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Critical thinking is not merely a cognitive skill but also an ethical
practice that requires a balance between Skepticism and open-
mindedness. While Skepticism encourages rigorous inquiry and the
rejection of dogmatism, excessive doubt can lead to intellectual
paralysis or cynicism. Similarly, open-mindedness fosters receptivity to
new ideas but, when unchecked, may result in gullibility. This paper
explores the ethical dimensions of critical thinking, examining the
tension between Skepticism and open-mindedness in philosophical
traditions, epistemology, and contemporary discourse. Through an
analysis of key thinkers—including Socrates, Hume, and Peirce—this
study aims to demonstrate how ethical critical thinking can navigate
between extremes, promoting intellectual humility, fairness, and

responsible judgment.

Introduction

Critical thinking has long been recognised as an essential component of intellectual and ethical inquiry. It
is not merely a cognitive skill but also an ethical disposition that governs how individuals engage with
knowledge, reasoning, and belief formation. At its core, critical thinking involves the capacity to evaluate
arguments, question assumptions, and make reasoned judgments based on logic and evidence (Paul &

Elder, 2019). However, critical thinking is not an isolated cognitive function; it is inherently tied to
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ethical concerns, particularly in how it balances skepticism and open-mindedness. These two
intellectual virtues, though seemingly opposed, are necessary complements in the pursuit of truth and

sound reasoning.

Skepticism functions as a safeguard against credulity and unexamined beliefs. In philosophical traditions,
skepticism has played a central role in challenging dogmatism and promoting epistemic humility. The
Pyrrhonian skeptics, for instance, advocated for epoché (suspension of judgment), arguing that the
pursuit of certainty often leads to dogmatic entrapment (Bett, 2019). Similarly, Descartes’
methodological skepticism sought to discard all dubitable beliefs to arrive at indubitable truths
(Descartes, 1641/1996). However, skepticism, when pushed to an extreme, can lead to epistemic
nihilism or relativism, where the very possibility of objective truth is undermined. Such radical
skepticism is evident in David Hume’s empirical skepticism, which questioned causation and

induction, leading to significant philosophical dilemmas (Hume, 1748/2007).

Conversely, open-mindedness represents a willingness to engage with diverse viewpoints, reconsider
prior beliefs, and remain receptive to new evidence (Baehr, 2011). It is a crucial virtue in philosophical
inquiry, ensuring that skepticism does not devolve into cynicism or intellectual rigidity. John Stuart
Mill (1859/2003) famously defended the necessity of open discourse, arguing that exposure to
contrasting opinions strengthens one’s understanding and prevents ideological stagnation. Charles
Sanders Peirce (1877/1992) similarly emphasised the "ethics of inquiry," where intellectual growth is
achieved through communal discourse and the willingness to revise beliefs based on evidence. However,
uncritical open-mindedness carries its own risks. In the absence of discriminative reasoning, individuals
may become vulnerable to misinformation, pseudoscience, and irrational beliefs (Shermer, 2002). The
ethical challenge, therefore, lies in maintaining a balance—being skeptical enough to avoid credulity

while remaining open-minded enough to engage with new ideas without prejudgment.

This research aims to explore the ethical dimensions of critical thinking by examining the interplay

between skepticism and open-mindedness. Specifically, the study seeks to:

1. Investigate the ethical implications of critical thinking and its role in responsible knowledge

acquisition.

2. Analyse how skepticism and open-mindedness function within philosophical traditions and

contemporary discourse.
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3. Propose a balanced framework for ethical critical thinking, ensuring that skepticism does not

lead to nihilism and that open-mindedness does not result in gullibility.

By drawing on philosophical, epistemological, and practical perspectives, this paper argues that ethical
critical thinking necessitates a dynamic equilibrium between skepticism and open-mindedness. Such a
balance fosters intellectual humility, fairness in judgment, and a commitment to truth—a necessary

foundation for philosophy, science, and rational public discourse.
2. Skepticism in the Ethics of Critical Thinking

Skepticism has been a central theme in philosophical inquiry, serving as a necessary counterbalance to
dogmatism and uncritical belief. As Bertrand Russell (1945) observed, “The demand for certainty is one
which is natural to man, but is nevertheless an intellectual vice.” While skepticism fosters intellectual
responsibility, it also raises ethical dilemmas: excessive doubt may lead to nihilism or denialism, while
an absence of skepticism results in credulity and misinformation. This section explores the
philosophical roots of skepticism and its ethical dimensions, emphasising the need for a balanced

approach in critical thinking.
2.1 Philosophical Roots of Skepticism
2.1.1 Pyrrhonian Skepticism: The Suspension of Judgment

The earliest systematic form of skepticism originates with Pyrrho of Elis (c. 360—270 BCE) and later
Sextus Empiricus (c. 2nd century CE), who advocated for epoché (suspension of judgment) as a
pathway to ataraxia (tranquillity of mind). According to Sextus, “The skeptical ability is one that sets up
oppositions among things which appear and are thought of in any way at all, and by means of the equal
strength of the opposing appearances and thoughts, we come first to suspension of judgment, and after

that to tranquillity” (OQutlines of Pyrrhonism, 1.8).

While Pyrrhonian skepticism promotes intellectual humility, its ethical implications are problematic. If
all claims are equally doubtful, does skepticism hinder moral and epistemic responsibility? Critics
argue that Pyrrhonian skeptics risk ethical paralysis, as they refuse to commit to any moral or rational
stance. In contemporary discourse, radical skepticism manifests in postmodern relativism, where truth
is seen as entirely subjective—an idea that has been criticised for enabling misinformation and moral

apathy (Bett, 2019).
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2.1.2 Cartesian Skepticism: Doubt as a Tool for Certainty

René Descartes (1596—1650) transformed skepticism from an end in itself to a methodological tool. In
Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), Descartes introduces methodic doubt, systematically

questioning all beliefs to establish indubitable knowledge. As he famously declared:

“I have convinced myself that there is absolutely nothing in the world, no sky, no earth, no minds, no
bodies. Does it now follow that I, too, do not exist? No. If I convinced myself of something, then I

certainly existed.” (Meditations, 11)

Descartes’ skepticism serves an ethical function—it ensures that beliefs are rationally justified rather
than blindly accepted. However, this approach also risks solipsism—a hyper-individualistic perspective
where only the self is certain. In modern discourse, scientific skepticism follows a Cartesian model,
demanding rigorous evidence before accepting claims. However, an overextension of Cartesian doubt
can be seen in climate change denial, vaccine skepticism, and conspiracy theories, where individuals

reject well-substantiated facts under the guise of “rational inquiry” (Cottingham, 1998).
2.1.3 Humean Empiricism: The Limits of Human Knowledge

David Hume (1711-1776) took skepticism further by questioning causality and induction. In An
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), he argues that our belief in causation is based on

habit, not rational necessity:

“All reasonings concerning matter of fact seem to be founded on the relation of Cause and Effect... But
what is the foundation of all conclusions from experience? It is custom alone which engages us to

suppose the future conformable to the past.” (Enquiry, IV)

Hume’s skepticism warns against overconfidence in human reasoning, advocating epistemic humility.
However, this also leads to what some scholars call “Humean despair”—if knowledge is merely
habitual, can we trust any moral or scientific claim? This dilemma echoes in contemporary debates on
scientific realism and ethical relativism, where skepticism about universal truths leads to post-truth

ideologies (Stroud, 1977).
2.2 The Ethical Dimensions of Skepticism

2.2.1 Skepticism as Intellectual Responsibility
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Skepticism, when properly applied, is an ethical obligation in critical thinking. William Clifford (1877)
in The Ethics of Belief famously asserted:

“It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”

This principle underscores the moral responsibility of inquiry—believing without sufficient reason can
lead to falsehoods, superstition, and societal harm. In philosophy, science, and journalism, skepticism

is crucial for maintaining intellectual integrity and preventing dogmatism.

However, Clifford’s rigid standard has been challenged by William James (1896) in The Will to Believe,
who argued that some beliefs (e.g., religious faith, moral convictions) must be accepted without absolute

proof:

“A rule of thinking which would absolutely prevent me from acknowledging certain kinds of truth if they

were really there, would be an irrational rule.”

This ethical debate remains central: How much skepticism is too much? While skepticism ensures
rational accountability, excessive doubt may hinder meaningful engagement with moral and

existential questions.
2.2.2 The Danger of Excessive Doubt: Denialism and Conspiracy Theories

Unchecked skepticism can lead to denialism, where individuals reject well-established truths. This is

particularly evident in:
o Climate change denial—despite overwhelming scientific consensus.
e Anti-vaccine movements—Ileading to public health crises.
o Conspiracy theories—rejecting empirical evidence in favour of unfounded speculation.

As Karl Popper (1945) noted, “Unlimited tolerance must lead to the disappearance of tolerance. If we
extend unlimited tolerance even to those who are intolerant... then the tolerant will be destroyed.” This
highlights the ethical risk: when skepticism undermines public trust in knowledge, it becomes an

agent of misinformation rather than intellectual responsibility (Lewandowsky et al., 2013).

2.2.3 Moral Skepticism and Ethical Relativism
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Skepticism in ethics raises profound challenges. J.L. Mackie (1977) famously argued for moral anti-

realism, claiming that:
“There are no objective values.” (Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, p. 15)

While moral skepticism encourages critical examination of ethical norms, it also risks relativism,
where all moral perspectives are seen as equally valid. This can lead to ethical paralysis—if no moral
claim is objectively true, can we condemn injustice? Critics argue that some degree of ethical

commitment is necessary to avoid moral nihilism (Nagel, 1986).
3. Open-Mindedness in the Ethics of Critical Thinking

While skepticism safeguards against dogmatism and uncritical belief, it must be counterbalanced by
open-mindedness, which enables intellectual growth, dialogue, and the pursuit of truth. Open-
mindedness is not mere acceptance of all viewpoints but a virtuous disposition that allows one to fairly
assess competing ideas while maintaining a commitment to rational inquiry. As John Stuart Mill (1859)

famously argued:

“The only way in which a human being can make some approach to knowing the whole of a subject, is by

hearing what can be said about it by persons of every variety of opinion.” (On Liberty, Ch. II)

This section examines the philosophical foundations of open-mindedness, its ethical virtues, and the

dangers of uncritical openness, which can lead to misinformation and intellectual passivity.
3.1 Philosophical Foundations of Open-Mindedness
3.1.1 John Stuart Mill and the Marketplace of Ideas

Mill’s argument for freedom of thought and expression is foundational to the ethics of open-
mindedness. In On Liberty (1859), he defends the marketplace of ideas, where even erroneous opinions
should be allowed because they challenge prevailing beliefs and prevent intellectual stagnation. He

articulates three key reasons why open-mindedness is essential:
1. The silenced opinion may be true—to suppress it is to assume infallibility.

2. Even if false, it may contain partial truth, helping refine our understanding.
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3. Engaging with opposition strengthens true beliefs, preventing them from becoming mere

prejudices.

Mill asserts: “He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that.” (On Liberty, Ch. 1I)
Thus, intellectual humility and the willingness to engage opposing views are ethical imperatives for
critical thinkers. However, Mill’s optimism assumes that all individuals are equally committed to truth-
seeking—an assumption challenged in contemporary debates on disinformation and ideological echo

chambers (Sunstein, 2001).
3.1.2 Charles Peirce and the Ethics of Inquiry

Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), the founder of pragmatism, developed an epistemological
framework that integrates skepticism with open-mindedness. He argued that inquiry is a self-correcting
process, where beliefs must remain open to revision through experience and dialogue. In The Fixation of

Belief (1877), Peirce criticises dogmatism:
“Let the will of the inquirer be free to follow the evidence whithersoever it seems to lead.”
For Peirce, ethical inquiry requires:

o Fallibilism—the recognition that no belief is absolutely certain.
o Commitment to evidence-based reasoning—truth emerges through communal inquiry.

o The rejection of belief systems that resist revision (e.g., rigid ideologies or pseudosciences).

Peirce’s ethics of inquiry highlight the dangers of closed-mindedness, but they also suggest a limitation
to open-mindedness: beliefs must be subject to rational scrutiny, not accepted indiscriminately

(Misak, 2004).
3.1.3 Dewey’s Pragmatism and Democratic Dialogue

John Dewey (1859-1952) extended Peirce’s ideas into the realm of democratic ethics, arguing that
open-mindedness is essential for a flourishing society. In Democracy and Education (1916), he defines

open-mindedness as a moral virtue, essential for cooperative problem-solving:

“To be genuinely open-minded, one must not only acknowledge the possibility of being wrong but

actively seek out perspectives that challenge one’s own.”
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Dewey’s pragmatism emphasises:
e Dialogue and inquiry as democratic practices.
o The ethical responsibility to listen and revise one’s beliefs.
e Education as a means of fostering open-minded reasoning.

However, Dewey warns against naive open-mindedness, stressing that not all ideas deserve equal
consideration. He distinguishes between productive debate and intellectual irresponsibility, arguing

that open-mindedness must be paired with critical evaluation (Gouinlock, 1994).
3.2 The Ethical Virtues of Open-Mindedness
3.2.1 Intellectual Humility and Fairness in Reasoning

Open-mindedness requires intellectual humility—the ability to acknowledge one’s cognitive
limitations. Immanuel Kant (1784), in his essay What is Enlightenment?, defines intellectual maturity

as:
“The courage to use one’s own reason without the guidance of another.”

Kant’s autonomy of reason suggests that true open-mindedness requires fair engagement with
opposing views while resisting passive acceptance of authority. This virtue is particularly vital in

academia, journalism, and ethical decision-making.
3.2.2 The Value of Dissent and Diverse Perspectives

Philosophers from Mill to Dewey have stressed that dissent is not an obstacle but a necessity for

knowledge and ethical progress. Karl Popper (1945), in The Open Society and Its Enemies, argues:
“The growth of knowledge depends entirely on the existence of disagreement.”
In contemporary discourse, open-mindedness is critical for:

e Scientific advancement (e.g., the paradigm shifts in Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific

Revolutions, 1962).

o Ethical progress (e.g., shifts in human rights, gender equality).

Soumen Adhikary Page | 751



ﬁ%‘i The Academic Volume 3 | Issue 7 | July 2025

e Overcoming biases in political and social reasoning.

However, Popper’s paradox of tolerance warns that open societies must reject views that undermine

rational discourse (e.g., hate speech, disinformation).
3.3 Dangers of Uncritical Open-Mindedness: Accepting Falsehoods or Misinformation
3.3.1 The Peril of False Equivalence

One of the greatest ethical risks of open-mindedness is treating all perspectives as equally valid,
regardless of their epistemic merit. Richard Dawkins (2006), in The God Delusion, critiques pseudo-

tolerance, arguing:
“A truly open mind is one that is open to evidence, not one that allows nonsense to flood in unchecked.”
This challenge is evident in contemporary issues such as:
e Media sensationalism—giving equal airtime to scientific consensus and conspiracy theories.
o Political discourse—where misinformation is framed as “just another opinion.”
3.3.2 Gullibility and Post-Truth Culture

In an era of post-truth politics, where emotions often outweigh facts, unchecked open-mindedness
enables misinformation and cognitive manipulation (Mclntyre, 2018). Studies on cognitive biases

suggest that excessive openness can lead to:
o The backfire effect—where exposure to counterevidence strengthens false beliefs.

e Confirmation bias—where individuals selectively accept information that aligns with their

worldview.

This highlights the ethical imperative of critical open-mindedness—one that evaluates claims based on

logic, evidence, and ethical responsibility.
4. Balancing Skepticism and Open-Mindedness: A Virtue Ethical Approach

Both skepticism and open-mindedness are essential to intellectual and ethical inquiry, but taken to

extremes, they lead to intellectual vices—either dogmatic skepticism that denies all knowledge or
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uncritical open-mindedness that accepts all claims without evaluation. Virtue ethics, particularly as
articulated by Aristotle, Socrates, and Immanuel Kant, provides a framework for moderation,
ensuring that intellectual humility and epistemic responsibility guide belief formation. This section

explores:
1. Aristotle’s Doctrine of the Mean as a model for balancing these intellectual virtues.
2. Intellectual humility as the ethical bridge between skepticism and open-mindedness.

3. The ethics of belief, contrasting William Clifford’s evidentialism with William James’s

pragmatism.
4.1 Aristotle’s Doctrine of the Mean: Skepticism and Open-Mindedness as Intellectual Virtues

Aristotle’s virtue ethics (Nicomachean Ethics, Book II) argues that moral and intellectual virtues lie
between two extremes—deficiency and excess. Just as courage lies between recklessness and
cowardice, so too does intellectual virtue lie between dogmatic skepticism and uncritical open-

mindedness.

“Virtue is a mean between two vices, one of excess and the other of deficiency.” (Nicomachean Ethics,

1107a)
Applying this doctrine:

o Excessive skepticism leads to radical doubt (e.g., Cartesian hyperbolic skepticism, Pyrrhonian

suspension of judgment).

o Excessive open-mindedness leads to gullibility and relativism (e.g., postmodern epistemic

permissiveness).

e The virtuous mean is critical thinking—a disposition that questions claims rationally but

remains receptive to justified beliefs.

Aristotle calls this intellectual virtue phronesis (practical wisdom)—the ability to discern when
skepticism or open-mindedness is appropriate. Without it, reason can fall into paralysis (extreme

skepticism) or misjudgment (indiscriminate acceptance).
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4.2 Intellectual Humility as a Bridge Between Skepticism and Open-Mindedness
4.2.1 Socrates and the Awareness of Ignorance

For Socrates, intellectual humility—the recognition of one’s ignorance—is the foundation of all
critical thought. His Socratic method exemplifies the balance between skepticism and open-

mindedness:
o Skepticism—Through elenchus (cross-examination), Socrates challenges false beliefs.
e Open-mindedness—He remains receptive to better arguments and new insights.
Socrates famously asserts:“I neither know nor think I know.” (4pology, 21d)

This awareness of ignorance prevents dogmatism while maintaining an openness to truth. Thus,

intellectual humility is not passivity but an active, ethical practice of inquiry.
4.2.2 Kant’s Critical Philosophy: The Limits of Reason as a Guide for Ethical Thought

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) provides a deontological foundation for balancing skepticism and open-
mindedness. His critical philosophy argues that reason has limits, beyond which skepticism becomes

unreasonable and open-mindedness unwarranted.
In the Critique of Pure Reason (1781), Kant distinguishes:
o Phenomena (what can be known through experience).
e Noumena (what lies beyond human cognition).
This distinction moderates skepticism:
e We must doubt claims beyond empirical verification.
o But we must also accept the limits of reason, allowing space for faith and practical reason.
Kant argues:

“Skepticism is thus a resting-place for human reason, where it can reflect upon its dogmatic wanderings.”

(Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, 4:375)
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Thus, Kantian humility:
e Guards against absolute skepticism (which denies the possibility of knowledge).

e Guards against uncritical openness (which accepts all metaphysical claims uncritically).

Kant’s philosophy suggests that intellectual humility entails knowing what one can and cannot

rationally claim.
4.3 Epistemic Responsibility and the Ethics of Belief

A central ethical issue in critical thinking is: When is belief justified? This question is the focal point of

the debate between William Clifford and William James on the ethics of belief.
4.3.1 William Clifford: Belief Requires Sufficient Evidence
In The Ethics of Belief (1877), William Clifford argues for strict evidentialism:
“It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”
For Clifford:
o Skepticism is a moral duty—we must not accept beliefs without rigorous evidence.
o Faith-based belief is unethical—it fosters credulity and intellectual irresponsibility.
o Scientific skepticism is an ethical ideal—we must demand justification for all claims.

Clifford’s stance aligns with scientific reasoning, but critics argue that it is too rigid, dismissing

reasonable but unprovable beliefs (e.g., moral convictions, religious faith).
4.3.2 William James: The Will to Believe
William James, in The Will to Believe (1896), offers a pragmatist counterargument:

“Our passional nature must decide an option between propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that

cannot by its nature be decided on intellectual grounds.”

James argues:
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e Not all beliefs require prior evidence—some beliefs (e.g., trust, moral convictions) must be

acted upon before evidence is available.

o Religious belief is rationally permissible—if belief in God brings moral and existential

meaning, it can be ethically justified.

o Skepticism must not stifle human experience—excessive doubt can lead to intellectual

paralysis.
This debate highlights the tension between skepticism and open-mindedness:
o Clifford warns against uncritical open-mindedness, insisting on strict epistemic responsibility.

e James warns against overzealous skepticism, arguing that some beliefs are justified

pragmatically.
A virtue ethical approach reconciles these positions:

e Skepticism must be exercised responsibly—we should demand evidence but not at the cost of

intellectual paralysis.

e Open-mindedness must be critical—we must allow reasonable yet unprovable beliefs while

avoiding gullibility.
So, Balancing skepticism and open-mindedness is a virtue ethical challenge that requires:

e Moderation (Aristotle)—critical thinking as a mean between dogmatic skepticism and

credulous open-mindedness.
o Intellectual humility (Socrates, Kant)—awareness of one’s limits and fallibility.

o Epistemic responsibility (Clifford vs. James)—evaluating when belief without evidence is

justified.

This ethical equilibrium ensures that rational inquiry remains both rigorous and receptive, fostering

a responsible intellectual culture that resists both dogmatism and misinformation.
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5. Contemporary Applications: The Ethics of Critical Thinking in Society

The ethical practice of critical thinking extends beyond philosophy into contemporary social, political,
and academic contexts. The digital age, marked by rapid information dissemination, misinformation,
and ideological polarisation, has heightened the need for a balanced approach to skepticism and
open-mindedness. This section explores three critical domains where the ethics of critical thinking plays

a vital role:

1. Media and misinformation—examining the role of skepticism in navigating fake news and

conspiracy theories.

2. Science and public discourse—analysing how ethical skepticism applies to scientific debates,

particularly climate change.

3. Education and pedagogy——considering how ethical critical thinking can be cultivated in

academic and public life.
5.1 Media and Misinformation: The Challenge of Fake News and Post-Truth Politics
5.1.1 The Rise of Fake News and Post-Truth Politics

In the contemporary digital landscape, misinformation spreads rapidly, often amplified by social
media algorithms and partisan echo chambers. The post-truth era, where emotions and personal
beliefs override objective facts, challenges the traditional role of skepticism and rational inquiry in

public discourse.
As philosopher Harry Frankfurt (2005) notes in On Bullshit:

“Bullshit is more insidious than lies, for the liar at least acknowledges truth, whereas the bullshitter is

indifferent to it.”

This indifference to truth manifests in fake news, political propaganda, and pseudo-scientific claims,

necessitating ethical skepticism to counteract these trends.
5.1.2 How Misplaced Skepticism Fuels Conspiracy Theories

While critical inquiry is essential, misplaced skepticism—where doubt becomes an end rather than a

means to truth—fuels conspiracy thinking.
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For example:

e Climate change denialism and anti-vaccine movements distort scientific findings by selectively

applying skepticism.

o Flat Earth theories and QAnon conspiracies reject overwhelming evidence, portraying

skepticism as an end in itself.
Philosopher Karl Popper (1945) warns against such unfalsifiable claims:
“A theory that explains everything, explains nothing.” (7he Open Society and Its Enemies)

Ethical skepticism must be applied responsibly, differentiating legitimate critical inquiry from

irrational denialism.
5.2 Science and Public Discourse: Ethical Skepticism in Climate Change Debates
5.2.1 The Ethics of Climate Change Skepticism

The debate surrounding climate change exemplifies the ethical dilemmas of critical thinking. Scientific
skepticism, as advocated by Popper and Kuhn, is essential to progress and falsifiability. However,
manufactured skepticism, where doubt is strategically amplified to delay action, is ethically

problematic.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) consistently provides peer-reviewed
evidence of anthropogenic climate change. Yet, corporate interests and political agendas promote

unwarranted skepticism, distorting public understanding.
Philosopher Naomi Oreskes (2010) argues:

“The doubt-mongering strategy is not about scientific truth but about manufacturing uncertainty to hinder

policy action.” (Merchants of Doubt)
5.2.2 Open-Mindedness in Interdisciplinary Dialogue

While skepticism is crucial, dogmatic skepticism stifles progress. Open-mindedness, particularly in

interdisciplinary dialogue, enables solutions by integrating perspectives from:
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e Science (climatology, physics)—empirical research on global warming.
o Philosophy and ethics—moral responsibility toward future generations.
e Economics and policy-making—balancing environmental sustainability with economic needs.
Thus, ethical critical thinking in science requires:
o Healthy skepticism—demanding rigorous evidence.
e Constructive open-mindedness—engaging with diverse disciplinary insights.
5.3 Education and Pedagogy: Fostering Ethical Critical Thinking
5.3.1 The Role of Critical Thinking in Academic and Public Life
Education plays a pivotal role in developing ethical critical thinking. A well-structured pedagogy must:

o Cultivate skepticism without cynicism—encouraging students to question without rejecting

authority arbitrarily.

e Promote open-mindedness without gullibility—teaching students to consider diverse

perspectives while evaluating them critically.
John Dewey (1933), in How We Think, emphasises:
“The most important attitude that can be formed is that of desire to go on learning.”
5.3.2 The Balance Between Critical Questioning and Constructive Learning

The challenge in education is maintaining the balance between questioning and constructive

learning:

o Excessive skepticism leads to intellectual nihilism—students may refuse to accept any

knowledge as legitimate.

e Uncritical open-mindedness leads to acceptance of misinformation, undermining intellectual

rigour.
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Philosophers of education, such as Paulo Freire (1970) in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, advocate for
dialogical education, where students and teachers engage in mutual inquiry, avoiding both dogmatic

instruction and uncritical relativism.
5.3.3 Ethical Critical Thinking in the Public Sphere

Beyond academia, critical thinking is essential in civic engagement. Societies with low critical thinking

literacy are susceptible to:
e Authoritarianism—where propaganda manipulates public opinion.

e Pseudoscience—where unverified claims (e.g., astrology, homeopathy) are given undue

credibility.
e Polarisation—where ideological camps refuse dialogue.

Thus, ethical critical thinking must be institutionalised in education policies to foster a rational,

informed citizenry.

So, The ethics of critical thinking has urgent contemporary applications:
o In media, it is crucial to navigate misinformation while avoiding conspiratorial skepticism.
o In science, it fosters rational engagement with pressing issues like climate change.

e In education, it ensures a balanced intellectual culture that values inquiry without descending

into relativism.

Balancing skepticism and open-mindedness is not merely a philosophical challenge but an ethical

imperative in shaping responsible individuals and societies.
Conclusion

This study has examined the ethics of critical thinking through the lens of balancing skepticism and open-
mindedness, highlighting their moral and intellectual significance in both philosophical discourse and
contemporary society. At its core, critical thinking is not simply a tool for knowledge acquisition but an
ethical practice that demands intellectual virtues such as humility, fairness, and responsibility. Excessive

skepticism risks descending into intellectual nihilism, while uncritical open-mindedness can lead to

Soumen Adhikary Page | 760



fr:%] The Academic Volume 3 | Issue 7 | July 2025

credulity and misinformation—both detrimental to rational inquiry. Drawing on traditions from
Pyrrhonian skepticism to Cartesian doubt, and insights from thinkers like Mill, Peirce, and Dewey, the
study underscores that ethical critical thinking requires moderation, as emphasized in Aristotle’s Doctrine
of the Mean. Socratic humility and Kantian critical reason further provide a normative guide for
navigating belief formation with moral accountability, as seen in the classic debate between Clifford and
James. In an age of misinformation and post-truth politics, fostering this balance is crucial for preserving
democratic dialogue, advancing scientific literacy, and promoting epistemic justice. As Mill reminds us,
the free exchange of ideas is indispensable for human progress—but only when accompanied by a
critical, yet open mind. Looking ahead, future research must continue exploring virtue epistemology, the
ethics of belief in the context of Al, and cross-cultural frameworks for intellectual integrity. Ultimately,

ethical critical thinking is not an academic luxury—it is an urgent civic and philosophical imperative.
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