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Abstract

We all have limitations in our thinking, but those who are aware of it are much fitter for any
purpose. Openness to opposing views and recognizing the fact that one’s beliefs and
opinions might be incorrect is a quality we call intellectual humility which people are not born
with, but the quality they can certainly gift to themselves. In other words, intellectual
humility is recognizing the limits of one’s own knowledge and at the same time appreciating
others’ intellectual strength. It is also the basis of critical thinking which help us to grow
more congruent and tolerant rather than simply open-minded. Intellectual courage and
intellectual empathy as subsets of intellectual humility strengthen peoples’ cooperative
behaviour and therefore, are necessary skills for realizing happiness in a democratic society.
Research shows that more intellectual humility brings more tolerance as well as more
openness, which can be learned and required for co-existence in society. Therefore, the
integration of intellectual humility and openness is one of the desirable changes that we
want to see in peoples’ behaviour. The present study aimed at exploring the extent of both
phenomena in stakeholders of higher education. A sample size of 880 students and 200
teachers from 100 colleges and 22 universities spread across 21 districts of West Bengal
was studied using a cross-sectional survey method to obtain a good representation of the
population in the said geographical region. The Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale and
Openness questions from the Big Five Inventory were administered to find out the extent of
intellectual humility and openness among the participants. Results showed that the students
in higher education had a good deal of intellectual humility and openness while the teachers
possessed more. Amount of intellectual humility and openness varied in terms of personal,
socio-demographic, academic and behavioural characteristics of the participants as laid down
in the study. It was also found that intellectual humility significantly predicted the openness
of the participants. The study discussed on probable causes of the variation in both
constructs in light of the different characteristics of the participants. In addition, it was
concluded that intellectual humility and openness need to be realized as having a significant

effect on our life and instrumental in bringing sustainability to today’s knowledge society.
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CHAPTER 1

CONTEXT
OF THE STUDY



1.1

Chapter 1 Context of the Study

Introduction

Intellectual humility is the non-threatening awareness of one’s tendency to
make mistakes in thought processes and the willingness to accept being wrong
without belittling the self. The limitation of one’s own knowledge and not
looking at ideas other than our own perspectives results in conflict, bias and
agitation in mind eventually leading to societal acrimony. In the digital age of
polarization, fake news and widespread misinformation, there is a possible
antidote - intellectual humility i.e., critically evaluating information in non-
biased ways which means understanding and recognizing of one’s limitations
and biases when making evidence-based decisions. Amazon Inc. CEO Jeff
Bezos's advice on hiring was like magic - how hard the worker can work, how
much work experience they have, are important but the most important is how
much intellectual humility they possess. Google hiring head L. Bock also named
intellectual humility as one of the company’s five essential attributes,
reflecting hat without intellectual humility “you are unable to learn” (Friedman,
2014). Those who have intellectual humility constantly revise their
understanding even the problems that they have solved, they revisit the
solution repeatedly, and they take challenges again and again in terms of new
perspectives, new information, new ideas, conflict and their own way of
thinking. Research shows that this quality of workers, as well as an individual,

is very important. Reaching the top in any job requires the willingness to learn



and improve and to accept that not everyone will have all the answers.
Therefore, most of multinationals prefer to hire people who have tried, failed,
and learned from their mistakes. Through this, it can be understood how much
a person can try for success which reflects their intellectual humility. Duke
University Psychology Professor Mark Leary found in a study that intellectual
humility gives people a strong advantage in reaching their goals. It always
keeps them moving forward, despite may not be the most talked-about trait
but an essential precursor to excellence in almost anything. Intellectual humility
is reasonable in the sense that we are not right about most of the
disagreements, often unreasonably overconfident, which is not correct.

”

“l could be wrong, but...” was a starter in almost every speech of
Benjamin Franklin during his long political career in the United States which
essentially turned the disagreement of people opposing his ideas and beliefs
less personal (Snow, 2018). It has been seen since time immemorial that being
open to ideas and experiences has far more consequences on society’s
progress and is likely to be associated with lesser agitation, unrest and doubts.
Often leaders at scientific and administrative bodies put themselves in a
mindset where new ideas and opposing views are welcomed and discussed,
resulting in elevated performance and productivity. Religious leaders frequently
perceives the confession of people for their transgression as an opportunity to
revise the sinful soul and rebuild a better person (Hook et al., 2015). Medical
professionals disconnect their ego and personal beliefs while treating severe

health conditions and seek help from experts and advanced medical

technologies to remain perseverant towards the patient's well-being. Even legal



practitioners search for criticisms and opinions from others in dealing with
obscurity to maintain accountability of the judicial system (Miller, 2021). We
have seen entrepreneurs like Ratan Tata, Bill Gates and Anand Mahindra who
have always put forth the value of humility and generosity while approaching
new ideas, irrespective of the source. The ancient Bhagavad Gita has also laid
importance on being humble to remain pertinent to true knowledge and
thereby obtain wisdom “The humble sages, by virtue of true knowledge, see
with equal vision a learned and gentle brahmana, a cow, an elephant, a dog and
a dog-eater..” (Bhagavad Gita 5.18, 2012).

As most of us see ourselves carrying vessels of knowledge, beliefs,
attitudes and capabilities, which we are skeptical of being challenged,
threatened and revised, we miss the opportunity to see the endless
possibilities in the world. We make agreements with ideas that are close to our
own, approach and make relations with people who are like us, do things we
believe to be appropriate, stay among people who comfort us, and that is not
wrong, per se. But in securing comfort, we make bubbles around us that we
merely break apart and let others and their ideas in whether it be better than
ours. This has happened everywhere since we started living in groups within a
society, restricting it to the vow of norms and standards.

But evidence shows people with flexibility and openness frequently
challenge their positions and renounce whatever they believe to be true in
times of change, emergency and survival as they learn over time. These people
make the most positive difference in the world and can discern when they need

to change and be brave enough to do so even when the cost is high



1.2

(Intellectual Humility, n.d.-b). What leads them to do so, even in uncertain
times, was a question asked for many decades in leadership, organizational
behaviour, psychology and many others. And here comes the virtue of
intellectual humility, where the above examples fit in. Being etymologically
rooted in different philosophies around the world, this one quality we are to
thrive for revising our viewpoints towards self and others (/ntellectual Humility,

n.d.-a).

Concept of intellectual humility

We see people with different traits and qualities, different perspectives and
worldviews but in terms of cognitive decision-making, there are as few as three
types of them. The first type, who denies changing their mindset, is
overconfident about their own beliefs and feels superior in intellectual
competencies, known as /ntellectually arrogant, and the second type, who
incline to any sort of beliefs they encounter, is easily influenced by others’
ideas, seeing their own intellectual position as negligible or worthless are
labelled as /ntellectually gullible. The third type, who holds a position between
being intellectually arrogant and intellectually gullible by accepting new ideas
and beliefs in favour of supporting evidence, changing their mind to adapt to
new knowledge, and thinking less of their intellectual strengths is called the
intellectually humble having the virtue of intellectual humility. In times of
situational crises like the pandemic, people with restricted beliefs are seen to
change themselves from being intellectually arrogant to being intellectually

gullible and start believing everything other people say or false information



about the situation and ways to combat it. However, studies show that
intellectual humility can significantly check people's belief towards false
information and conspiracy theories, which can contribute to consequential and
even dangerous outcomes such as rejection of science (e.g., Fasce & Picé,
2019), ideological extremism (e.g., van Prooijen et al., 2015), biased decision-
making (e.g., Brotherton & French, 2014; Bronstein et al., 2019; Lobato et al.,
2014) and so on.

“A great man is always willing to be little” are the words of Ralph Waldo
Emerson which encompass the idea of intellectual humility as a shared quality
of great personalities worldwide. Whether scientists, political leaders, spiritual
sages, or corporate tycoons, we all have limits to the way we think, but those
who are aware of them are much better at anything. Intellectual humility is the
acquired ability to be open to different points of view and to admit that one's
own beliefs and opinions might be wrong. This is not something people are born
with, but it is something they can certainly gift themselves. In other words,
intellectual humility is knowing how much you don't know and being able to
appreciate how smart other people are. It is also the foundation of critical
thinking, which helps us become more consistent and tolerant instead of just
open-minded. Intellectual courage and intellectual empathy, which are parts of
intellectual humility, make people more likely to work together, so they learn
important skills for being happy in a democratic society. In secular civilizations
with many different cultures and religions, every future citizen needs to
practice tolerance. Research shows that intellectual humility makes people

more prosocial (Krumrei-Mancuso, 2017), open to different points of view



(Porter & Schumann, 2018), social (Bak et al., 2022), religiously tolerant (Hook
et al.,, 2017), forgiveness and empathic concern and a better person overall
(What Is Intellectual Humility?, n.d.). The reason behind it may be attributed
to the factors underlying intellectual humility as defined by Mancuso and Rouse,
which are respect towards viewpoints of others, absence of intellectual
overconfidence, separation of ego from intellect and willingness to revise own
viewpoint. In other words, intellectual humility is “a non-threatening awareness
of one’s intellectual fallibility” (Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 2016), a perception
that one’s knowledge and belief can be proven wrong at any point in time under
specific circumstances. It helps people admit their fallibility of being wrong and
gives endless opportunities to make it right and adapt to a growth mindset
rather than clinging to a fixed mindset (Porter, 2015). Another view of
intellectual humility asserts it as a metacognitive core comprised of
recognizing one’s limit of own knowledge and one’s fallibility to address it
(Porter et al., 2022). This essence is manifested in behaviours that show
intellectual humility and an appreciation for the intelligence of others. The
following diagram expresses the metacognitive construct of intellectual

humility in a comprehensive manner - —
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Roots and correlates of intellectual humility

Following Aristotelian ethics, a moral virtue like intellectual humility falls
between two vices, i.e., intellectual arrogance and intellectual servility, the
same as courage stands between cowardliness and recklessness. The concept
of intellectual humility varies across theorists, and some call it a personality
trait, intellectual tempers, and others call it a self-regulatory habit (What /s
Intellectual Humility?, n.d.). Still, whatever it is named, the essence remains
the same which is an intellectual virtue and a matter of metacognition
(Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2020). Earlier, it was only a concern in religious
philosophies until psychologists showed some interest in how it develops and
affects other domains of behaviour and learning. Porter et al., (2022) matrixed
a few studies tracing the correlates of intellectual humility and found positive
associations with psychological constructs like the need for closure (Mixed
associations: Porter & Schumann, 2018), general humility (Alfano et al., 2017),
openness to experience (Haggard et al.,, 2018), general humility (Krumrei-
Mancuso & Rouse, 2016), need for cognition (Davis et al., 2016), epistemic
curiosity (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2020), growth mindset (Porter et al., 2020)
and negative associations with narcissism (Leary et al., 2017), dogmatism
(Christen et al., 2019) and neuroticism (Brienza et al., 2018).

Table 1.1
Summary of correlates of intellectual humility

Constructs Nature of Relationship  Clarity of evidence
Need for closure Mixed Unclear

Openness to experience  Positive Clear

General humility Positive Clear

Epistemic curiosity Positive Clear
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Growth mindset Positive Clear

Narcissism Negative Clear
Need for cognition Positive Clear
Dogmatism Negative Clear
Neuroticism Negative Clear

(Adopted from Porter et. al., 2022)

Importance of intellectual humility

People can't do rational calculations because their brains aren't powerful
enough. Instead, they use shortcuts that are prone to mistakes, which we call
"heuristics." One version of this perspective says that even when people could
optimize, or figure out the best decision, they often use heuristics instead to
save time at the cost of some accuracy. The first one assumes that we can't
find the best solution, and the second one is a practical decision that it might
not be worth our time. Both assumptions are based on the idea that accuracy
and effort are trade-offs: the less information, computation, or time we use,
the less accurate our judgments will be. Researchers think that this trade-off
is one of the few general laws of the mind that leads to cognitive bias. It is a
pattern of wrong thinking that happens when people try to understand and
make sense of the world around them. It affects the decisions and judgments
they make.

The human brain is robust, but it has its limits. Cognitive biases often
happen because our brains try to make processing information easier. Biases
are often like rules of thumb that help us understand the world and make
decisions quickly. Confirmation bias, self-serving bias, and myside bias are

among many that people commonly commit, which can directly be challenged



by virtue of intellectual humility. As found in these types of biases, people's
inclination towards their own arguments, beliefs and knowledge are major
factors which can be taken care of by acceptance of the idea of being wrong,
incomplete and little. As biases lead to deceptive decisions followed by fatal
consequences, we must embrace intellectual humility in people so that
decisions are rightly taken or rightly proven to be existent. Samuelson & Church
(2015) proposed that the human tendency to rely on heuristics and cognitive
biases may lead to arrogant behaviours. The dual system of human cognition
suggests that thinking and reasoning are characterized by two distinct systems
- system 1 processes: which are fast, automatic, associative and intuitive, and
system 2 processes: slow, conscious, deliberate and analytical (Kahneman &
Frederick, 2002). In order to reason intelligently and avoid biased thinking, it
is necessary to adopt system 2 which is deliberate, analytical, intuitive and
associative. Therefore, in order to facilitate intellectual humility, system 2 must
be engaged and promoted.

The idea that intellectual humility pushes peoples’ limit of knowing,
learning and accepting things is, more or less, centred around the essence of
tolerance to different perspectives. With increasing globalization, we have
become so engaged in ourselves, our goals and our ideas that we have
forgotten our co-existence with people of different personal, social, emotional,
moral, religious, and political beliefs. We think to have limited or no time for
listening to others’ views or taking their perspectives on tasks that we feel
ownership of. Our everyday observations and experiences from the very

morning can be instrumental in identifying our position in this regard. We
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deliberately try to avoid conflicts and arguments with others as we think that
it may lead to agitation and therefore disequilibrating our mental peace. But,
over the course of time, by repeated avoidance of conflicting situations, we
end up drawing a fence of comfort around us and we become reluctant to live
beyond it. If every one of us does the same thing, assume how many circles of
imaginary comfort would be drawn, which eventually would populate the space
and therefore collide with each other ending up making noises and chaos. While
a little tolerance within us can entirely stop this chaos from letting happen,

with minimum or no loss of dignity and self-pride that we mask ourselves with.

Concept of openness

The words of Charles Kettering “People are very open-minded about new
things...as long as they're exactly like the old ones!” denotes people's general
fallibility in searching for new and unconventional alternatives to certain things
or actions. This limits our opportunities to make life different (usually better;
or worse, in some cases) than it would have been. Our inclination towards our
own beliefs, goals or plans consistently pushes us not to take a chance or break
to explore new choices, beliefs, and practices. It keeps us under a bubble of
comfort zones, safe sides which, when crisis arises, breaks apart into
fragments turning our lives vulnerable. On the other hand, being open-minded
leaves us with choices, uncertainties and opportunities to cope with the
catastrophes and challenges of life by undertaking unconventional means
resulting in increased resilience. Open-mindedness is a corrective virtue t