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Knowing How to Think
Given that people are thinking all the
time, is there a right way and a wrong
way to go about it? Here we examine

some guides to more logical thinking.
It can deliver us from manipulation,
and lead to a happier and healthier life ...

Next to breathing, thinking is arguably the most
common of all human activities. We eat and sleep
only at intervals; we walk or talk only part of the
time. But as long as we are conscious, we think
constantly. The ability to do so in the abstract -- to
have ideas -- is what sets homo sapiens apart from
the rest of creation. Descartes spoke for an entire
species when he wrote, "I think, therefore I am."

According to Ralph Waldo Emerson, our very fives
consist of what we are thinking all day long. Yet,
considering how vital the mental processes are to
human existence, it is remarkable how little is done
to ensure that they are effectively exercised. We are
told a great deal about what to think, but very little
about how to think. This may be because most people
regard thinking as something that comes naturally.
They would no more seek instruction on how to use
their minds than on how to use their veins.

But talking is a natural function too; and just as
people can learn to express themselves more clearly,
they can learn to think more clearly. The first recorded
attempt to teach reasoning skills was among the
philosophers of ancient Greece. Aristotle, for one,
propounded certain formal laws of logic. These have
since been widely disputed, but they formed an
indispensable starting-point for the study of how to
think.

Aristotle’s work was carried on by scholars in the
Middle Ages who developed a list of approaches to
reasoning to be avoided. They called these fallacies
-- errors which have the deceptive appearance of
making sense. They gave them Latin names which
make them sound forbiddingly "intellectual." In fact,
fallacies are common in everyday life. We are liable
to slip into fallacious reasoning, or have our own
thinking affected by it, at any time.

Take the fallacy the medieval scholars called

secudum quid, which is nothing more than what we
today would call jumping to conclusions. We visit a
strange town and see two men reeling about on the
streets; from these two instances we conclude that the
town is full of drunkards. "People in this town are
very rude, too," we think after being treated brusquely
by the only local sales clerk we meet.

Gross over-generalizations like this may seem
harmless, but they can lead to serious damage socially
and politically. When applied to groups, they create
misleading stereotypes. Two members of such-and-
such a group are lazy and unreliable, therefore they
are all lazy and unreliable; three members of another
group are charged with stealing, therefore they are
all criminals. There is a murder in an ethnic
neighbourhood; we are frightened ever to go there,
because everybody there is a potential murderer. It
is from such crude labelling that vicious racial and
sectarian prejudices arise.

A related over-generalization is the assumption that
a localized and temporary opinion or sentiment
represents a universal principle -- that what we deem
to be true here and now is going to be true everywhere
and forever. This is often accompanied by the belief
that what one deems to be good for oneself is good
for the whole society.

Over-generalizations are the lazy man’s substitute
for rigorous thought, and mental sloth may be the
only explanation for how widely some of them are
accepted. In the 1950s, the press critic A.J. Liebling
summarized the American newspapers’ approach to
foreign news this way: "Man go church, good man,
no lie. Man not go church, man bad, lie. Communists
bad, whatever they say lie." Scores of millions of
people went along unquestioningly with that mindless
line.

Many American fives were then being ruined by




