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            PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITION

         
 
         The first edition of this book was published as long ago as 1996. At the time, it broke new ground in trying to bring the subject to a wide audience. Fortunately it (and subsequent editions) sold in encouragingly large numbers, justifying my belief that the subject of Critical Thinking should be available beyond the universities.
 
         There are now quite a few textbooks around on Critical Thinking. They come in many versions. Some scream at you in vibrant colour and shout ‘key point’ whenever particular words are used. Some shout less but take you down somewhat unimaginative routes, noting weighty things, but without stopping to see how the subject works in the world around us. Both types fail to show what a wonderfully creative subject this is.
 
         Critical Thinking is an exciting subject because it will change your thinking by showing you all sorts of possibilities, all sorts of ways of looking at things. It will encourage you to ask lots of questions. What does this mean? What more do I need to know? What’s the problem with what that person has said? You don’t need someone to bellow ‘key point’ at you, when you’re asking and answering questions like these. You’ll just experience the fizz of it all when you do.
 
         This book continues in the tradition of its earlier editions. Though it’s been completely rewritten, the promise of the book is the same. If you read this book, you’ll be much more skilful in how you think. Much more. You’ll have thoughts about such things as these, as well as other significant things.
 
         
            Half of the world’s population has seen at least one James Bond film. In Britain, trousers cause twice as many accidents as are caused by chainsaws. None of the world’s richest 100 men is married to a redhead.

         
 
         Over to you…
 
         Roy van den Brink-Budgen
         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            1
            
 
            
               
[image: ] 
               

            
 
            GIVING CLAIMS A SIGNIFICANCE

         
 
         WHAT IS CRITICAL THINKING?
 
         It might seem odd to have to start a book on a subject by having to ask the question of what it’s about. In the case of Critical Thinking, however, it’s a question that we need to ask. It’s not that clear what it is about. Just saying the words doesn’t seem to get us very far: ‘critical’ (in what way?); ‘thinking’ (about what?). We can look at various definitions and they still won’t make it particularly clear what’s going on. They won’t tell you quickly what it is, so that you’ll be able to say ‘Ah! I begin to see it now. I can see what it’s about.’ However, once you’ve read the first few pages of this book, you’ll be saying something very close to that.
 
         It’s often said that Critical Thinking is all about the study of arguments. So you’ll find some people (teachers of the subject, and others) fretting right at the start of proceedings about the difference between arguments in Critical Thinking and other sorts of arguments. (I once fretted like them, but have long since seen the light.) Saying that Critical Thinking is all about arguments is something like saying that music is all about a series of notes. It doesn’t capture very much about what’s going on when we do Critical Thinking or why it’s so important. So we’re not even going to look at or ask about arguments at this stage. Walk away from anyone who still insists on focusing on the question ‘What’s the difference between a Critical Thinking argument and other arguments?’ at the beginning, and tell them that you’re off to look at far more significant things.
 
         Critical Thinking is much better seen as the activity of looking at the possible meaning and significance of claims. However, I can see that this also doesn’t convey that much. What’s a ‘claim’? 
         
 
         CLAIMS
 
         I use the term in a very simple way. When somebody says ‘such-and-such is the case’ then they’re making a claim. Here are some examples:
 
         
            The weather is much less good than was predicted.
 
            This supermarket’s products are much cheaper than that one’s.
 
            Fish can feel pain.
 
            The number of people surviving into very old age is increasing at a fast rate.
 
            Teachers get longer holidays than anyone else.
 
            Singapore is one of the healthiest countries in the world.

         
 
         Critical Thinking takes claims like these and asks questions about them. This can include the question ‘Is it true?’ but normally Critical Thinking would ask questions like ‘Is this claim telling us something significant?’ and ‘What else do we need to know in order to respond to this claim?’
 
         In a way, claims on their own normally don’t tell us anything beyond the obvious point that’s being claimed. The claim (piece of information, or whatever it is) just sits there. It’s up to us to do something with it. It’s a bit like how a painting just hangs there. It does nothing until someone looks at it and says, ‘That’s good/beautiful/weird/bad/meaningless/expensive…’ So, in a similar way, when you come along and respond to the claim, ‘This is surprising (because) …’, then you’ve started to give the claim significance or meaning. You’ve given it a life beyond the words, if you like.
 
         We’ll now look in some detail at what we can do with a claim. We’ll look at an example.
 
         
            Including President Obama, five out of the most recent seven US presidents have been left-handed.

         
 
         We said above that Critical Thinking should be seen as the activity of looking at the possible meaning and significance of claims. So what is the possible significance of this claim? Is there any way that we’re looking at anything significant here? At the very least, the claim will probably have surprised you. And the fact that it has surprised you is a big hint that there might be some significance to be found.
         
 
         Is it telling us anything more significant than the next claim?
 
         
            All US presidents have been men.

         
 
         The claim that all US presidents have been men is, in an important way, telling us  something beyond a simple piece of information. But what it’s telling us will vary from  reader to reader. What is its significance? Of course, though we might predict that there  will be a female president of the US before 2020, we would probably find it relatively easy  to explain why there hasn’t been one so far. (Though there have been other countries which  have had a female political leader – Margaret Thatcher is an obvious example – the US is  not at all unusual in not having had one.) We could say that this claim is significant  because it tells us something about the dominance of men in US politics. The claim  shows a pattern that has at least one straightforward meaning.
 
         What about the next claim?
 
         
            Four US presidents have been assassinated.

         
 
         This claim is one that might or might not be significant. On its own, it’s difficult to say. To  know if it’s got a significance, we need more information. What else do we need to know?  The next two questions are particularly important.
 
         
            • How many US presidents have there been?
 
            •  How many other leaders have been assassinated?

         
 
         Answers to these questions will help us to answer the next one.
 
         
            •  Quite simply, is four a significant number? (Is it low or high – how many would  we have expected?)

         
 
         By now, you can hopefully see already that, in looking to see if a claim is significant, we  very often need to ask questions about it. These questions might help us to answer the  central questions ‘What does this mean?’ and ‘Is this significant?’
 
         Let’s return to our first claim and start to ask questions about it to try to establish any  significance.
 
         
            Including President Obama, five out of the most recent seven US presidents have been left-handed.
            

         
 
         Here are some questions we could (or perhaps should) ask:
 
         
            • What proportion of the US population is left-handed?
 
            • What about the presidents before the last seven?
 
            • If Barack Obama had lost the election in 2008, would that have meant that four of the most recent seven US presidents had been left-handed?
 
            • How many other countries have (had) left-handed leaders?

         
 
         You can see that, to give a claim a significance, to decide what it might mean, we often need to know more about it. By this we mean that we often need to know more about other things that are relevant to it. We’ll look at the first three of these questions to illustrate this.
 
         
            • What proportion of the US population is left-handed?

         
 
         The proportion is about 10 per cent (the same as in other countries). So, we should expect that, all things being equal, a US President is much less likely to be left-handed than right-handed. As a result, the evidence on the very high proportion of left-handers in the last seven presidents takes on a possible significance. One calculation is that there is only a 1 in 1000 chance of there being five out of seven left-handed presidents if all things were equal. (Of course, we have to accept that 1 in 1000 chances do occur, so we have to accept that it might be just an interesting coincidence that so many presidents are left-handed.)
         
 
         
            • If Barack Obama had lost the election in 2008, would that have meant that four of the most recent seven US presidents had been left-handed?

         
 
         Interestingly, no. His Republican opponent was John McCain, also left-handed! If we look further back, the right-handed George W. Bush won the presidential election of 2000 by beating Al Gore in a highly disputed result. The result was very close and, some argue, should have been given the other way. If that had been the case, then Al Gore would have won. And, if he had, that would have been another left-hander on the list!
 
         A further question was this one.
         
 
         
            • What about the US presidents before the most recent seven?

         
 
         Well, interestingly, only 3 out of the previous 36 were left-handed. This is about what we would expect from our earlier piece of evidence on left-handers making up about 10 per cent of the US population. So what is it about recent presidents that is different?
 
         You can see that, before we can do anything with the piece of evidence on the high proportion of recent US presidents being left-handed, we needed to ask and answer questions about its possible meaning. We’ve done that and we’re probably now considering that the evidence does appear to have a significance.
 
         This would take us in two related directions. One would be to look at possible explanations (why is this the case?). The other would be to look at what follows from the evidence and the explanation. (In looking at what follows from a claim, we’re into what are called ‘inferences’.) We’ll be looking at the subject of explanation in detail in the next chapter (when we’ll return to looking at the evidence on left-handed presidents), and at inferences throughout the rest of the book.
         
 
         Earlier, we said that Critical Thinking should be seen as ‘the activity of looking at the possible meaning and significance of claims’. We then looked at a claim, which was a piece of evidence. We need to return to this point. By claims, you’ll remember, we mean when it is said that ‘such-and-such is the case’. The ‘such-and-such’ that we’re referring to can be not only evidence but also predictions, recommendations, and principles.
 
         We’ll now have a look at some further examples of claims of evidence (or what we’ll call evidence-claims).
 
         EVIDENCE-CLAIMS
         
 
         Evidence-claims include statistical evidence, scientific evidence, historical evidence, and evidence that ‘so-and-so said something’.
 
         We’ve had a look at some statistical evidence on US presidents. Here are some other statistical evidence-claims:
 
         
            In the United Arab Emirates (UAE) there are 210 males for every 100 females.
 
            The life expectancy of professional cyclists is about 50.
            

         
 
         As with our evidence-claims on US presidents, we would need to ask questions about these claims in order to look at what significance there might be with each of these. (What is the ratio of males to females in other countries? What is the normal life expectancy in the countries that have professional cyclists? What is the normal life expectancy of professional sportspeople?) As you can see, each of the claims will raise further questions about explanation (Why are there so many males compared to females in the UAE?) and also inference (‘So don’t become a professional cyclist if you want a long life.’).
 
         Here’s a claim which is scientific evidence:
 
         
            Using foul language after hitting your thumb with a hammer can increase tolerance of pain.

         
 
         In this example, we’re very interested in looking for possible explanations for the evidence. But, as with statistical evidence, we’d also want to ask questions about the significance of the evidence. One question is obviously, ‘How foul does the foul language have to be to work?’ Another one would be, ‘What if someone uses really foul language lots of the time anyway? Would it work for them?’ Questions like this could then be linked to possible explanations to lead towards a possible inference (‘So next time you hit your thumb with a hammer, just shout ****.’).
 
         There are plenty of historical evidence-claims. Here’s an example:
 
         
            Between 1791 and 1892, there were 10,300 executions and 900,000 sentences of imprisonment in England and Wales.

         
 
         To work out the significance of this evidence-claim, we need to ask the same sort of questions as before. This is because, before we ask any questions, its significance remains locked. Are these figures higher or lower than we would have expected (or are they about right)? Do we need to know more? If so, what do we need to know? How might answers to these questions add anything to the possible significance of this historical evidence-claim?
 
         Do these further related evidence-claims add anything?
 
         
            Between 1791 and 1892, there were 222 different offences that carried the death penalty in England and Wales.
 
            Between 1791 and 1892, 97,000 people in England and Wales were sentenced to transportation.
            

         
 
         The first might be relevant in considering the significance of the number of people executed. The second might be relevant in considering the scale of punishment for crime during the nineteenth century. But, of course, we would need to know much more in order to give a full account of the significance of the first claim on executions and imprisonment.
 
         Historical evidence-claims can be reports of what someone said (or is supposed to have said). Dr Thomas Neill Cream was executed in 1892 for poisoning several people. He was one of those suspected at the time of being Jack the Ripper. His final words in the two seconds just before he was hanged were
 
         
            ‘I am Jack …’

         
 
         So what might that unfinished claim mean? That he was Jack the Ripper? That he knew or helped Jack the Ripper (‘I am Jack the Ripper’s friend/brother/ …’)? Claims can sometimes take us tantalisingly nowhere.
 
         One of the most notorious examples of the disputed significance of a claim are the words, ‘Let him have it, Chris’. These were apparently the words used by a young man named Derek Bentley, already under arrest, to his young friend, Chris Craig, who had a gun. Craig fired his gun and a policeman was shot and died. The big dispute is whether the words meant ‘shoot the policeman’ or ‘let the policeman have the gun’. Unfortunately for the 19-year-old Derek, the jury took it to be the first and he was hanged a few weeks later. The 16-year-old Chris was too young to be executed so is still alive today. You can see a somewhat passionate account of the case at http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/h2g2/A9115229.
         
 
         Claims that somebody said something are commonly reported in newspapers, on TV, and on the radio. Here’s an example from The Times of 3 August 2009.
         
 
         
            Ken Stanborough accidentally dropped his daughter’s iPod Touch on the floor and, having noticed that it was then getting hotter and that vapour seemed to be coming from it, he threw it outside where ‘within 30 seconds there was a pop, a big puff of smoke and it went 10ft in the air’.

         
 
         We would treat this evidence-claim in the same way as any other. This means that we would ask any relevant questions about it in order to consider whether it had any significance. An obvious one would be, ‘Have there been other cases of exploding iPod Touches?’ Though the explanation for the exploding iPod is not something that we can necessarily explore (being a technical issue), we could look for possible inferences from the report. For example, ‘You should take care if your iPod Touch feels hot.’
         
 
         We find these evidence-claims wherever we look. As we have seen, on their own they do nothing. They just sit there being stated. It is only when something is done with them that something happens.
 
         PREDICTION-CLAIMS
         
 
         As well as claims of evidence, we also have predictions that ‘such-and-such will happen’. Such prediction-claims are normally based on some existing evidence-claims.
 
         
            There is a baby already born today that will live until it’s 250.

         
 
         In order to consider the possible significance of this prediction-claim, we would again ask questions. ‘Is this a one-off extra-long-living baby or is this baby an example of what will become a general trend?’ ‘Might a 16-year-old reading these words today still be thinking critically in 2160?’ We would need to ask explanation questions (Why is this possible?) before we could make claims of inference (So…). Thus the claim, ‘So we should scrap all this strange business of paying people pensions before they’re 75’, might follow from this prediction-claim (but might not).
 
         In an important way, then, we deal with prediction-claims in the same way as we deal with evidence-claims. We ask questions about their significance. What do we need to know to give this prediction a significance? For example, in the one about the long-surviving baby, without doing this, the claim just sits there. We are clearly not meant to see it in the same way as the claim that ‘There is a baby born today that will live until it’s 85’. It’s meant to be significant. It shouts at you to be explained and then for at least one inference to be drawn from it.
 
         RECOMMENDATIONS 
         
 
         What about claims that are recommendations? They also have to be seen in terms of possible significance. Look at the following recommendation.
 
         
            We should take more exercise.

         
 
         This again just sits there, without any significance unless and until someone gives it some. It might be that asking for explanations is important (What evidence-claims support the recommendation?). Questions can (and should) be asked about the words used. What is meant by ‘more’? More than what? How much is ‘more’? What is meant by ‘exercise’? Jogging? Going to the gym? Walking? Without having answers to questions like these, the significance of the claim is a problem. And until the significance is clarified, the claim cannot usefully be used to draw an inference (‘So you should join a gym.’).
         
 
         PRINCIPLES
         
 
         A bit like recommendations are claims that are principles. We’ll spend some time looking at these in detail in Chapter 8, but we can note at this point that principles are general claims about what ought or ought not to be done.
 
         
            Cheating in sport can never be justified.

         
 
         You can see that this principle is no more than a claim. ‘Such-and-such is the case’ fits a principle exactly. It might be thought, however, that we don’t need to fret as much about significance. Perhaps, it might be argued, we don’t need to ask as many questions about principle-claims.
 
         However, principle-claims are loaded with problems of significance. As with the recommendation about exercise, we need to ask lots of questions about the meaning of words. What is meant by ‘cheating’? Is it ‘breaking the rules’? What is meant by ‘sport’? Is poker-playing a sport? Is ‘eating as many burgers as you can in a minute’? What is meant by ‘never’? What about the problem of losing in football when you played for the national team in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq (when losing would probably result in you and your family being shot by one of Saddam’s sons)?
 
         We can see then that principles stand as claims whose significance needs testing by asking questions. Before we can usefully draw inferences from them, we have to ask these questions.
 
         
            SUMMARY
 
            In this chapter, we have seen that doing Critical Thinking is very much about asking questions – questions about the significance of claims. These questions are very often to do with meaning.
 
            
               • What might that claim mean? 
               
 
               • What does that claim mean?
               
 
               • What does that word/term mean as it is used in this claim?
 
               • Are there any problems with the meaning of words and terms in the claim?

            
 
            We’ve so far been looking at claims where nothing has been done with them. We’ve looked at possible significance to see what could be done with them. But, if someone has already done something with a claim, we need to do the same sort of thing in order to assess what meaning they have given it.
            
 
            
               • What meaning has been given to that evidence-claim?
 
               • Should that meaning have been given?
               

            
 
            We’ll look at this very big area of Critical Thinking throughout much of the rest of this book. Critical Thinking is indeed all about the significance of claims, very much including what people do with them.

         
 
         We’re now going to spend time on a very important aspect of looking at claims – looking for and at explanations. 
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