An Introduction to Essential Thinking,
with Probably Irrelevant Pictures that the Author Might be Able to
make Relevant, but In Any Case, the Pictures are Probably Interesting,
and, It is Hoped, the Material Herein is More Probably Interesting
A picture of tadpoles in a puddle for growing taro (aka kalo) in Kaua’i
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Warning: Proceed no further if survival, wealth, or popularity are your primary achievements or
goals to be achieved. Essential thinking is dangerous. It is dangerous in part because it cuts no
slack for power or authority or wealth or any of the usual distractions from clarity and honesty,
and those who practice essential thinking are therefore the greatest threat to anyone who
relies on distraction or intimidation or deception to maintain their positions at any of the tops
of any of the hierarchies. Those at any of the tops at any of the hierarchies will therefore take
any necessary steps to prevent people from engaging in essential thinking, including, but not
necessarily limited to, killing them (Socrates), firing them (many people), or preventing them
from learning how to think essentially (many of the unfortunate victims of US public education).
A picture of a fluffy bunny butt near Buffalo, NY
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Warning, part 2: Essential thinking is also unpopular. It is unpopular because it cuts people no slack for
their relationships, or lack thereof, with the person who is engaged in essential thinking: best friends
and worst enemies get the same treatment because essential thinking is about getting to the core ideas
in any given situation and evaluating those ideas on the merits of those ideas alone, not about
maintaining in groups or out groups or at groups or through groups or any prepositional group. If one’s
group is the most important thing, essential thinking can’t be done effectively or expertly.

A picture of a magpie having a look at the Danube River from a vantage point in Budapest, Hungary
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Warning, part 3: Essential thinking is just plain weird. Most people don’t know how to do it, and when
they encounter thinking, they find it noteworthy for its strangeness and those who engage in it
noteworthy for their strangeness, like the freaks in the freak shows in early modern circuses. Of those
who know how to do it, many decide that safety or success of various kinds or other ways of using their
time and energy are worth more than the use of their skills in essential thinking. It’s a choice that each
person has to make, and frankly, if everyone who were capable of essential thinking engaged in it,
they’d be weeded out of the population quickly, and getting anyone who was capable of essential
thinking would be a genetic rarity. Maybe this is already so.
In the best cases, those who think are treated like freaks, but in many cultures, including the one of
which I’m a member, anything strange or different or unexpected is not an inspiration for curiosity but a
source of fear and then, quickly, of hostility. So beware, and pay attention to and keep track of and
minimize direct involvement with those who find thinking weird.

A picture of a snake with an orange band, found in Walnut Canyon, Arizona
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A note on terms: Critical thinking has acquired negative connotations. Connotations are ideas that
words suggest, rather than require. Many people think of ‘critical’ in a bad way, as if making distinctions
is a bad thing because it requires everyone to be careful about what they think and say and write, and
when one of those activities fails, the person who points out the failure is thought to be the bad guy.
Sometimes, making distinctions and figuring out how thinking and writing and speaking might be done
better might not be helpful, but making distinctions and doing better are what this book is all about.
‘Critical’ also means really, really important, as in ‘critical care’, which is what we call medical
intervention that is necessary to maintain life. In that sense, critical thinking remains critical in some
ways, even though dangerous.
But to accommodate people who are confused about the meanings of terms and who insist on
remaining confused, this book is about essential thinking. ‘Essential’ also means really, really important.
The main goal with this word is to mean that we are going to do our best to get to the bottom of things,
so to speak, or write, which means that we are not going to accept the surface presentation of anything.
We are going to learn to ask good questions and keep looking until we find good answers.
And if all of that makes us unpopular, as if we are covered in spikes like this gentle giant of a porcupine
nibbling in New Hampshire, then—oh, well. That’s the price for living a considered life. Essential thinking
might not make us popular, but it is still important, so we do it anyway. We just keep our thoughts to
ourselves most of the time.
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As important as essential thinking is, it’s not for everyone. Essential thinking requires an ability to think,
so anyone in a vegetative state is not going to benefit from this guide.
Most people who can think can improve their skills in essential thinking, if they want to. So essential
thinking requires a desire to do better thinking. If you don’t want to think or don’t want to do better
thinking, this book will not be useful.
Essential thinking also relies on a set of skills known as executive function. These skills include managing
memory, attention, and effort; people who have better executive function will go farther in essential
thinking than those who are not so good at executive function. However, if one does improve one’s
essential thinking skills, one will be able to think essentially about one’s own strengths and weaknesses
and will be able to figure out ways to manage executive function better. Because part of this project is
to make distinctions, we’re not going to say that everyone can do this, or that everyone can do this to
the same level of expertise. We are going to say that in evaluating our own and other’s essential
thinking skills, we need to make a distinction between those who are doing their best with what they
currently understand and are doing their best to improve, and those who just don’t want to do better,
and those who want to shut down what other people are able to do.

This is a bee on a flower in Valle de Bravo, Mexico. Bees are interesting animals; if they don’t do their
best, they die, and this is accurate of most wild animals. They might die if they do their best, too, but
probably less frequently.
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Before essential thinking begins, it is useful to do some thinking about thinking. People have different
ideas about ideas and information, and in this section on pre-essential thinking, we’ll cover a few of
them. There are probably other options, and combinations of options, and greater or lesser
modifications of options, but these big options will provide some outline-type structure to thinking
about thinking. Part of essential thinking is looking for more information and more options, so this is a
good start because it gives us some information, but not all of the information, so we still have room to
look for more information and ideas.

A picture of elk in the Rocky Mountain National Park
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Sometimes, people only have information and ideas because other people have given that information
and those ideas, or have prevented people from acquiring or developing other information and ideas.
Essential thinking requires time and energy, so anything that requires most or all of someone’s time and
energy can be used to prevent acquiring or developing information and ideas. Entire cultures and
subcultures and sub-subcultures and so on all the way down to individuals have been and are devoted
to this kind of control of information and ideas. People in this pattern only think thoughts that they
already have, and they are often offended by even the possibility that other thoughts might exist. Such
thinking is necessarily limiting because it is limited. But it is also possible that people in these situations
work well with the information and thoughts that are allowed to them or that they allow themselves.
More often, people have trouble working with the information and ideas that are available to them
because there is no room for working with information and ideas—the only option is to accept the
provided information and ideas.

A picture of a pigeon with black-and-white feathers visible, walking along in Mexico City. The pigeon
might have purple feathers on the other side, but the picture shows only one perspective on the pigeon.
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Another way of working with ideas and information is to act as if one owns an idea or set of information.
Thanks to copyright law, it is possible to own the outcome(s) of an idea or set of information, but the
cognitive activities of learning, knowing, remembering, thinking, etc., can be engaged in by many
people. People who believe they own an idea or information might be interested in telling other people
their idea or information, but they are not interested in discussing or talking about ideas or information.
A friend of mine believes that this kind of possessiveness is an identifying symptom of people who don’t
have a lot of ideas. When ideas are a scarce resource, people defend them and go to war over them
because perhaps they are afraid that there won’t be any more ideas or that the ideas won’t be their
ideas once other people interact with them. For people who believe that ideas and information are
scarce resources, even a question meant to clarify the idea or information is an offensive kind of
interaction.

This is one of my favorite pictures because there is so much happening—many animals and plants and
atmospheric conditions.
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Another pattern of ways to work with ideas and information, and the pattern that I prefer and hope to
help others develop through this information on essential thinking, is to treat information as readily
available to anyone who seeks it honestly and ideas as fun and beautiful playthings, like kaleidoscopes
or real wooden blocks. In this case, we don’t need to own ideas, or have only a few ideas. We can have
more ideas any time we want to just by thinking. And we can stack them, throw them across the room,
see how they look under various lighting conditions, paint them, give them to somebody else to find out
what someone else might do with them, see how they change as they move in relationship to each
other, etc. There are few actual limits on what ideas and information are available to play with, and few
actual limits on what we can do with ideas and information. We might decide to limit ourselves for
various reasons—blocks work better as building toys than as balls—but we’ll figure out what limits we
prefer as we go along. And we’ll be curious about what people do when they make different decisions
about what ideas are good for. Some great leaps in thinking have been made by using ideas in different
ways.

A picture of a fish in a creek. We had gone looking for fossils in this creek, of which there were many,
but fossils aren’t the only possibility, and we found and watched several of these fish, too, along with
the reflections on the water, the colored rocks, the trees in the forest through which the creek flowed,
the insects, etc.
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I intend for this introduction to be relatively useful on its own, so I’m going to introduce some useful
questions here, so that the process of essential thinking can be started as soon as possible. Asking
questions is not the same as solving problems, but asking good questions is a good place to start. It
might not be the only place to start, and I didn’t start with asking questions but with warnings.

A picture of a couple of corvids near Brussels, Belgium
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The first question is: What is this? What is here? What is happening right in front of me? One has to be
clear on the kinds of information that one has available before making decisions about what to do with
that information. For example, this is not snails and a succulent and some forbs; this is a picture of snails
and a succulent and some forbs (in Nabeul, Tunisia). If we want to be even more careful, this is a picture
of some snail shells (I’m not sure I see anything other than shells), the upper and outer surfaces of
leaves on a succulent, and mostly the broad-leafed portions of the forbs.
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Here’s a good question: What are some other options? There is rarely, if ever, a complete picture, only
one answer, or only two choices, or only three colors, or four kinds of evidence—so what else is there?
What is missing or left out?

This is a picture of birds on Lake Lucerne, or Lake Luzern. There’s rarely, if ever, only one available
language, so it’s also worth asking in many cases why the language chosen was the language chosen. In
English, the French version of this lake (Lucerne) is more commonly used. Why? And this was only part
of the scene—maybe there is a lake monster just beyond this picture.
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What kinds of evidence are provided in support of or against the information? Where did this
information come from? How is the information organized?

A picture of a black beetle near Ichkeul Lake, Tunisia
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Not all of the options, organizational patterns, or evidence are presented, or can be presented. Choices
must be made. Why are the options that are given the ones that are given? What assumptions do the
choices indicate?

I have lots of pictures of animals, so why did I choose these? This is another picture of birds on the
Luzern/Lucerne lake. Why did I put Lucerne first on the previous page, and second on this page? Mostly,
I chose these pictures because they are the most convenient to me at the moment because of where I
am and how I store my pictures.
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Who benefits from the presentation of this information and from this kind of presentation? There’s a
good question for this whole project. I’m giving all of this away for free, and I’m already one of those
people who is kept from homelessness by people who like me despite my thinking and my thoughts, so
this clearly isn’t about the money or the popularity. What else is there? And who doesn’t benefit from
some presentation of information?

A picture of sparrows in Freiburg, Germany. They’re not making any money and have probably never
made money—they’re birds—but they were doing okay at the time that this picture was taken, thanks
to picking up after other people’s waste, and being given handouts. I gave them some food that I
couldn’t eat.
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Who is providing this information? I dislike identity politics as much as anyone else, but we do have to
recognize that people’s personal backgrounds affect who they are and the kinds of ideas that they have
been most familiar with and, statistically speaking, the kinds of ideas that they are most likely to accept,
discuss, and work from.

A picture of a black bird who is also a blackbird in Freiburg, Germany. What difference does it make to
have two words or one?
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What if we accept the information as given? What might be the desired consequences of accepting and
working with this information? What might be the undesired or unconsidered consequences of
accepting and working with this information? What if we make changes to various aspects of the
information: to the assumptions behind the information, to the evidence used to support the
information, so the person making the case for the information, to the beneficiaries or non-beneficiaries
of the information? What changes about the possible outcomes, considered or unconsidered?

A picture of swans, among other things, in Strasbourg, France
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There is also an apparently universal ethical principle that leads to a useful inquiry. The principle is
fairness, or reciprocity. Immanuel Kant referred to it as the Moral Imperative: act in such a way that it
would be okay if everyone did the same thing. If it’s okay for me, it’s okay for you, and vice versa. The
Golden Rule is a form of this, but from a different perspective: treat others the way you want to be
treated. So here’s the question for essential thinking: Is the person making the claim or presenting the
information being consistent and fair with others? Or is the person trying to do better in some way for
him/herself than for others? Who has the power, and how is he/she using it? When there is unfairness
in the treatment of others, there is usually an attempt to manipulate those who are going to be on the
negative side of the interaction into believing that whatever the manipulator is proposing is good for the
victim in some way. In inquiring about fairness, it’s especially important to examine what’s right in front
of us. It’s easy to see unfairness, yet it is also easy to deceive ourselves into believing that we’re doing
what’s best for someone else or that someone else is doing what’s best for us. Honesty with ourselves
might not make us popular, with ourselves or anyone else, but it’s essential. If what we think or believe
conflicts with what’s happening right in front of us, we have to undeceive ourselves and adjust our
thinking accordingly.

A picture of an elk calf near the south rim of the Grand Canyon
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Then keep asking. Each answer should introduce more questions, and there should usually be more than
one answer to each of the questions.
That’s it for the introduction. Now we can move on to the main sections of this project, much as some of
the turkeys in this picture appear to be moving on from the ground under the feeder and toward the
forest across the road.
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