I was recently shanghaied into a debate that was not my own. A friend of a friend was working through some pretty tough ideas, and since I deal with tough ideas, I was asked to participate in the discussion. So I did. And what a big mistake it turned out to be. As it turns out, my opinion was not at all welcome--and that’s fine; I’ve long since made peace with the fact that not everyone wants to hear my ideas. But I was absolutely struck dumb by the manner in which this person refused my views. 

Instead of responding in the age-old debate fashion of listen, absorb and respectfully rebuff, this person went through my thoughts line by line, interjecting his snide responses with a bright blue italic font. He called me ‘vacuous’ and ‘nihilistic’ (Vacant and believing in nothing). Both of which are untrue; neither of which were relevant to my opinion. Boiled down to its bare bones, the rest of his comments basically called me stupid.

I hate being called stupid. My guess is that so do you. 

But it wasn’t just that he called me stupid. That is a risk we take when we climb onto the debate stage and start to discuss difficult ideas like God, philosophy or politics. What really smoked me was his clear demonstration of a terrible cultural trend at work in modern America. He expressed to me with his behaviour that the art of debate in our society is dying a pitiful death. There is no more, “I’m right and you’re wrong…but feel free to change my mind.” We’ve moved into an era of, “I’m right and you’re stupid.”
That is an incredibly, incredibly, incredibly dangerous place for us to be. 

Because once you start refusing to listen, once you refuse to be swayed, all progress is shut down. If your opponent is automatically stupid because he disagrees with you, then you never, ever have to listen to anybody’s opinion other than your own. Even if you are uneducated about the subject, or ignorant to the nuances of the situation. All you need is the righteousness of your own stance to merrily bulldoze through life, regardless of how it affects other people, or the culture at large. Once the free flow of ideas is stopped, once we lose the ability to see another person’s reasoning even if we disagree, we stop creating and start stagnating. 
You can see this at play in religion. You can see it at play in politics. And, scarily, you can see it at play in academia. Unless we so something about it—unless we start listening to our opposition—we will never be able to solve any of our communal problems. You absolutely have the right to disagree with the whole of your heart. But you also have a responsibility to listen with an open one. Then, and only then, will we as a race continue to evolve. And until then, we’ll only find ourselves stuck in a pit full of stupid people with no way out. 

I’ve never claimed to have all the answers. If I’m lucky in life, I never will. My joy lies in my ability to think and reason and be proven right—or wrong. But at least then I’ve given an idea, any idea, a fighting chance to manifest and do some good. It’s not a hard thing to do; you just have to listen to one another and take a moment or two to think before rejecting their thoughts out of hand. I try to do this every day, with every one. 
Of course, you are welcome to disagree…
