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Let me begin with a question that you yourself have posed:
Can we collectively deal with accelerating change and com-
plexity without revolutionizing the way we think?

If you look at the pressing problems we’re facing, there is clear
evidence that we need to start thinking very differently as a
species. People across the globe are interconnected as never
before, and unless we start to routinely examine our thinking in
explicit, systematic ways, we will continue to do what we’re
doing now — which is a seemingly hopeless blend of both good
and bad thinking. Consider the oil that gushed uncontrollably in
the Gulf of Mexico last summer — an accident primarily caused
by the lack of critical thinking on the part of BP management
and employees. The problem is that we have the technology to
create such things deep in our oceans, but we apparently don’t
have the technology to reliably cap them if something goes
wrong. People are using available technologies without thinking
through their implications, and the consequences can be far
reaching and devastating. One hundred years ago, the skills peo-
ple needed to survive and sustain the earth were far simpler than
those needed today: It is imperative that we begin to think seri-
ously about the thinking that drives us and that will - like it or
not — determine the future of life on our planet.

You have said that to become a great thinker, we have to learn
to do ‘moves’ with our mind that are analogous to what ath-
letes do with their bodies. Please explain.

As we go through each day, everyone makes what can be called
intellectual ‘moves’, at various levels of skill: we ask questions,
we pursue answers to those questions, we make inferences,
form theories and so on. But while people reason perhaps hun-
dreds of times on any given day, most of us rarely —if ever — think
about our reasoning in any sort of disciplined way. Sometimes
our thinking is perfectly fine, but other times it isn’t, and we
don’t often know the difference. When we make our thinking
the object of our thinking, we routinely ask questions like:
‘What am I assuming in this situation? Are these assumptions
justifiable? From what point of view am I looking at this? Is



there another reasonable way of looking at this that I haven’t
considered? What are the most important implications of
deciding to do this instead of that? All of these are examples of
intellectual ‘moves’ that we should do much more often. If we
did, our reasoning and the decisions that follow from it would
improve significantly. .

Along the way, we have all picked up some bad thinking
habits. What are some common ones?

A major one stems from our intrinsic egocentric orientation.
We all come into the world with the point of view that it is
here to serve us, and for as long as the world is serving us we’re
fine; but the moment it isn’t, we get upset. To put it another
way, we are habitually selfish. It’s not that we are always selfish,
but selfish habits are quite natural to the human mind. You
can pick up the newspaper on any given day and find numer-
ous examples of selfishness, and if we are honest with
ourselves, we will see our own selfishness playing a significant
negative role in our lives.

Another set of habits of mind connected with egocentric
thinking comes from our intrinsic desire to have our thinking
validated. People mostly perceive their thinking to be both cor-
rect and true; otherwise they would change it (or so they think).
As a result, when faced with alternative ways of looking at
things, people often reject them as ‘illogical’ or ‘unreasonable’
simply because the viewpoints differ from their own. This leads
to a kind of rigidity in thought and action. When people are in
this modus operandi, they see their narrow thinking as perfectly
reasonable, and as long as people validate them, they are happy.
But if challenged, they often resist, retaliate or sulk.

A third common set of habits of mind comes from socio-
centric thinking, which is essentially the view that ‘our group is
the best’. This can be seen as an extension of egocentric think-
ing. Humans function in groups — we wouldn’t survive
childhood if we didn’t. The problem is that, within these groups,
people often thrust illogical belief systems and ideologies upon
one another. Indeed, cultures are structured so that people go
along with established group beliefs, however irrational those
beliefs might be. We are expected to — and indeed do — habitu-
ally conform to ‘group think’, and this begins in childhood:
children are not typically taught to question existing views of
their culture or what their teachers or parents tell them.
Indoctrination of this sort extends throughout higher educa-
tion, and as a result, conformity of thought is manifest in a
multitude of ways in human societies.

You have said that critical thinking entails the integration of
three dimensions: being idealistic (capable of imagining a
better world); realistic (seeing things as they are); and prag-
matic (adopting effective measures for moving toward our
ideals.) Which aspect is the most lacking in the current envi-
ronment?

In truth, we are lacking in all three areas, but if I had to pick one,
I would point to the idealistic dimension. For instance, we are
not good at imagining what a ‘fair-minded critical society’ would
look like, and therefore we are not working effectively towards
creating one. While the term ‘critical thinking’ is widely used, it
lacks currency: most people think they are already thinking crit-
ically, and that if others just thought like them, the world would
be a better place. The concept of a critical society is rarely
voiced in public discourse, so few people are discussing what it
would take to create it. If we can’t envision fair-minded critical
societies, we can hardly create them.

It is of course important to recognize that many people are
working hard to create a better world — animal rights groups
such as PETA, the Farm Sanctuary, the Humane Society,
groups like Amnesty International and environmental groups
trying to curb destruction of the planet are a few that come to
mind. But what is missing is a conversation about what is at the
root of all the problems these groups and other advocacy groups
are attempting to address: what kind of thinking caused all these
problems in the first place? Very few people are aware of the
tools of critical thinking which, when routinely applied, could
deal with these problems more systematically and permanently.

Describe the differences between strong and weak
critical thinking.

This is a distinction introduced by my colleague Richard Paul
some 30 years ago. The basic idea is that critical thinking can
be used for good or ill. Ethical critical thinking is critical
thinking in the strong sense, and unethical or ‘sophistic’ criti-
cal thinking represents the weak sense. Unfortunately, the
history of critical thinking is largely that of the weak sense —
thinking well to serve selfish or vested interests, without
regard for the rights of others. Consider Hitler. He was in
many ways highly skilled at thinking — especially in choosing
experts to run his initiatives. But his was weak critical think-
ing because he used his skills to get what he wanted without
concerning himself with the ethics of what he was doing. His
way of thinking was the opposite of that of Socrates, who
attempted to lead people to more fair-minded critical cultures.
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Socrates envisioned a world where people continually work
towards self-improvement and justice, consistently questioning
their own ideas and motives, and where people are not con-
cerned with, ‘what’s in this for me?’, but with ‘what is in this for
everyone relevant to the situation?’

What does fair-mindedness entail?

Fair-mindedness is a habit of mind in which the reasoner consis-
tently thinks within all relevant viewpoints in order to
understand them and be moved by them when the evidence
indicates to do so. This means giving up one’s own view when
another view is deemed more reasonable, and perhaps most
importantly, it means considering what is just and fair in the sit-
uation without privileging one’s own interests. Fair-minded
thinkers think within alternative viewpoints in good faith —

without dismissing, distorting or ignoring them. Implicit in this
—and very much lacking these days — is empathic thinking. This
is the propensity to take a viewpoint and accurately represent it
in one’s own mind. We can practice intellectual empathy when
we are in a disagreement with someone by stopping the conver-
sation and saying, “OK, let’s try to take one another’s point of
view. I will argue from your point of view for the next five min-
utes and then you will argue from mine. Our goal will be to state
as accurately as possible the other’s viewpoint.” If people did
this exercise routinely, they could go a long way towards
understanding and empathizing with one another. But fair-
mindedness is not something to be done on occasion: it is a
holistic way of taking up the problems of life — a habit of mind
that must be consciously cultivated by the thinker. Even with
the best of intentions, it is a daily struggle.

Tracing the Intellectual Tradition of Critical Thought

By Enoch Hale

Scholars concerned with the problematics of human thinking are
part of a long intellectual tradition predicated on the belief that
human thinking is often flawed, but that through rigorous intellec-
tual work, the quality of one's thinking can improve. Conceptually
speaking, critical thinking dates back to any early society that
recognized the need to work through complex problems - prob-
lems that required information and reasoning within multiple
points of view or frames of reference.

Socrates and Francis Bacon are two key historical exam-
ples of this tradition. Each articulated various obstacles to
thinking critically and proposed intellectual principles that
remain essential to reasonable living. Following is a brief
sketch of what each has contributed to our understanding of
critical thinking.

Socrates (ca. 479-399 B.C.)

Socrates helped people see the inconsistencies and assump-
tions inherent in their beliefs and reasoning through skilled ques-
tioning. One barrier to high quality thought, as he viewed it, was
that often “people could not rationally justify their confident
claims to knowledge!”" and such inconsistencies often led to the
tendency to compromise ethical and virtuous values. He devel-
oped and practiced a method of questioning intended to probe
deeper into one's claims so as to illuminate any logical inconsis-
tencies that may exist.

Socrates' questioning technique led students beyond specu-
lation and belief to understanding and knowledge. In doing so, he
emphasized the standards of thinking clearly and consistently as
well as the power of constructing organized and directed
questions to facilitate critical thought. The Socratic attitude is
an essential part of an intellectual tradition based on the

assumption that honest inquiry can lead to substantive under-
standing. Scholar Thomas Warren has argued that there are
three important and distinctive characteristics to the modern
Socratic process:

1. Thinking is inherently sociable. The sociability of thinking
sets the stage for the dialogical nature of the Socratic
Method where people not only agree to cooperatively
address a problem or issue, but they are challenged to
confront the socio-centric obstacles to quality thinking.
The Socratic process remains significant today because
of the recognition that one's egocentricity and socio-
centricity can be barriers to high quality thinking. In order
to learn, participants must have a sense of intellectual
humility where one is in a process of becoming ever more
aware of the limits of his/her knowledge and claims to 'truth!

2. One should not claim knowledge. Rather, one is to begin
with the attitude that one's conceptions may be faulty,
misinformed or unjustifiable in context. The Socratic
Method challenges people to question their claims to
knowledge and understanding and to critically reflect on
their assumptions.

3. Substantive knowledge cannot be passively received
or taught. In other words, the thinker must do the intel-
lectual work necessary to bring knowledge into his/her
mind in such a way that its logic can be explained and its
applicability can be exemplified and illustrated.

Francis Bacon (1561-1626)
At the heart of Bacon's contribution lies his insistence that people

84 /Rotman Magazine Winter 201



You encourage people to ‘think globally’ about their lives.
What does that mean?

It is no longer good enough to be skilled at thinking in a nar-
row or specialized way. We need to learn how to think well
within all the major domains of human life. It doesn’t make
sense to say, for instance, ‘I just want to be the best parent I
can be; I don’t need to do anything else well’. Of course, all
parents should strive to parent as well as they can; but there
are other problems in the world that we are all responsible
for thinking about. We are citizens of a global community
and by implication, we need to think about global issues: we
are in a literal race to save our oceans, our air — perhaps our
very planet. Our lives are interwoven in ways we don’t even
understand. The only way we can solve the almost over-
whelming problems we currently face us is if we collectively

begin to think critically in a global, systematic, fair-minded
way. Only then can we begin to realize the world Socrates
envisioned. R
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must question their assumptions, both personal and cultural.

Bacon identified general obstacles to thinking critically and
developed the framework for a method to monitor these obsta-
cles when thinking through a problem or issue. His insistence on
questioning the presuppositions that claimed to define knowl-
edge and to constitute clear thinking led him to emphasize the
idea that 'to know an idea well is to know its opposite well’

Bacon believed that by virtue of being human there are
innate and social barriers to quality thinking, but critical thought
can be developed. He identified four interconnected ‘idols of
truth that expose the natural limitations of human thinking. Each
is a metaphor that one can use to monitor the quality of one's
own thinking:

1. The Idol of the Tribe
Fallacious thinking is often a result of the human tendency
to presuppose one's senses and thinking are correct, and
thus ignore evidence when it does not conform to one's
preconceived notions of reality, values or interests.

2. The Idol of the Cave
In addition to overreliance on the physical senses, humans
have the tendency to act selfishly: they do not consider
problems that affect the whole society, but focus on

3. The Idol of the Marketplace
This represents the misuse of language, representing
Bacon's concern that unclear language is one of the pri-
mary causes of unclear thinking; reciprocally, to use lan-
guage clearly will help one think more clearly. “Because
words govern reason [and] reason governs words,’ unclear,
inaccurate, and generally undisciplined language reflects
unclear reasoning. Using the concept of clarity as an
organizing standard, Bacon argued that an "ill and unfit
choice of words wonderfully obstructs” understanding,
not only in daily social conversations, but also in
academic circles.

4. The Idol of the Theatre
This describes cases where one's mind is guided by acce-
pted and often irrational or blindly-accepted traditions. To
uncritically accept the authority and validity of an establ-
ished tradition is to accept its errors and shortcomings.
Furthermore, according to Bacon, uncritical acceptance
based on the word or position of authority is a barrier to
sound reasoning. The idol of the theatre was Bacon's own
critique of the authoritarian world in which he found himself.

Early intellectuals such as Socrates and Bacon recognized the
need to improve the quality of human reasoning and articulated the

those that affect their personal life. Bacon used the Idol of first criteria and principles that characterize critical thought as well

the Cave as a metaphor for expressing the erroneous
tendency to accept as truth one's perceptions of reality
as well as the beliefs of one's culture. "Everyone has a
cave or den of his own, which refracts and discolours the
light of nature”

as some obstacles that prevent its development. In so doing, they
laid the groundwork for what we now call critical thinking.
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