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THANK YOU FOR CHOOSING my book, Practice Game Theory! I would like to show my appreciation for the trust you gave me by giving The Art of Asking Powerful Questions – in the World of Systems to you!

In this booklet you will learn:

-what bounded rationality is,

-how to distinguish event- and behavior-level analysis,

-how to find optimal leverage points,

-and how to ask powerful questions using a systems thinking perspective.
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VISIT WWW.ALBERTRUTHERFORD.com to claim your gift: The Art of Asking Powerful Questions in the World of Systems
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Chapter 1: Socrates and Aristotle
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SOCRATES 

Background.

Socrates is one of the most well-known Greek philosophers, and the earliest. His work focused on morals and were found solely in accounts written by his students, Plato and Xenophon; none of his own writing is known to exist. 

He lived from roughly 470 BCE to 399 BCE and was a member of an aristocratic family. He began his career as a soldier, but eventually abandoned his family to become an itinerant teacher. His teachings, therefore, exist in the form of dialogue, rather than dense texts.​[1]

The Socratic Method.

A teacher may have told you they were using the “Socratic method” during class discussions.  This approach, developed by the philosopher Socrates and documented in his debates, involves a technique of intellectual inquiry.

Socrates used this method to deconstruct his opponents' arguments to find the inevitable gaps in logic, contradictions, or lack of proof. He would ask his opponents a series of questions about their beliefs, eventually leading them to declare the flaws in their arguments.​[2] You can think of this as the “question everything” mindset, which encourages people to question authority and preconceived beliefs or dogma. 

Socrates's goal was to reveal that people in power are not necessarily always right. He believed that people should think for themselves and consider different arguments instead of blindly following their leaders. 

This thinking process ideally involved gathering solid evidence, identifying flaws in logic, and predicting the consequences of actions and words. Clearly, the Socratic method is the most frequently used and famous critical thinking strategy because it provides a simple format for analyzing any argument.

Critical thinking shares the same goals as the Socratic method: analyzing beliefs and explanations, assessing what makes an argument reasonable, and distinguishing emotions from the intellectual merit of an argument or belief.

Socrates's student Plato, Plato's student Aristotle, and later Greek philosophers in the school of the skeptics, all developed this process of critical thinking to analyze the appearance of things versus their true nature. Truth could be reached much faster without taking first impressions for granted, and instead thinking critically.

Critical thinking ultimately allows its practitioner to develop a more refined sense of personal reason. With well-developed judgment, a person can guide their thoughts, actions, and emotions more thoughtfully, rather than just going with gut reactions or pure emotion. 

To provide a clearer understanding, the following outlines the five steps of the Socratic Method​[3]:

	Initiate with a Hypothesis. 


The questioner starts by asking for a clear hypothesis from the interlocutor. If the hypothesis is unclear, the questioner may rephrase the question or suggest alternatives.

	Examine the Hypothesis. 


Once a clear hypothesis is provided, the questioner begins to examine it by asking for evidence, reasoning, counterexamples, or alternative perspectives.

	Response and Revision. 


The interlocutor responds to the examination, which may involve agreeing, disagreeing, clarifying, or revising their hypothesis based on the discussion.

	Further Examination. 


The questioner may continue to probe different aspects of the reasoning, guide the interlocutor towards alternative views, or address new responses as the dialogue progresses.

	Dialogue and Conclusion. 








The dialogue continues with a back-and-forth exchange that can last from a few seconds to several hours. It may end with a revised hypothesis or the same hypothesis after thorough examination, depending on the nature of the discussion and the participants' engagement.

Now, it’s important to understand that the Socratic method is nothing without asking questions. The essence of this method lies in the art of Socratic questioning—constantly probing, challenging, and examining the validity of arguments. 

Socratic Questioning.​[4]

Socratic questioning is a simple and easy way to develop critical thinking skills because it allows the practitioner to quite literally examine any flaws within an argument.  

There’s no limitation to the types of questions one can ask in the Socratic method, but some questions are more helpful to the critical thinking process than others. Questions should be focused, respectful, intellectual, and critical; tuned to analyze processes, ask for more data, brainstorm interpretations, and counter assumptions. 

A Socratic questioner should be comfortable asking questions that keep the conversation moving, “moderate” the discussion, summarizing occasionally to recap what has been said, and making sure everyone is included and able to speak. 

Below are six types of Socratic questions​[5] along with examples​[6]:

	Clarification questions.


These help you understand the context behind someone's response and ensure you have a clearer grasp of their meaning. For example, if a colleague says, “I think we should change our approach,” you could ask, “Could you elaborate on what you mean by changing our approach?” or “How do you see this fitting into our current agenda?”

Other examples:


●  “Can you help me understand why...?”

●  “Could you clarify what you mean by...?”

●  “How does this connect with our conversation?”



	Assumption questions. 


These challenge the basic assumptions behind a statement or argument to see if they are valid. They help you figure out if the underlying beliefs make sense and are backed by solid evidence. Let’s say someone says, “Investing in this stock is the best way to make a lot of money.” Assumption questions sound like, “What makes you think this stock is the best money-maker?” or “How can we check if your assumption about that stock is accurate or not?” 

Other examples:


●  What are other assumptions we can consider?

●  How can we verify if this assumption is accurate or not?

●  What’s your reasoning behind...?



	Perspective questions. 


These explore different perspectives and understand how other viewpoints might influence the discussion. They help strengthen the conversation by considering alternative angles. For instance, imagine you and your partner are discussing moving to a bigger house. You can ask a perspective question by saying, “What are the pros and cons of moving to a bigger house?”

Other examples:


●  What other options do we have?

●  How are X and Y’s idea alike? How are they different?

●  What makes X the best choice?



	Reason/evidence questions. 


These uncover the reasons and evidence behind an argument or explanations for a phenomenon. Let’s say you bump into a salesman promoting a car, claiming it’s the best in the market. In response, you can ask, “Do you have evidence to prove that?” or “What are the reasons or features that make this car stand out from others?”

Other examples:


●  Can you provide evidence that supports this conclusion?

●  What other information do I need?

●  What do you think causes this to happen?



	Consequence questions. 








These focus on figuring out the potential outcomes of a decision. They encourage thinking about how a particular choice might impact other areas or lead to specific results. Consequence questions can work well during announcements of a policy change. 

For example, your boss might announce, “We're implementing a new remote work policy starting next month. Do you have any questions?” You can raise your hand to ask, “What could be the impact of this new policy on productivity?” or “How does this affect the company culture?”  

Other examples:


●  What are you implying?

●  What effect would that have?

●   If that happened, what would be the consequences?



	Meta-questions. 


These ask the purpose behind a question or its relevance to the conversation. They also encourage the person asking to reflect on the process of their inquiry and consider whether they’re truly asking the right question. These can be handy when the current questions being brought up are leading to unproductive discussions. For instance, you can ask, “What’s the point of that question?” or “Can we break down that question?” 

Other examples:


●  Do you agree that you’re asking the right question?

●  Why are you asking this? 

●  How does that question improve our discussion?



Exercise.

Using what you’ve learned, form Socratic questions in response to the given statement. Here’s an example:







Statement: “Social media platforms are harmful to mental health.”


	
Clarifying Question: “What specific aspects of social media are considered harmful to mental health?”


	
Assumption Question: “What assumptions are we making about the relationship between social media use and mental health issues?


	
Reason/evidence Question: “What evidence exists that social media use contributes to mental health problems?”


	
Perspective Question: “How might different age groups experience the impact of social media on their mental health?”


	
Consequence Questions: “What are the potential societal implications if social media is proven to have a harmful effect on mental health? 


	
Meta-question: “Why is it crucial to understand the impact of social media on mental health? 




Now it’s your turn! Create Socratic questions based on the provided statement below. 

Statement: “Technology is making students more distracted in the classroom.”

	Clarifying Question: 



___________________________________________________________________



	Assumption Question:



___________________________________________________________________



	Perspective Question:



___________________________________________________________________






	Reason/evidence Question:



___________________________________________________________________



	Consequence Question:



___________________________________________________________________






	Meta-Question: ___________________________________________________________________


Elements of Thought.

Richard Paul and Linda Elder, the modern critical thinking theorists, developed a paradigm called the Elements of Thought, an intrinsic part of their critical thinking framework. 

They have interwoven the Socratic method into this framework as well because it is important to overall critical thinking. The questions act as a stimulant for the brain's creative and analytic processes. This is because each known piece of information can be found using a question. 

Therefore, asking the right questions—that is, the ones given in the Socratic format—can help students parse out inconsistencies in others' arguments, flaws in reasoning, and creative solutions to problems. This is what critical thinking is all about.

While the Elements of Thought vary from the Socratic method, it is are based in the foundations of Socrates's thinking process. They involve thinking about the origins of thoughts, and the questions to ask based on these backgrounds. 

Aside from that, they also explore why someone holds their particular beliefs, understand the assumptions behind their views, or consider the potential outcomes of a specific thought. In short, Paul and Elder’s critical thinking types align well with the questions in the Socratic method.

Every statement in a textbook is an answer to a question, but we never think about textbooks this way. Why? Because teachers often like to teach as much material as possible, as opposed to training students to thoughtfully engage with the things they learn. This divorces answers from questions, because only answers are given, but in fact, anything you could possibly learn is the answer to a question. 

If your teacher says the primary habitat of a lion is the savanna, they’re also indirectly asking you where the lions live. And that information can be translated into a focused Socratic question by asking, “Why is the savanna the primary habitat of lions?”

We improve our thinking not with the answers we're given, but with the questions we ask. For example, if Newton hadn’t wondered why things fall, we might have never discovered gravity. Questions drive us to make crucial developments in a variety of fields. They're at the heart of all human knowledge–without questions, there would be no answers.

Paul and Elder give a longer list of critically oriented questions than Socrates does, but theirs also focus on probing the questions behind life's common answers.


●  Questioning the purpose of your task can help you decide its intentionality. 

●  Asking yourself where your information comes from can help you interrogate its quality and factuality, as can thinking about whether information is accurate. 

●  Reflecting on the perspective behind an ‘answer’ can help you interpret it through the lens of its source.

●  Asking yourself, “How is something logically argued?” is one of the important questions you can consider. 

●  Examining the logical process behind your conclusion can help clarify how you arrived at it.



In the end, interrogating yourself with these kinds of questions will make you a sharper critical thinker. Without these or similar questions, your understanding of any given issue will be shallow and limited. Although it's difficult to ask intellectual questions regularly, doing so can help you find deeper answers and purpose in your own life.​[7]

Aristotle

Background.

Aristotle lived from 384 BCE to 322 BCE, so he didn’t know Socrates in his lifetime. However, like Socrates, he was a highly accomplished Greek philosopher and is still credited as one of the founders of Western philosophy which uses many Aristotelean methods and terms in modern work. His work laid the groundwork for many principles still used in modern science. In terms of influence, Aristotle is at least on par with Socrates, if not more so. 

Aristotle's inclination for critical thinking is reflected in his works, especially the Metaphysics, which he wrote in roughly 350 BCE. In it, he argued that every person has a thirst for knowledge, that humans are interested in learning and knowing things for the sake of knowing. This observation began the philosophical practice of a divided field, focusing either on exploring deep questions -called philosophical or abstract thinking- or thinking that has a real-world effect in improving humans' lives, which is the core for critical thinking.

Aristotle remains highly influential in current critical thinking models and practices. His emphasis on linguistic precision and careful word choice is still valued today. Critical thinking necessitates being able to articulate ideas carefully and accurately. Definitions, for example, should be organized into the genus (a broad category) and the diaphora (a specific characteristic). This is something practitioners have valued since Aristotle's time.​[8]

Take your car, for example. In the genus, or broad category, it's a land vehicle. Now, try to categorize the car into its “species.” Is it gas or electric-powered, and can it be operated independently by the driver to move small groups of people? When you combine these two categories, you can define a car as a land vehicle that is powered by fuel, operated independently, and carries small groups of people.

This system of categorization helps you clearly and concisely describe the car, making it easier to evaluate whether it's the right transportation for your needs. The diaphora helps to distinguish the car from the other things that could be in its broader categories. 

You can also refer to the specific categories as differentia. Combining these categories gives a descriptive definition of your car.  This can be done for anything to come up with a critically reasoned definition of what that concept or thing is, allowing you to perform further critical thinking.

Syllogisms.​[9]

Aristotle practiced deductive logic, or deduction. You might have heard this term used by Sherlock Holmes— it's a very effective mode of critical thinking. 

Deductive logic is the process of reasoning from one or more statements to reach a logically correct conclusion. Deductive logic labels the statements in your argument the “premises”, such as the principle of gravity, or that your car gets good gas mileage (if you're contending that the car we've defined is a good car). 
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