+4+ Chapter 10

Critical Thinking and
the Critical Person

Abstract

Wriiten for Thinking: The Second International Conference {1987}, this paper explores
a series of themes familiar to Richard Paul’s readers: that most school leaming is irra-
tional rather than rational, that there are two differenit modes of critical thinking and hence
two different kinds of catical persons, that strong sense critical thinking is embedded in the
anctent Socratic ideal of living an examined life, and thar social swudies imstruciion todey
is, in the meun, sociocentric. Pawl dlusirates this last point with fiems from a stare depari-
ment of education crftical thinking test and ilusivations from a popular university-level
introductory political science text. Paul closes with an argument in favor of a new empha-
sts on developing the critical thinking abilities of teachers. “If, in our hasie 10 bring criti-
cal thinking o the schools, we ignore the need to develoup long-term strategics for nurhir-
g the development of teachers’ own critical powers and passions, we shall swiely make
the new emphasis on criticval thinking info nathing more than a passing fad, or worse, ito
a new, more sophisticated form of social Indoctrination and scholastic closedmindedness.”

+ Introduction

-ﬂ— s the clarion call for eritical thinking instruction from kindergarten to
graduate school grows louder, those responsible for classroom instrue-
tion, heavily overworked as they typically are, naturally look for simple
answers to the question, “What is critical thinking?”, answers that generate
routine and simple in-service strategies. Few see, in fact many resist seeing,
how much of what is deeply ingrained in standard instructional procedures
and theory needs sericus reformation before students truly become critical
thinkers in their daily personal, professional, and civic lives.

This chapter clarifies and develops some of the theoretical and practical
implications of the concept of critical thinking. I consider the work of same of
the leading critical thinking theorists. [ contrast my views with the general
approach of cognitive psychologists. 1 use social studies throughout to illus-
trate the problem. 1, along with most critical thinking theorists, believe that
global insights inte the muitifaceted obstacles to eritical reflection, inquiry, and
discussion on the part of students, teachers, and people in general are crucial
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to sound design of critical thinking instruction. Such insights are severely lim-
ited unless one clearly and coherently grasps the “big picture”. For example,
few pay attention to John Passmore’s claims that “being critical can be taught
only by persons who can themselves freely participate in critical discussion”
and that, “In many systems of public instruction ... it is a principal object of
teacher training to turn out teachers who will firmly discourage free critieal
discussion.”™ Rarely do teachers grasp where and when “free critical discus-
sion” is essential, what it means to conduct it, and what is required to empow-
er students to pursue it with understanding and self-command. What follows, I
hope, contributes something to those foundational understandings, to the
insights on which successful critical thinking instruction depends.

4+ Rational and Irrational Learning

All rational learning presupposes rational assent. And, though we some-
times forget it, all learning is not automatically or even commonly rational.
Much that we learn in everyday life is quite irrational. It is quite possible —
and indeed the bulk of human learning is unfortunately of this character —
to come to believe any number of things without knewing how or why. It is
quite possible, in other words, to believe for irrational reasons: because those
around us believe, because we are rewarded for believing, because we are
afraid to disbelieve, because our vested interest is served by belief, because
we are more comfortable with belief, because we have ego identified aur-
selves, our image, or our personal being with belief. In all these cases, our
beliefs are without rational grounding, without good reason and evidence,
without the foundation a rational person demands. We become rational, on
the other hand, to the extent that our beliefs and actions are grounded in
good reasons and evidence; to the extent that we recognize and critique our
own irraticnality; to the extent that we are not moved by bad reasons and a
multiplicity of irrational motives, fears, desires; to the extent that we have
cultivated a passion for clarity, accuracy, and fairmindedness. These global
skills, passions, and dispositions integrated into a way of acting and thinking
characterize the rational, the educated, and in my sense, the critical person.?

No one, in this view, is ever fully educated. Hence, we should view rational
learning not as something completed by schooling but as something strug-
gling to emerge against deep-seated, irrational, and uncritical tendencies
and drives. Schools can be structured to foster belief withont regard to ratio-
nal justification, Te make rational belief a probable eutcome of schooling
requires special design and distinctive commitment.

+ Thinking Critically in the “Strong” Sense

One cannot develop a coherent concept of eritteal thinking without devel-
oping a coherent concept of rationality, irrationality, education, socialization,
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the critical person, and the critical society, as they bear on and mutually illu-
minate one another. This holistic approach distinguishes the mode of theoriz-
ing of most philosophers working on the concept of critical thinking from that
commonly used by most cognitive psychologists concerned with the nature of
thinking. Cognitive psychologists often treat cognitive processes and their
“pathology” separate from any consideration of the affective, social, or politi-
cal life of the thinker. The research findings of clinical and social psycholo-
gists rarely integrate self-deception, egocentricity, or ethnocentricity into the
problem definitions or coneclusions of cognitive psychology.’ Consequently,
cognitive psychologists rarely focus on messy real-life multilogical problems
that cross disciplines, instead they restrict their attention to artificial or self-
contained monological problems, problems whose solutions can typically be
found in a field-specific conceptual framework without reference to major
personal or social bias. The more basic and difficult human problems, for
whose solutions there are competing frameworks, and in which the problem
of bias and vested interest looms large, are routinely ignored.

It is hard to go very {ar into the core concept of the eritical person, howev-
er, without recognizing the centrality of multilogical thinking, the ahility to
think accurately and fairmindedly within opposing points of view and contra-
dictory frames of reference. Multilogical probiems, whose fairminded treat-
ment requires us to suspend our egocentric tendency to confuse the frame-
work of our own thinking with “reality” and reason within opposing points of
view, are among the most significant human preblems and among those most
resistant to solution. The problems of human understanding, of war and
peace, of economie, palitical, and social justice, of who our friends and who
our enemies are, of what we should accept as the most hasic framework of
our thinking, of our own nature, our goodness and gur evil, our history and
that of those we oppose, of how we should interpret our place in the werld,
and how to best satisfy our needs and critically assess our desjres — all such
problems are at the heart of the basic frustrations and conflicts that plague
human life and all require multi-system thinking. We cannot justifiably
assume the correctness of any one point of view as the only perspective with-
in which these basic human problems can be most rationally settled. School-
ing should improve the student’s ability to distinguish monological from mul-
tilogical problems and to address each appropriately.

On this view, we distinguish two important senses of critical thinking, a
weak sense and a strong one. Those who think critically only with respect to
monological issues and, as a result, consider multilogical issues with a pro-
nounced monological bias have merely mastered weak sense critical think-
ing. They would lack the ability, and presumably the disposition also, to cri-
tique their own most fundamental categories of thought and analysis. They
would, as a result, lack the ability to enter sympathetically into, and recon-
struct, the strongest arguments and reasons for points of view fundamentally
opposed to their own. When their monological thinking arises from an unecon-
scious commitment to a personal point of view, their thinking is egocentrie;
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when it arises from an unconscious commitment to a social or cultural point
of view, their thinking is ethnacentric. In either case they think more or less
exclusively within their own frames of reference. They might use the basic
vocabulary of critical thinking with rhetorical skill — their arguments and
reasons might impress those who already shared their framework of thought
— but they would lack the basic drives and abilities of what I call strong

sense critica) thinking: @) an ability to question deeply one’s own framework
of thought, b} an ability to reconstruct sympathetically and imaginatively the
strongest versions of points of view and frameworks of thought opposed to
one’s own, and ¢} an ability to reason dialectically (multilogically) to deter-
mine when one’s own point of view is weakest and when an opposing point of
view is strongest.

Strong sense critical thinkers are not routinely blinded by their own
points of view. They know that they have a point of view and therefore recog-
nize on what framework of assumptions and ideas their own thinking rests.
They realize they must put their own assumptions and ideas to the test of
the strongest objections that can be leveled against them. Critical proponents
of a socialist economic system, for example, can analyze economic events
from the perspective of an insightful proponent of capitalism. Critical propo-
nents of a capitalist economic system can analyze economic events from the
perspective of an insightful proponent of socialism. This implies, by the way,
that econornies should not be taught in a way which presupposes capitalism,
socialism, or any other economic system as the correct one. In other words,
the issue as te what economic system is most justified 1s a multilogical issue,

Similarly, the strong sense critical thinker’s thought is disciplined to avoid
confusing concepts that belong in different categories. For example, they do
not confuse “democracy”, a political concept, with “capitalism”, an economic
concept. They realize that any important connection between democracy and
capitalism must be argued for, not assumed, that free enterprise should not
be routinely injected into U.S. social studies texts as a neutral synonym for
capitalism, any more than peoples democracy should be routinely injected
into Soviet social studies texts as a neutral synonym for Soviet communism,
They can recognize when terms are used in this question-begging way. A
teacher who values strong sense critical thinking fosters these abilities.

The importance of strong sense critical thinking has been underscored,
each in his own terms, by most leading critical thinking theorists: Robert
Ennis,* Harvey Siegel,® Israel Scheffler,® Michael Scriven,” Matthew Lipman,”
R. 8. Peters,? John Passmore,” Edward Glaser,® Ralph Johnson,”* J. Anthony
Blair,® and others. I exemplify the peint briefly with four of them: Ennis,
Siegel, Scriven and Peters,

Robert Ennis defines eritical thinking as “reasonable reflective thinking
that is concerned with what to do or believe”. He argues that the various
component cognitive skills essential to critical thinking cannot lead to gen-
uine “rational reflective thinking” unless used in conjunction with, as the
manifestation of, a complex of dispositions. For example, in and of them-
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selves, the component cognitive skills of critical thinking can be used to serve
either closedminded or openminded thought. Those with genuine openmind-
edness, Ennis claims, will: ¢} Seriously consider points of view other than
their own (“dialogical thinking”); b) reason from premises with which they
disagree — without letting the disagreement interfere with their reasons
{“suppositional thinking™; ¢} withhold judgment when the evidence and rea-
sons are insufficient.

Harvey Siegel argues that students cannot become genuine critical
thinkers unless they develop “the critical spirit”, and that students will not
develop the critical spirit unless they are taught in “the critical manner™

The critical manner is that manner of teaching thal reinforces the critical
spirit. A teacher who utilizes the critical manner seeks to encourage in his or
ber students the skills. habils, and dispositions necessary for the development
of the critical spirit. This means, first, that the teacher always recognizes Lhe
right of the sludent to guestion and demand reasons; and consequently recog-
nizes an obligation to provide reasons whenever demanded. The critical
manner thus demands of a teacher a willingness 1o subject all belicfs and
practices to scrutiny, and so to allow students the genuine vpportunity to
understand the role reasons play in justifying thought and action. The critical
manner also demands honesty of a teacher: reasons presented by a teacher
must be genuine reasons, and a teacher must honestly appraise the power of
those reasons. In addition, the teacher must submit his or her reasons to the
independent evaluation of the student. Teaching in the critical manner is thus
teaching so as to develop in the students skills and attitudes consonant with
critical thinking. It is, as Scheffler puts it, an attempt to initiale students into
the rational life, a life in which the critical quest for reasons is a dominant
and integrating motive."

Siegel’s point is that for students to develop the passions of strong sense
critical thinkers (the passion for accuracy, clarity, and fairmindedness),
teachers must continually model those passions in their manner of teaching.
The component micre-skills of critical thinking (the ability to clarify an issue,
distinguish evidence from conclusions, recognize assumptions, implications,
and contradictions, and so on} do not become the skills of a (strong sense)
critical thinker, except insofar as they are integrated into “a life in which the
critical quest for reasons iz a dominant and integrating motive.”

Michael Scriven represents {strong sense) critical thinking skills as not
only requiring “a whole shift of values for most of us™" but also as essential
for survival in a world in which “the wrong decision can mean injury or long-
term commitment to a disastrous form of life such as addiction or criminality
or resented parenthood.”™ For students to “transfer” their eritical thinking
skills to such situations, they need to practice fairminded thought on contro-
versial (multilogical) issues:

The real case, in dealing with controversial issues is the case as pul by
real people who believe in what they are saying. But the schools — and to a
varying bul often equal extent the colleges — are not willing to et there be
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that kind of serious discussion of the argument on bolh sides of controversial
issues. Of course, they don’t mind having the bad guys® pesition represented
by someone who doesn’t agree with it, in the course of dismissing it. But
only the completely naive would suppose that such a presentation is likely to
make the best case fur the position. The notions of a fair hearing, or of con-
fronting your accuser which are so deeply entrenched in our system of jus-
tice obviously transfer immediately to the intellectual sphere. If you want 1o
hear the arguments for a political position other than those of the majority
parties, for cxample the political position that the largest countries on earth
espouse, you cannot possibly assume that it will be fully and fairly represent-
ed by someone to whom il is anathema."

Unfortunately, many teachers will naturally fear highlighting contro-
versial issues in the classroom. It is fair to say, I believe, few teachevs
have had mueh experience working with such issues. Many know only pro-
cesses for laying out and testing for “right” answers, not assessing contra-
dictory arguments in terms of their relative strength in dialogical or
dialectical settings. There are, in other words, both affective and cognitive
ohstacles to the genuine fostering of fairmindedness. Some of the affective
obstacles are in educators themselves.

R. S. Peters has developed the significance of the affective side of reason
and critical thought in his defense of the necessity of “rational passions™

‘There is, for instance, the hatred of contradictions and inconsistencies,
together with the love of clarity and hatred of confusion without which words
could not be held to relatively constant meanings and testable rules and gener-
alizations stated. A reasenable man cannot, without some special explanation,
slap his sides with delight or express indilference if he is told that what he
says is confused, incoherent and perhaps riddled with contradictions.

Reason is the antithesis of arbitrariness. In its operation it is supported by
the appropriate passions which are mainly negative in characler — the hatred
of irrelevance, special pleading and arbitrary fiat. 'The more developed emo-
tion of indignation is aroused when some excess of arbitrariness is perpetoat-
ed in a situation wherc people’s interests and claims are at stake. The positive
side of this is the passion for fairness and impartial consideration of clalns.

A man who is prepared to reason must feel strongly that he must follow
the arguments and decide things in terms of where they lead. e muost have a
sense of the giveness of the impersonality of such considerations. In so far as
thoughts about persons enter his head they should be linged with the respect
which is due to another who, like himse!f, may bave a point of view which is
worth considering, who may have a glimmering of the truth which has so far
cluded himself. A person who proceeds in this way, who is influenced by
such passions, is whal we call a reasonable man,™

What implications does this have for students and teachers? It entails that
the affective life of the student must be brought into the heart of classroom
instruction and dealt with in the context of the problem of thinking fairmind-
edly. Students must come to terms not only with how they feel about issues
both inside and outside the curriculum, but also with the raticonality or irra-
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tionality of those feelings. The teacher, on the other hand, must model ratio-
nal passions and set the example of showing no favaritism to particular posi-
tions. The students must become convinced that the teacher is a fair and rea-
sonable referee, an expert in nurturing the process by which truth and
understanding is sought, not an authoritative judge of what is actually true
or false. Questions rather than assertions should characterize the teacher’s
speech. The classroom environment should be structured so that students
feel encouraged to decide for themselves what is and is not se. Teachers
should treat no idea or peint of view as in itself absurd, stupid, or “danger-
ous”, whatever their personal views or those of the community. They should
shield their students from the pressure to conform to peers or the communi-
ty. Free and open discussion should be the sacred right in all classrooms.

It should be clear that strong sense eritical thinking is embedded in a per-
sonal, social, and educational ideal. It is not simply a complex of atomistic
cognitive skills. To think critically in this sense requires, as Passmore points
out, “initiative, independence, courage, (and) imagination”® Let us now look
briefly at the historical foundation for his concept.

+ Critical Thinking and the Socratic Ideal

The concept of strong sense critical thinking, of critical thought integrat-
ed into the personal and social life of the individual, is not new. It was
introduced into Western intellectual tradition in the chronicles of the life
and death of Socrates (470-399 BC), one of the most important and influen-
tial teachers of ancient Greece. As a teacher, he was committed to the
importance of ideas and their critique in the conduct of everyday human
life. It is to him that the precept “the unexamined life is not worth living”
is attributed. It is in him that the ideal of conscientious civil discbedience
and critical autonomy of thought is first to be found. He illustrated the pos-
sibility and the value of sharpness of mind, clarity of thought, and commit-
ment to practical insight based on autonomous reason. He championed rea-
son, the rational life, and a ratienally structured ethic, the intimate fusion
of reason and passion. He disclaimed authority on his own part but ¢laimed
the right to independently criticize all authoritative beliefs and established
institutions, He made it clear that teachers cannot be educators in the
fullest sense unless they can eriticize the received assumptions of their
sacial groups and are willing to nurture a climate of questioning and doubt
among their students. He demonstrated the intimate ¢connection between a
passionate love of truth and knowledge, the ability to learn through the art
of skilled questioning, and the willingness to face personally and socially
embarrassing truths. He spoke often with those who had a sophistic {(weak
sense) command of eritical thinking skills, who eould, through their skills
of persuasion and knowledge of the vulnerabilities of peaple, make the false
appear true and the true false.
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Socrates taught by joining in discussions with others who thought they
knew or understood a basic or important truth, for example, what justice is, or
knowledge or virtue. When questioned by Socrates — who probed the justifica-
tion and foundation for the belief, examining its consistency or inconsistency
with other beliefs — it became clear that his discussants did not know or
understand what they at first thought they did. As a result of Socrates' mode of
questioning, his “students” realized that they lacked fundamental knowledge.
Of course not all of Socrates’ discussants appreciated the discovery. But those
who did developed a new drive to seek out knowledge. This included an appre-
ciation of dialectical thinking, a recognition of the need to subject putative
knowledge to probing questioning, especially from the vantage peint of oppos-
ing points of view. Socrates’ students became eomfortable with and adept in
the art of dialectical questioning. All beliefs had first to pass the test of critical
scrutiny through dialectical challenges before they were to be accepted.

The social reaction to Socrates’ mode of teaching through probing ques-
tions illustrated the inevitable antagonism hetween schooling as socializa-
tion into accepted beliefs and practices and schooling as education in the art
of autonomous thought. Although he did not foster any doctrines of his own
(nther than the values of intellectual integrity and critical autonomy), he was
executed for “not believing in the gods the state believes in ... and also for
corrupting the young” (see Plato’s Apology).

Socrates’ practice laid the cornerstone for the history of critical thought. He
provided us with aur first historic glimpse into how the organizing concepts
by which humans live rarely reflect the organizing concepts through which
they express their thoughts publicly. We must keep this example in mind
when we conceptnalize and elaborate the problem of learning to think critical-
ly. if we do, we certainly will not conceive of eritical thinking in narrow
intradisciplinary terms, nor will we ignore the significance of the affective
dimensions of thought. It is intriguing to imagine classrooms in which the
example of Socrates is highlighted and encouraged as a model of education.

+ The Egocentrically Critical Person

Piaget’s basic model for the egocentric mind, developed by studying the
thinking of children, has significant application, with appropriate transla-
tien, to much adult thinking and therefore significant application for the
design of critical thinking instruction. Few adults have experience in recipro-
cal critical thought, that is, in reasoning within their antagonists’ point of
view. Few have experience in making the structure of their own thought con-
scious. Few, as Socrates discovered, can explain intelligibly how they came to
their beliefs, or provide rational justifications for them.

The egocentrism of most adult thought parallels the egocentrism of
childish thought, as Piaget characterized it in Judgment and Reasoning
in the Child:
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Egocentrism of thought necessarily entails a certain degree of uncon-

sciousness with the cgocentric thinker "in a perpetual state of belief”, (p. 137)
[The egocentric thinker:]

= [is] confident in his own ideas,

+ [is] naturally...{untroubled) about the reasons and molives which have
guided his reasoning process,

+ [secks] to justify himsclf in the eyes of others ... only under the pressure
of argument and opposition. . .

« [is] incapable cither by introspection or retrospection of capturing the sue-
cessive steps...| his] mind has taken (pp. 137-138)

« [is] not conscious of the meaning assigned to the concepts and words
used ... {p. 149)

 suffers from illusions of perspective, (p. 165)

» ignorant of his own ego, takes his own point of view to be absolute, and
fuils to establish.. thal reciprocity which alene would ensure objectivity
(p. 197}

= [is] intelligent without being particularly logical,

« [uses] thought ... at the service of desire,

+ simply believes ... without rying to find the truth, (p. 203}

+ assimilates everylhing he hears to his own point of view. (p. 208)

He does not try to prove whether such and such of his idea does or does not
correspond ta reality. When Lhe question is put to him, he evades it. It does not

interest him, and iLis even alien to his whole mental attitude. (p. 247)"

We naturally tend to think egocentrically, especially in doemains of sig-
nificant personal or social interests. Egocentrism is, in some sense, as typ-
ical of adult as childish thought. It takes a special cultivated discipline te
recognize and attempt to correct for it. This becomes apparent when one
formulates basic safeguards against egocentric thought and attempts to
cultivate an interest in students or people in general in using them. Can-
sider, far example, the platitude “one cannot disagree with a position one
does not understand,” that in other words “judgment presupposes under-
standing”. Cultivating it as a critical principle means taking steps to
ensure one clearly understands what someone else is saying before one
“disagrees”. In my experience most people, including some with a good
deal of schooling, tend to uncritically assume understanding when they
have done little or nothing to test it, and as a result, are much too quick to
“disagree”, Most people are surprised if, after they disagree with some-
thing said, the speaker says, “What exactly did you take me to be saying
that you are disagreeing with?” Often they will be puzzled and say, “Well,
perhaps you should say it again,” or words to that effect.

Or consider a more profound safeguard against egocentric thought, an
attempt to probe the justification for one’s belief by sympathetically formu-
lating the strongest arguments for rejecting that belief from opposing points
of view. After confidently stating a belief few can summarize strong argu-
ments and reasons that have persuaded intelligent, rational others to believe
in opposing positions.
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Each of us, to the extent that we are egocentric, spontaneously think along
lines that serve to justify cur fears, desires, and vested interests. Few have
developed a “Bocratic” character. As a result, most everyday eritical thought
is egocentric. We unconsciously tend te think in the following ways: “Your
thinking is well founded and insightful to the extent that it agrees with or
supports my own, If it does not, then, as a matter of course, it is ‘wrong’ and I
am obliged to criticize it.” Much adult “critical” thought is not fairminded but
rather egocentrically motivated and structured, lacking fairmindedness at its
very core. Is it not also fair to say that few adults had epportunities in school
to grapple with their own tendencies to think irrationally?

+ The Sociocentrically Critical Person
and the Ideal of a Critical Society

In my view, Piaget rightly identifies uncritical thought with a tendency
toward egocentrism, and eritical thought with a tendency toward reciprocity.
He recognizes, but does not explore, how egocentricity develops inte and par-
tially merges with sociocentricity:

The child begins with the assumption that the immediate attitudes arising
out of our pwn special surroundings and aclivities are the only ones possible,
This state of mind, which we shall term the unconscious egocentricity (both
cognitive and affective} of the chikl is at first a stumbling-block both to the
understanding of his own country and to the development of objective rela-
tions with other countries. Furthermore, 10 overcome his egocentric attitude
1t 18 necessary (o train the faculty for cognitive and affective integration; this
is a slow and laboricus process consisting mainly in efforls at ‘reciprocily’,
and at each new stage of the process, egoceniricity re-emerges in new guises
farther and farther removed from the child's initial center of interest. There
are the various forms of sociocentricity --- a survival of the original egocen-
tricity — and they are the cause of subsequent disturbances or tensions, any
understanding of which must be based on an accurate analysis of the initial
stages and of the elementary conflicts between egocentricity and understand-
ing of others (Reciprocity).®

One manifestation of the irrational mind is to uneritically presuppose the
truth of beliefs and doctrines embedded in social life or values. We intellectn-
ally and affectively absorb common frames of references from the sacial set-
tings in which we live. Our interests and purposes find a place within a
socially absorbed picture of the world. We use that picture to test the claims
of cantesting others. We imaginatively rehearse situations within portions of
that picture. We rarely, however, describe that picture gs a picture, as an
image constructed by one social group as against that of another. We cannot
easily place that picture at arm’s length, so to speak, and for a time suspend
our acquiescence to it. (For example, I cannot avoid feeling uncomfortable
when an aequaintance of another culture stands “too close” to me while we
talk, just as that acquaintance cannot avoid feeling somewhat offended that I



192 CRITICAL TRINKING IN THE STRONG SENSE

continually move “too far away” for conversation. To each of us, the proper
distance seems obviously and objectively proper.) That our thought is often
disturbed and distorted by ethnocentric tendencies is rarely an abiding
recognition. At best, it occurs in most people in fleeting glimpses, to judge by
how often it is recognized explicitly in everyday thought.

Although many talk ahout and research ethnocentrism ar sociocentrism as a
problem in education, there are no reasonable, effective means of combatting
it. Institutions and beliefs tend to become “sacred” and “cherished”; the think-
ing that critiques them seems “dangerous”, “subversive”, or at least “disturb-
ing” and “unsettling”. Habits, customs, and faiths become deeply embedded in
how we define ourselves, and intolerance, censorship, and oppression never
seem to be such by those who carry them out in the name of “true belief”.

Sacrates is not the only thinker to imagine a society in which independent
eritical thought became embodied in the day-to-day lives of individuals; oth-
ers, including William Graham Sumner, North America’s distinguished con-
servative anthropologist, have formulated the ideal:

The critical habit of thought, if usual in a society, will pervade all its
mores, because it is a way of taking up the problems of life. Men educated in
it cannot be stampeded by stump orators and are never deceived by dithyra-
mbic oratory. They are slow to belicve. They can hold things as possible or
probable in all degrees, without certainty and without pain. They can wait for
evidence and weigh evidence, uninfluenced by the emphasis or confidence
with which assertions are made on one side or the other. They can resist
appeals 10 their dearest prejudices and all kinds of cajolery. Education in the
critical faculty is the only education of which it can be truly said that it
makes good citizens.”

Until critical habits of thought pervade our society, however, schools, as
social institutions, will tend to transmit the prevailing world view more or
less uncritically, transmit it as reality itself, not as a picture of reality. Our
ability to solve social and international problems becomes constrained by the
solutions credible and plausible within our prevailing ideas and assump-
tions. When solutions are suggested from contrary world views, they appear
patently false to us because they appear to be based on false ideas, that is,
ideas that don’t square with “reality” (with our ideas of reality). Of course,
those who live in other societies will themselves interpret our propesed solu-
tions as patently false because they appear to them to be hased on false
ideas; that is, ideas that don't square with reality (with their ideas of reality).
Hence, one society’s freedom-fighters are another society's terrorists, and vice
verse. Each is outraged at the flagrant propaganda of the other and is forced
to conclude that the other must be knowingly distorting the facts, and hence
is evil to the core. Citizens in any country who question the prevailing labels
commonly have their patriotism questioned, or worse.

Ideas, in other words, do not enter into school life in neutral but in socially
biased ways. Helping students think critically entails developing their ability
to recognize and so to question this process.
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Sociocentrically critical people may use the vocabulary of critical thinking.
They may develop facility in its micro-skills. But they inadvertently function
as apologists for the prevailing world view, nevertheless. They may conceive
of themselves as hard-headed realists, fundamentally beyond “ideclogy” or
naive “idealism”, but the lack of reciprocity in their thought demonstrates
their closedmindedness.

A critical society emerges only to the extent that it becomes socially unac-
ceptable to routinely presuppose, rather than explicitly identify and argue
for, one’s fundamental ideas and assumptions. In the schools of a critical soci-
ety, both teachers and students would recognize multilogical issues as
demanding dialogical rather than monological treatment. Reasoning within
opposing points of view would be the rule, not the rare exception. Social stud-
ies instruction in particular would play a significant role in fostering recipro-
eal multilogical thinking and se would contribute in a special way to the nur-
turing in the citizenry of values and skills essential to the conduct of
everyday life in a eritical manner.

4+ Socigl Studies and the
Fostering of Rational Belief

We can assess any school program for its educative value by determining
the extent to which it fosters rational as against irrational belief formation.
To the extent that students merely memorize what the teacher or textbook
says, or presuppose the correctness of one point of view, and so develop no
sense of what would justify rational belief, to that extent the school fosters
irrational learning and irrational belief.

Social studies instruction is an excellent area to canvass in this regard
becanse societies naturally inculcate an uncritical monoclogical nationalistic
perspective, despite the multilogical nature of the major issues in the field.
The tendency is natural because people within a country or culture naturally
ego identify with it and hence assume rather than question the policies of its
leaders. Thus, the history of those policies and of the sacial representation of
them continually gravitates in a self-serving direction. Reason inadvertently
serves an intellectually dishonorable funetion: the rationalization of the pre-
vailing structure of power and the idealization of national character. Karl
Mannheim identified this as the inevitable development of ideology.®* Lonis
Wirth suggests the practical problems for thought that it engenders:

Even ioday open, frank, and “objective” inquiry into the most sacred and
cherished institutions and beliefs is more or less seriously restricted in every
country of the world. It is virtnally impossible, for instance, even in England
and America, to enquire inlo the actual facts regarding cominunism, no mat-
ter how disinterestedly, without running the risk of being labelled a commu-
nist. {p. XIV, preface)™
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Yet, the field is clearly multilogical; that 1s to say, the issues in the field
can be intellectually defined, analyzed, and “settled” from many perspectives.
There are inevitably — to put it another way — schools of social thought.
Whether one looks at the classic theorists (Durkheim, Weber, Marx,
Mannheim, Sumner, etc.), or more recent theorists (Sorokin, Parsons, Mills,
Merton, Pressman, Garfinkel, Berger, etc.), clearly there is no one agreed-
upon frame of reference in which social behavior can be represented and
understood. Those more “conservative” inevitably come to different conclu-
sions about people and world events than those more “liberal”. There is no
way to abstract all discussion and study from basic disputes arising from
conflicting frames of reference. For students to rationally understand social
events, they must not only recognize this but also enter the debate actively.
They need to hear, and themselves make the case for, a variety of conserva-
tive, liberal, and radical interpretations of events. They need to develop the
critical tools for assessing differences ameng these views. These skills devel-
op only with dialectical practice. There is no alternative.

When students cover a conflict between two countries — especially when
one is their own — they should hear the case not just for ene but both coun-
tries’ perspectives. Often other perspectives are also relevant.

U.8. textbook writers canvassing the Cold War, for example, do not
jidentify themselves as arguing for one selective representation of it. They
do not identify themselves as having a pro-U.S. bias, They do not suggest
that they represent only one out of a number of points of view. They imply
rather that they give an “objective” account, as though the issues were
intrinsically monological and so settlable by considering merely one point
of view. They imply that the reader need not consider other points of view
on the Cold War. They imply that the facts speak for themselves and that
they (the textbooks) contain the facts, all the facts, and nothing but the
facts. There is nothing dialogical about their modes of canvassing the
material nor in the assignments that accompany the account the student
is inevitably led to believe.

That some of the most distinguished historians have concluded that the
United Sates bears a large share of the blame for the Cold War is never, to
my knowledge, even casually mentioned. It would seem bizarre to most stu-
dents in the United States, and their teachers, to hear a distinguished histo-
rian like Henry Steele Commager speak of the Cold War as follows:

How are we o explain our obsession with communism, our paranoid hos-
tility to the Soviet Union, our preoccupations with the Cold War, our reliance
on military rather than political or diplomatic solutions, and our new readi-
ness 1o entertain as a possibility what was long regarded as unthinkable —
atomic warfare?*

The notion that U.S. citizens might be obsessed or the victims of “paranoid
hostility” completely contradicts how textbooks in the U.S. characterize the
country, its philosophy, behavior, and values.
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Or consider Arnold Toynbee’s characterization:

In examining America’s situation in the world today, I can say, with my
hand on my heart, that my feelings arc sympathetic, not malicious. After all,
mere regard for seif-inicrest, apart from any more estimable considerations,
would detcr America’s allies from wishing America ill ... (But) today
America is no longer the inspirer and leader of the World Revolution ... by
contrast, America is today, the leader of a world-wide, anti-revolutionary
movement in defense of vested interests. She now stands for what Rome
stood for. Rome consistently supported the rich against the poor in all foreign
communitics; and since the poor, so far, have always been far more numer-
ous than the rich, Rome’s policy made for inequality, for injustice, and for
the least happiness for the grealest numbers. America’s decision to adopt
Rome’s role has been deliberate, if T have gauged it right”

These views would shock most U.8, citizens. Their schooling has given
them no inkling that the United States’ and Britain’s most distinguished his-
torians could have such a low estimation of our policies. They would under-
stand the recent California State Assembly resolution, endorsed on a vote of
520, that the Vietham war was waged for a noble purpose.

Similar points can be made about every major issue in history and social
studies. They can all be approached from more than one point of view. All histo-
ry, to put it another way, is history-written-from-a-point-of-view, just as all
social perception is perception-from-a-point-of-view. There are, inevitably, differ-
ent philosophies of history and society based on different presuppositions about
the nature of people and human saciety. Different schools of historical and social
research inevitably use different organizing concepts and root metaphors.

Therefore, a rational approach to historical, sociological, and anthropolagi-
cal issues must reflect this diversity of approach. Just as juries must hear
both the pro and con cases before coming to a judgment, irrespective of the
strength of the case for either, so0, too, must we insist, as rational students of
history and human saociety, on hearing the case for more than one interpreta-
tion of key events and trends so that our own view may take into account
this relevant evidence and reasoning. Intellectual honesty demands this,
education requires it. It is irrational to assume a priori the correctness of one
of these perspectives, and intellectually irresponsible to make fundamental
frame of reference decisions for our students,

Once students consider conflicting perspectives, they should actually
argue the cases for them, role playing the thought of those who insightfully
hold them. This requires students to learn how to callect the “facts” each side
marshals to defend its views and analyze their divergent use of key terms,
For example, what exactly differentiates those we label freedom fightery from
those we label terrorists? How can we define them without presupposing the
truth of someone’s ideclogy? These crucial terms and many others current in
social disputes are often used in self-serving ways by nations and groups,
begging most of the crucial social and moral issues. Students need skills in
breaking down ideoclogically biased uses of language. This requires them to
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develop concepts that do not presuppose specific national ideological slants.
This, in turn, requires them to engage in the argumentation for and against
their application in key cases.

Unfortunately, even when critical thinking becomes an explicit instrue-
tional objective and significant attention is given to formulation of curricu-
lum, unless teachers and curriculum specialisits have internalized the con-
cept of strong sense critical thinking, instruction usually fosters sociocentric
weak sense critical thinking skills rather than strong sense skills. Consider
the follewing eritical thinking writing prompts from a series of similarly con-
structed items for a state-wide testing program:

Critical Thinking Writing Prompt
History-Social Science

The Cold War: Cuban Missile Crisis

Directions: Read the conversation below that might have taken place belween two Unit-
ed States citizens doring the Cuban missile crisis in 1962,
Speaker 1: These pholographs in the newspaper show beyond a doubt that Russians
arc building missile bases in Cuba. IU's lime we took some strong action
and did something ahoul it. Lets get some bombers down there.

Speaker 2: I agree thal there are Russian missiles in Cuba, but T don’t agree with the
solulion you suggesl. What would the world think about America drop-
ping bombs on a neighboring small island?

Speakeri: I think the only way to deal with the threat of force is force. If we do
nothing, it's the same as saying it's okay to let them put in missiles that
will threaten the whole hemisphere. Let's eliminate those missile bases
now with mlitary force.

Speaker 2: The solulion you propose would certainly eliminate those bases, but inno-
cent peaple might be killed, and world opinion might be against us. What
if we try talking to the Russians first and then try a blockade of their ships
around Cuba, or something like that?

Speaker 1: That kind of weak response won't get us anywhere. Communists only
understand force.

Speaker 2: i think we should try other less drastic measures that won't result in loss
of life. Then, if they don’t work, use military action.

Imagine that you are a concerned citizen in 1962. Based on the information above, write
a letter to President Kennedy about the missile crisis. Take a position and explain to
President Kennedy what you think should be done aboul the missiles in Cuba and why.
» State your pesition clearly.
» UJsc informalion from the conversation above and from what
you know about the missile crisis to support your position.
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Critical Thinking Writing Prompt
History-Social Science

Directions: Read the information below and answer the questions that follow.

The Cold War: Cuban Missile Crisis

In 1962 an international crisis erupted when the Soviet Union installed missile-launching
equipment in Cuba. Because Cuba is only 90 miles from Florida, many Americans felt
threatened by the missile bases. On October 26, 1962, President Kennedy sent the fol-
lowing letter to the Saviet Union’s premier, Nikita Khrushchev:

“You would agree to remove these weapons systems [rom Cuba under appropriate Unit-
ed Nations® supervision ... the first ingredient is the cessalion of work on missile cites in
Cuba ..."

Nikita Khrushchev responded in a letier shortly thereafter by saying:

“We accept your proposal, and have ordered the Soviet vessels bound for Coba but not
yet within the area of American warships® piratical activities to stay out of the intercep-
tion area.”

1. Based on the information above aboul the Cuban missile erisis, what do you think the
central issue or concern is?

2. List two facts in the information about the missile crisis.

3. Do you sec any words in either President Kennedy’s or Premier Khrushchev's letters
that might be considered biased or “loaded™? Find which one or ones are “loaded™ and
list why they are *loaded™.

4, Based on the information above, which side do you think is the aggressor? Why?

5. Khrushchev had spoken earlier of the need for “peaceful coexistence™ between the
U.S. and USSR. Is arming Cuba with missiles consisient with this statement about peace-
ful coexistence? Why or why not?
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6. If you had an opportunity to interview Khrushchev in 1962, what question would you
ask 1o find out why he placed missiles in Cuba?

7. President Kennedy was convinced that there actually were missile bases in Cuba. If
you were President Kennedy in 1962, what information would you need to conclude that
missile bases actually existed in Cuba?

8. If Cuba had been permitted to install missile bases, what affect would this have had on
Cuba's relationships wilh other countries?

Critical Thinking Writing Prompt
History-Social Science

The Cold War: Cuban Missile Crisis

Directions: Read the information below about missiles in Cuba and answer the questions
that follow.

In 1962, an international erisis erupted when the Soviet Union installed missile-launch-
ing equipment in Cuba. Some of the facts relating to the incident are:

. Photographs of Cuba taken by United States planes show missile sites under con-
struction in Cuba.

Long-range missiles are observed near the sites.
Russian supply ships are bringing missile base equipinent and technicians to Cuba.
Cuba is only 30 miles from the United States.

nokowow

‘The President’s military advisers recommend that the missiles be removed.

1. What is the central issue?

2. Writc one question you might want to ask the United States military advisers.

3. Write one question you might want to ask Sovict Premier Khrushchev.

4. Whal does the United States assume that Cuba will do with the missiles?
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5. List two actions the United States might have taken in responsc to this crisis.

6. List two facts that support one of the actions identified in item 5.

7. Imagine you are a concemed citizen who has been following the above events with
great interest. You decide to write a letter to the editor of the local newspaper. Writc your
letter on this sheet of paper. In your letter, take a stand on the situalion in Cuba and clear-
ly cxplain your reasons.

* State your position clearly.

* Use information from the list and from what you know about

the missile crisis Lo support your position.

Editor
Daily Bugle
Yourtown, USA

Dear Editor:

In every case, the student has none of the facts to which a Soviet might
call attention, or any sense of how a Soviet might use them to develop an
opposing line of reasoning.

Imagine, in contrast, a test item that provided a list of facts to which United
States observers might allude {such as those preceding), followed by a list of
facts to which Soviets might allude, including perhaps these: @) the United
States already had placed many of its own missiles within 90 miles of the Sovi-
et border; b} Cuba is a sovereign country; ¢} the United States had rejected
Soviet complaints that it had put missiles too close to their borders by saying
that the countries where the misgiles were placed were sovereign countries.

After giving students the two lists of facts, one could give short arguments
in favor of the opposed positions. Then the students might be asked to
answer the same kinds of questions as the original prompt. Other contrast-
ing lists of facts could be provided regarding many of the tense situations
that have characterized the Cold War, and the students could be given a vari-
ety of dialogical writing and rele-playing assignments. Through such assign-
ments the students could eome to understand how Soviets actually reason
about the conflicts and tensicns that have characterized the history of the
two countries. They would learn not to presuppose that their country is
always right. They would develop a much more realistic sense of how govern-
ments of all kinds often act in ways they themselves (the various govern-
ments) would disapprove of were “the enemy” to do what they do.
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One of the major ways in which sociocentric bias is introduced into social
studies texts is through the fostered illusion of “scientific” objectivity. Noth-
ing suggests that the authors are taking a position on issues about which
reasonable people could disagree, or at least that they are taking such a posi-
tion only when they explicitly admit to it.

The textbook American Democracy In World Perspective,® written by four
professors at the University of California for use in college political science
courses, is an exemplary case in this regard. Virtually everything in its 700-
plus pages is oriented toward persuading the reader that the United States
has the best form of government, comes closest to “perfect” democracy, and
that the fate of freedom in the world depends on the United States: “As
democracy fares in the United States, so will it, in the long run, fare through-
out the world.”

The text divides all governments into two basic types, democratic and non-
democtatic, the non-democratic ones are divided into autheoritarian and total-
itarian ones, in accord with the figure 1.

Numerous features stand out in this chart. Democracy is a term that we
apply to ourselves (a positive term with which virtually all people identify).
Authoritarian and totalitarian are negative terms with which virtually no
one identifies. The United Sates is characterized by a term that expresses an
ideal, whereas its enemies, the USSR and its allies, are characterized by
terms that in effect condemn them. The chart, presented as purely descrip-
tive, obscures its tendentious character. By the same token, the distinction
between authoritarianism and totalitarianism provides, under the guise of
pure description, a means whereby support of dictators by the United States
can he justified as the “better” of twa evils. It does not take too much imagi-
nation to reconstruct how an equally tendentious chart might be fabricated
for a “neutral” Soviet social studies text (see figure 2),

The authors also imply that most Americans believe in reason and experi-
ence, whereas Communists believe in dogmatism.:

By using reasons and experience, man has scored impressive advances in
the mastery of nature .... Democrats belicve thal reason and expericnce can
be fruitfully used in the understanding and harmonious adjustment of human
relations ... In contrast, dogmatists (such as Communists or Fascists) reject
this belief in reason and experience ™

At the same time, the text gives lip service to the need for free discussicn
of issues in social studies.

In trying to presenl a fair and balanced picture of American democracy,
we have not scught to avoid controversial issues. The United Slates owes jils
existence to controversy and conflict, and throughout its history, as today,
there has never been a dearth of highly controversial questions.”

I know of no textbook presently used in a large public school system that
focuses on the multilogical issues of social studies or highlights the importance
of strong sense critical thinking skills. Monological thinking that presupposes
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a U.S. world view clearly dominates. At the same time, students do not recog-
nize that they are learning, not to think, but to think like “Americans”, within
one out of many possible points of view.

4+ Concluding Remarks: The Critical Teacher

To be in the best position to encourage critical thinking in their students,
teachers must first value it highly in their personal, social, and civic lives. A
teacher of critical thinking must be a critical person, a person comfortable
with and experienced in critical discussion, critical reflection, and critical
inquiry; must be willing to make questions rather than assertions the heart
of his or her contribution to student learning; must explicitly understand his
or her own frame of reference and that fostered in the society at large; must
be willing to treat no idea as intrinsically good or bad; must have confidence
in reason, evidence, and open discussion; must deeply value clarity, accuracy,
and fairmindedness; and must be willing to help students develop the vari-
ous critical thinking micro-proficiencies in the context of these values and
ideals. To do so, teachers must be students of human irrationality, egocentric-
ity, and prejudice. Their interest must be both theoretical and practical. They
must experience (and recognize) irrational drives and behavior in themselves
as well as others. A teacher must be patient and capable of the long view, for
people, schools, and society change only in the long run, never quickly, and
always with some frustration, conflict, and misunderstanding.

Few now realize that the critical teacher is rare and that most of the criti-
cal thinking cultivated in students today is, at best, monological and techni-
cal, and, at worst, sociocentric and sophistic. The concept of strong sense crit-
ical thinking — of what it is to live or teach critically — has as yet had little
perceptible influence on schools as a whole. If, in our haste to bring critical
thinking into the schools, we ignore the need to develop long-term strategies
for nurturing the development of teachers’ own critical powers and passions,
then we shall truly make the new emphasis on critical thinking into nothing
more than a passing fad, or worse, into a new, more sophisticated form of
social indoctrination and scholastic closedmindedness.
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