. Ask questions. Do not criticize the other person’s view until you can characterize that 
view to the other person’s satisfaction. When the appointment is over, jot down a few notes about what 
you have learned. Extra-credit: make a habit of this exercise. 
 

2. Read the Opposition: select a controversial topic about which you have a firm view. Then, seek and read 
the work of someone on the opposite side. (Try to find the most reputable source you can.) Read this 
person’s work carefully, with the intention of learning. Work to interpret the opposing view as you 
would want your own view to be interpreted. Before you criticize the opposing view, ensure that you 
have understood the best possible version of it. Extra-credit: repeat this exercise several times.  

 

Teaching for Intellectual Virtue 

The following resources provide many good suggestions for fostering students’ growth in intellectual virtues: 

• Jason Baehr, Educating for Intellectual Virtues: An Introductory Guide for College and University 
Instructors. Available for free at: https://jasonbaehr.wordpress.com/ 

• Jason Baehr (ed.), Intellectual Virtues and Education (Routledge, 2016). 

http://intellectualvirtues.org/
https://jasonbaehr.wordpress.com/

