
[image: Cover-Image]





Thinking Matters



Thinking Matters

A Guide to Making Wiser and More Thoughtful Decisions

Selma Wassermann

ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London




Published by Rowman & Littlefield

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE, United Kingdom

Copyright © 2024 by Selma Wassermann

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Wassermann, Selma, author.


Title: Thinking matters : a guide to making wiser and more thoughtful decisions / Selma Wassermann.

Description: Lanham, Maryland : Rowman & Littlefield, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references. | Summary: “Thinking Matters offers adults an opportunity to examine what it means to use intelligent habits of mind to make wise, rational, and informed choices and to deal more logically with the problems that impact their lives”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023052164 (print) | LCCN 2023052165 (ebook) | ISBN 9781475873870 (cloth) | ISBN 9781475873887 (paperback) | ISBN 9781475873894 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Thought and thinking. | Decision making.

Classification: LCC BF441 .W34 2024  (print) | LCC BF441 (ebook) | DDC 153.4/2—dc23/eng/20231219

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023052164

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023052165

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.









Contents

Acknowledgments	vii

Preface	ix

Introduction	xiii

Chapter 1: What Is Thinking?	1

Chapter 2: Why Think?	5

Chapter 3: Traps to Logical Thinking: Dangerous Grades and Curves the Next 66 Miles	9

Chapter 4: Sharpening Your Thinking Skills: Introduction	21

Chapter 5: Sharpening Your Thinking Skills: Gathering Knowledge and Promoting Understanding	23

Chapter 6: Sharpening Your Thinking Skills: Applying What Is Known to Practice	59

Chapter 7: Reflecting on Action: Evaluation without Tears	81

Chapter 8: The Burdens of Living a Life of Reason: There’s No Free Lunch	89

Bibliography	95

About the Author	97









Acknowledgments

It is my family to whom I owe the most appreciation for their continued support, confidence in, and regard for my work as a writer and teacher. My longtime mate and husband Jack, daughter Paula, grandsons Arlo and Simon, and great grandchildren Ruben, Maya, and Kai have each made singular and valued inputs into my life and work, and they all stand at the head of my list. Without Simon, the Wizard of Parksville, and his expert high-tech help with my computer problems, I’d probably still be writing with a pencil and a yellow pad.

Colleagues Larry Cuban, George Ivany, and Bill Cliett have written not only positive but also enthusiastic responses to a request to weigh in on the merits of the proposal for this new book, and I am deeply indebted to them for their support.

And to the memory of my great teacher and mentor, Louis E. Raths, whose original work and theoretical constructs continue to inform my own thinking and writing, my ongoing and heartfelt thanks.









Preface

When my grandmother was a young woman, raising six children at the turn of the last century, she lived in a cold-water tenement with a bathroom in the backyard. Every meal she cooked had to be made from scratch, by hand. There were no electric mixers, no food processors, no refrigerator, and no washing machine.

All the marketing had to be done by walking to the shops and carrying the parcels up the three flights of stairs. A neighborhood grocery carried only the most basic supplies, all of which were locally sourced. Supermarkets were unheard of with their vast array of foods from all over the world. My grandfather worked as a tailor, into the late hours of the night, to provide what he could to keep the family in food and shelter. There were no unions to protect his trade; he had to take what he could get and make the best of it. The two older children were taken out of school at age 12 and sent to work to help support the family. No child labor laws kept them safe and in school.

Sanitation was not high on the list of civic concerns, and garbage and waste littered the streets. Children died of diphtheria, smallpox, scarlet fever, and infantile paralysis. The Spanish flu wiped out 50 million people worldwide because knowledge of how the disease was transmitted was yet to be understood. There were no antidotes, no vaccines, and no penicillin to combat infection. Doctors thought that washing their hands before doing surgery was “effeminate.”

Automobiles were few; they were the “toys” of the very rich. If you needed to go across town, you took a trolley. A big trip was taking the newly installed elevated train to go from Brooklyn to Manhattan.

The role of women was to serve men domestically as well as take care of the children in the household. In fact, a married woman’s legal existence was incorporated into that of her husband. Women could not vote or hold public office. They could, by virtue of the Married Women’s Property Act, passed in New York in 1848, be allowed to keep their own wages if they held jobs.

Hard times?

In contrast, today I live in a high-rise apartment with every conceivable electrical appliance at my fingertips. I can phone to Whole Foods to ask them to deliver my shopping if I choose. The variety and array of foods available come by refrigerated container ships from all over the world. The computer in my study allows me to read the latest news without having to wait for the delivery of the morning paper. My daughter and grandchildren went to schools that are modern and fully equipped and have the best-trained teachers.

A vast selection of recreational activities are at our fingertips; we have the cinema, the theater, the symphony, and the opera, all housed in elegant venues and styles. Streaming allows me to sit at home and watch the latest movies. I can use my cell phone to call anyone so connected anywhere in the world. It also takes photos and videos, and with it, I can download e-books. If I choose, I can leave my Pacific coast residence and arrive in time to have New York pizza for dinner that same evening.

Modern medicine has given us vaccines to combat polio and other infectious diseases. Even the COVID-19 pandemic found scientists working around the clock to find a vaccine that would, at least, reduce the flu symptoms if infected or, better, gave us the resources to combat the infection in the first place.

Compared to the early 20th century, life today, for many of us, is one of comparative ease.

Better times?

And yet there are many now who claim that we, who live in the most highly lauded democracy in the world, are on the verge of a breakdown of that democracy. Problems like the wrangling between political parties, political polarization, social divisions, racial tensions, the wealth gap, and the dangers of climate change have become more acute. There are approximately 600,000 homeless people living on the streets and in shelters in this, the richest country in the world. All of these conditions (and others) are pointed to as “weakening the functioning of democracy in the United States.”

A former president made false claims of election fraud that brought a frightening army of rioters to the steps of Congress, making an assault on the very halls of our highest democratic institution. Threatened elected officials fled in fear of their lives. All of this was viewed by millions on their home TV sets as they cringed in horror at what should have been a peaceful transfer of power.

The internet, while giving us immediate access to a world of information, has also become a source of disinformation, intimidation, infiltration, and scamming, leaving a large group of “users” unable and unready to differentiate between what is real and what is fiction—between what facts are supported by data and what are blatant lies. When a president’s press secretary talks about “alternate truths” as a reliable source of evidence, whom are we to believe?

The murders of children in schools by lunatics with easy access to guns has become a weekly horror show; the New York Times reported that more than 49,000 people were murdered by guns during 2021, citing that there are more guns owned in the United States than there are people.

In our “lives of ease,” we are also witness to the rapid erosion of the health of our planet; violent hurricanes, earthquakes, overpowering snowstorms, devastating wildfires, torrential rains, excessive heat, and the despoiling of Earth have raised the alarm about what our future holds if we continue, as we have been doing, to ruin the lands we live on.

The worst of times?

There is no question that we now live in turbulent times. It is difficult for even adults to make sense of what they see and hear all around them. Not only are we being bombarded by massive amounts of information from multimedia sources, but the pace of information flow is faster than ever. “Spin” has become elevated to a new art form; the distortion and manipulation of data make it increasingly difficult even for adults to discern disinformation from truth.

Many citizens, facing these enormous problems and issues, lacking the resources to deal with them, respond with anger, violence, and attacks on presumed enemies they hold responsible for their personal difficulties. When people are feeling so threatened and so unable to cope, it is understandable they would resort to violence. Frustration does, in fact, breed aggression.

But the resources to deal with the problems in a free society are attainable. They lie in our ability to take time to reflect, to observe, to study, to inquire, and to make intelligent meaning of what is happening all around us. They lie in our ability to make informed decisions based on data analysis and to acquire the more sophisticated problem-solving skills that give us the resources and the power to tackle the problems that lie ahead. Absent these more intelligent habits of mind, our democracy might, indeed, be in peril.









Introduction

A mind is a terrible thing to waste.

When it comes to the issue of the development of intelligent habits of mind, there’s good news and bad news. The good news is that such higher-level mental skills, like studying and learning any sophisticated set of skills, can be improved with practice—as we would do when learning a foreign language, a concerto, calculus, and coding.

The bad news is that such skills don’t come spontaneously. We are not born with them. They do not come as a by-product of lesson learning. One can study the names and dates of historical events, learn the formulas of chemical compounds, and memorize correct spelling. But while these may be worthwhile endeavors, they do not serve higher-order mental development. One cannot expect listening to Glenn Gould play the Bach Goldberg Variations to translate to one’s own competence on the keyboard. To learn to play the Goldberg Variations, there’s no getting around sitting down at the piano and practicing.

Alas, there’s more bad news. Nearly 100 years ago, Aldous Huxley, in his classic novel Brave New World, wrote about a future utopian society in which monogamy, family, and privacy have all been outlawed to produce a society without “issues.” People who have problems with this utopia are offered a drug called “soma,” which numbs any discomfort, from anxiety to stress to general unease. The drug is handed out like M&M’s to adults and children from a small dispenser that is carried around in a pocket.

In our contemporary culture, we have our own forms of soma. Social media give us solace when we are distressed, an outlet for our anger, companionship when we are lonely. Tablets and mobile phones take our minds off what is happening under our noses, a form of escapism that has become endemic. The “metaverse” of unlimited entertainment has distracted us and so dazed us by their fictions that we are in danger of losing our sense of what is real (Garber 2023). Postman’s (1985) caution about our need to “amuse ourselves to death” is more real today than when he wrote in 1985.

And now, with ChatGPT, we don’t have to do our own thinking anymore. Artificial intelligence (AI) does it for us.

The evidence suggests that we do live in perilous times for the development of intelligent habits of mind. Several states in the United States have, with legislation, banned certain topics of discussion from elementary, secondary, and university classrooms so that students may not learn about certain critical issues in history. Slavery and its impact on the lives of those enslaved, endemic racism, African American history, inequality, gender preferences, and sex education are all off-limits in these states.

“Parents, activists, school board officials, and lawmakers are challenging books and topics at a pace not seen in decades” (New York Times, September 24, 2022). This may mean that teachers who believe their roles to be the opening of students’ minds to the examination of critical issues
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