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preface



[image: Image]Let us admit the case of the conservative : if we once start thinking, no one can guarantee when we shall come out; except that many ends, objects and institutions are doomed. Every thinker puts some portion of an apparently stable world in peril, and no one can wholly predict what will emerge in its place.

JOHN DEWEY



George Bernard Shaw once remarked, “Few people think more than two or three times a year. I’ve made an international reputation for myself by thinking once or twice a week.” Perhaps Shaw overstated the case a bit, but it certainly does seem that thinking as an individual human skill has received remarkably little attention in our society in general, and especially in our educational process. 

That situation has now begun to change. New findings about the brain and its functions, newly developed practical techniques for teaching the skills of clear thinking, and an increasing interest in thinking among educators have brought us to the threshold of a potential revolution in our mental abilities. We can now make thinking a subject in itself—one we can analyze, organize, develop, learn, and teach. To my knowledge, this book represents the first real attempt to do that, by organizing a great deal of what we know about thinking into a comprehensive handbook of practical techniques. 

By learning and applying the various concepts and techniques assembled here, you can


	Understand how your brain works and learn to use it more effectively.

	Think more clearly and logically; get to the heart of a confused situation and make sense of it.

	Solve problems and make decisions more effectively, using an organized approach based on a six-step thinking model; overcome “decidophobia.”

	Tune in more perceptively to what is going on around you; “think on your feet” in difficult or challenging situations; use your hunches more effectively.

	
Free yourself from dogmatic thinking and mental rigidity; become more mentally flexible, open-minded, and adaptive; learn to understand various points of view; find the truly important factors in a situation; overcome “opinionitis” and change your mind when necessary.


	Think critically when necessary; recognize hogwash no matter how cleverly or misleadingly it comes packaged; think for yourself instead of having your responses manipulated by others.

	Maintain a healthy curiosity about your world and about ideas themselves; increase your interest and involvement with the world around you.

	Mobilize your skills for thinking creatively; come up with new, novel, and useful ideas by connecting available ideas together.

	Maintain a fully positive frame of mind and remain immune to the negativism that pervades so much of society; think positively and thereby maintain a high happiness level.

	Improve brain skills such as concentration, memory, visualization, and intuition.



This book makes a major contribution, I modestly believe, by establishing an extensive vocabulary of useful terms that help to define the subject of thinking. Virtually every subject of human study—history, music, finance, art, carpentry, politics—has its basic defining vocabulary—terms that to a great extent shape the subject itself. Thinking has so far not had such a body of well-recognized terms, and so we haven’t really recognized it as a subject in its own right. These terms, italicized as they appear throughout the book, help to capture many of the concepts and techniques of thinking and to express them in easily understandable form. 

I hope you will find the concepts and techniques presented in the following pages interesting, fun to learn, and above all useful. If any one of them serves you well in some specific situation, the book will have achieved its purpose. The more of them you can acquire and put to use, the more effective you will become as a thinker—the more you will promote the triumph of reason over reflex. 


special note to teachers


We are beginning to see a renaissance of interest in thinking, signaled by an unprecedented increase in sales of thinking games, books, and puzzles, use of microprocessors in teaching machines and electronic games, and in experimental classes in thinking offered in high schools, colleges, and university extensions. I believe this may become a large revolution—a virtual epidemic of interest in using the mind in all of its dimensions. 

Teachers at all levels of the educational process can play a central part in helping it happen. I urge you as a teacher, whatever your “subject,” to learn the techniques presented in this book and to build as many of them as possible into your classroom activities. If you’ve a mind to do some pioneering, you can create a complete course in thinking within your institution. I’ve arranged this book so it can serve as a practical textbook as well as a general interest book, in the hope that many teachers will do just that.

I also urge parents and students to contact the administrators of their schools about establishing thinking courses for students. Thinking as a subject for serious, practical study may turn out to be the greatest—and most overdue—educational innovation of this century. 


acknowledgments


At various points throughout this book, I’ve interspersed quotations to emphasize or amplify important points. These brief observations, opinions, remarks, witticisms, and “one-liners” give us a rich and stimulating insight into the thought processes of other people, many of them well known. 

In using quotes this way, a writer always faces the difficult and ambiguous problem of attribution—did so-and-so actually say such-and-such? Did he or she really say it first? And did he or she actually say it quite that way? When someone expresses an important idea in a well-turned phrase, others naturally pick it up, make use of it, and pass it on. As they circulate, these quotes unfortunately quite often get separated from the names of their originators. As they go from person to person, the wording often shifts as well, under the influence of selective memory and an occasional attempt to improve upon them. In some cases, there may be substantial question about whether the supposed originator ever said a certain thing at all. He or she may have picked it up from some lesser-known person and adopted it for personal use. In some cases, two or more individuals may have coined roughly the same expression independently of one another. All of this makes attribution of clever and profound sayings to their originators a conjectural matter at best. 

Nevertheless, a responsible author must make every attempt to sort them out, associating each particular quote with its most likely originator. I have done that in this book to the best of my ability. 

In those cases of doubtful origin or possible multiple sources, I simply made the most reasonable attribution possible, based on available information. In some cases, attribution of a particular quote to a particular person rests on a rather slim factual basis. Where the phrasing of the quote varies from one reference to another, I have used the wording that seems most popular, or at any rate most descriptive of the supposed originator’s viewpoint. 
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1
why many people
don’t think clearly



[image: Image]The spirit of the age is filled with disdain for thinking.

ALBERT SCHWEITZER




how thinking almost went out of style


Not many years ago, to call someone “an intellectual” was usually considered a high compliment. Today, many people use the term freely as a general put-down. Perhaps thinking as a basic human skill has never really enjoyed a fashionable status, but the period following World War II has seen a remarkable decline in the general significance that Americans have attached to it. We see today in the United States certain styles of talking and patterns of living that virtually discount the use of our brains except for the mundane, mechanical aspects of functioning. For many people, especially the young, this has become the official Age of Emotion. The head is out—the gut is in. 

We’ve seen an enormous number of changes in the American culture since World War II, many of which should have helped Americans become much more effective in using their brains. Yet, despite the changes, the importance of using one’s gray matter in enlightened, sophisticated, and creative ways seems to have taken quite a beating. 

At a time when we know a great deal about thinking processes and how to develop them, we find a curious scarcity of courses on thinking in high schools, colleges, universities, university extensions, and in business organizations. And we find a notable shortage of practical, how-to books on thinking offered by the publishing industry. In view of the fact that thinking skills are among the most basic and the most important life skills we can ever learn, such a general lack of attention to the topic seems truly remarkable.


the “instant” society



[image: Image]Ours is the age that is proud of machines that think and suspicious of men who try to.

H. MUMFORD JONES



One of the curious side effects of America’s tremendous industrial capacity for producing and distributing consumer goods and for providing creature comforts is the tendency of people to become oriented to passive experience much more than active experience. With the ability to trade their money for solutions to the various logistical problems of living, Americans may be losing their ability to solve problems, to innovate, to improvise, and to repair. For a toothache, one goes to a dentist. For a muscle pain, one goes to the doctor. For a leaky pipe, one calls a plumber. For a cranky television set, one calls a repair shop. For a malfunctioning car, one goes to a service station. For a torn shirt, one buys a new shirt. Probably very few people, especially under the age of twenty, know how to darn a sock or have ever even thought of doing anything other than throwing it away. Americans have instant breakfast cereal, instant news, instant sex, and instant vacations. The fast food restaurant more or less epitomizes the American obsession with making things easier and faster. Television and movies have made many Americans into habitual consumers of synthetic experience—audiovisual fantasies that simply pass the time. 

The American technological attitude occasionally borders on downright arrogance. One lady remarked on seeing the Grand Canyon for the first time, “You can’t tell me that was done without human help!” 

In America during the last quarter of the twentieth century, most people face fewer mental challenges than ever before—fewer demands to deal actively and logically with their environments. Even the fruits of technology have been simplified enormously for use by people who can’t or don’t want to think. Microwave ovens, cameras, color television sets, automobiles, calculators—all have been designed to be readily operable by persons with average to dull-normal mental faculties. Although Americans command enormous amounts of energy, and have at their disposal extremely sophisticated items of equipment, they face even fewer challenges to use their thinking abilities than ever before. 


the american education system: obedience training



[image: Image]The object of the education of children lies not in communicating the values of the past, but in creating new values of the future.

JOHN DEWEY



Many criticisms have been aimed at the American public school system over the past few years—most of them fully justified. As a mass delivery system for dead information, American schools have functioned fairly well. As a mechanism for helping growing children to acquire and use the skills of thinking—especially critical thinking—the schools have been a spectacular flop. In retrospect, this is understandable, and not necessarily “wrong.” 

Wave after wave of new educational theories, technological advances, social movements among teachers, infusions of enormous amounts of tax revenues, and the inevitable government programs have deluged the American educational system. Yet, never has it showed the slightest signs of veering from the primary task assigned to it by our society, namely the useful function of incarcerating children between the ages of about six and eighteen to free their parents from the tiresome task of raising them. A casual glance around a typical grade school, a junior high, or a high school will show any observer who chooses to take a neutral look that the facility is optimized for obedience and conformity. 

The subject matter of the school system itself generally reflects conformity to conveniently measured norms. Subjects such as English grammar, spelling, arithmetic, geometry, history, and science are all easily measured, easily packaged, easily spooned out, and easily tested. Musical skills, artistic skills, creative craftwork, journalism, and drama receive only the smallest attention, if they are included at all. Individualized skills like these are inconvenient and difficult for the school to “deliver.” 

Many teachers, especially new ones, who bring fresh ideas and imaginative techniques to their jobs find themselves pressed into the mold of ritual and conformity by the structure of the school system itself. And many of them, exasperated by the lack of freedom, oversized classes, and narrow-minded school board policies, find themselves at midcareer with a “what the hell” attitude. The teachers get the same message that the students get: conform or get out. Very few teachers or administrators manage to retain a real enthusiasm for their careers and for the learning experiences of the students in the “factory” setting that characterizes so much of the educational system. 

I’m not contending that children don’t learn anything at all of value in this setting, nor that the setting is particularly harmful to them. But I am emphasizing the fact that the overall school system, as a social apparatus, has always operated according to unspoken but clearly communicated values about how growing children should be handled. And I think we make a mistake if we assume that the development of creative, logical, or critical thought in and of itself has been the principal value governing the “teaching” process. 

Many parents apparently don’t want teachers to show their children how to think critically, to question, to challenge the values and purposes of the adult world, or to explore alternatives that might be uncomfortable for the parents. They do, of course, approve of such objectives in principle, but when the teaching process begins to have an impact on their parental authority over a child’s value systems and behavioral standards, they conveniently and firmly draw the line. 

One school administrator confided an incident that brought home this point emphatically. He had pioneered the development of a course in problem solving and decision making for a group of junior high school students. He found himself under attack by the irate parents of one teenager who took it upon himself to apply the decision model he had learned to the question of whether he should smoke marijuana. The youngster had weighed the various elements of the question and decided to go ahead and try it. Far from admiring the teenager’s flair for independent thought, the parents were outraged that he had elected such a course of action on his own, against their desires. 

By the time they finish high school, most Americans have become so accustomed to the pursuit of irrelevance that they take it quite nicely in stride. It seems perfectly reasonable, or at least acceptable, to sit for hours each day going through the motions prescribed by the teacher. Unfortunately, most of them automatically carry their obedience training well into their adult lives, and usually with them to the grave. 

A charming story told by a grade-school teacher in Seattle illustrates the typical classroom situation as well as any I’ve heard. In response to a quiz covering the lesson unit on the human body, one youngster wrote: “The human body is composed of three parts—the Brainium, the Borax, and the Abominable Cavity. The Brainium contains the brain. The Borax contains the lungs, the liver, and the living things. The Abominable Cavity contains the bowels, of which there are five: A, E, I, O, and U.”

My experiences in teaching university extension classes for business people have convinced me that the typical adult “learner” brings the very same habits and expectations to the classroom in grown-up life that he or she learned so well in obedience school. Many business people who have enrolled in a course for the first time since leaving high school (or college—a more sophisticated form of obedience school) will sit passively in a classroom and grant the teacher absolute authority to decide what they should learn, how, when, and why. The notion that they are customers, and that the teacher is there to perform a service for them, seems to escape most of them altogether. 

Years of obedience training seems to make the trainees highly skilled at conforming—at finding how things are “supposed to be done” and at doing them the “right” way. And it makes them into excellent consumers—uncritical respondents to a constant barrage of television news and advertising. If we’re looking for ways to foster creative, imaginative, and critical thinking skills among American citizens, the public educational system as we presently have it arranged is probably not the best place to find them. 


television: chewing gum for the mind


The experience of watching television continuously for several hours relates to active thinking in about the same way that chewing a wad of gum relates to talking. Part of the same apparatus is involved, but there is no output. Extensive television watching apparently inhibits the development and use of active mental skills, due to its essentially passive nature. It is no accident that intellectual pablum dominates the programming of most television networks. Situation comedies, soap operas, melodramas, sports events, and movies outnumber documentaries and educational programs by a wide margin, but not because television watchers are unintelligent or incapable of concentration and logical reasoning. It is because the television watcher drifts along in an altered state of consciousness—a trancelike stupor in which active thinking becomes an unwanted distraction from a narrowly fixated sensory state. 

A number of investigations have shown that, after spending about 30 minutes or more staring into a television screen at typical programming material, a viewer’s brain is in a condition qualitatively similar to hypnosis. The body becomes more or less inert, with markedly diminished kinetic processes. Respiration and heart rate may decline somewhat. Attention narrows to include only the images on the screen and the sounds coming from the speaker. Shifting attention to other events or processes in the room requires an unwanted mental effort. The popularity of automatic channel-selecting devices, operable from the easy chair, probably stems from this condition of quasi-hypnosis more than from any supposed characteristic of “laziness” on the part of the viewer. From the point of view of brain activity, passivity is self-reinforcing. The longer one remains fixated on a sensory process that requires little or no active thought, the more fixated one is likely to become, until it takes a moderate effort to break out of the semitrance condition. 

If you’d like to experiment with this passivity phenomenon, try watching a thirty minute TV program while standing up. Resist the urge to kneel, crouch, or sit on the edge of some item of furniture. I’ll bet you find yourself much more alert and much more aware of what you’re doing. And you might find yourself taking a much more observant, critical attitude toward the commercials. This illustrates fairly dramatically the interactions between your bodily processes and your mental processes. 

For many people, watching TV merely offers a way to kill time. Because they’ve watched television so much in the past, they have trouble thinking of other ways to structure their evening hours, so they repeatedly opt for sitting in front of the set, absorbing synthetic experiences, as a ready-made way to pass the time. Some researchers estimate that Americans average as much as five to six hours per day in front of television sets. This average includes the effects of people who don’t even own TV sets and those who only watch occasionally. Over ninety-six percent of American homes have television sets, and over fifty percent have two sets or more. Publishers estimate that only five to ten percent of Americans read books on a regular basis. 


[image: Image]We’re in science fiction now. Whoever controls the media—the images—controls the culture.

ALLEN GINSBERG



Because television stations operate for twelve to eighteen hours each day, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year, they need a heavy supply of broadcast material. TV is an enormously hungry medium. Scriptwriters, programmers, and producers must work steadily at the task of turning out programming material and pouring it into the hopper of their greedy broadcast machines. 

Television had gained a central place in American life by about 1960. By about 1970, TV scriptwriters had run out of material. Of course, that didn’t slow them down. They merely continued to redo the same basic material—human interest situations with simplified plots—in different forms. They substituted one cadre of stock characters for the previous set, changed the story lines a bit, readjusted the ratio of sex to violence, and brought out the next season’s series. 


[image: Image]Nobody ever lost money underestimating the taste of the American public.

H.L. MENCKEN



The mass production of more than 50,000 hours of program material over about ten years inevitably lead to the level of intellectual mediocrity that characterized nearly ninety percent of the programs offered by the three major broadcasting networks by about 1970. With the notable exception of a few media events of great cultural significance, such as the live telecast of the Apollo 11 moon landing in 1969, television programming had become a vast intellectual and cultural wasteland. Of course, the movie industry had traveled much the same road, although it emphasized a smaller number of more spectacular productions in contrast to the television networks’ virtually continuous use of the airwaves. 

Television, together with radio and the record industry, converted a number of obscure performers into instant celebrities. Mass-produced music, mass-produced comedy, and mass-produced personalities had become the primary fare of the television viewing public by the 1970s.


[image: Image]
Television Suckling Its Young. From LANGUAGE IN THOUGHT AND ACTION, Third Edition by S.I. Hayakawa, copyright © 1972 by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc. Reproduced by permission of the publisher and George Allen & Unwin (Publishers) Ltd. 




[image: Image]We used to have actresses trying to become stars. Now we have stars trying to become actresses.

SIR LAURENCE OLIVIER



One of the most talented TV show hosts, Steve Allen, not long ago expressed his disappointment with the decline in American intellectual and cultural standards within television as a medium. As an actor, songwriter, composer, comedian, author, and respected intellectual, Steve Allen has probably had more to say about the effects of TV’s mass-production processes on American taste than any other show business personality. Allen says 

Most music on the “Top 40” today is junk. There are at least 57 reasons for this, but one is the popularity of the guitar in the last 20 years. Another reason is Elvis Presley, who became a sensation after one appearance on my show in 1956. Of all the singers who have ever been popular in our culture, he was the most popular. But his songs were the worst, averaged out, that any established singer has ever recorded. The fact that someone with so little ability became the most popular singer in history says something significant about our cultural standards.

Allen comments further on the possible effects of television in displacing other experiences that had previously enabled young people to develop the skills of verbal and logical thought. He observes 

I have the impression that we are becoming dumber. It may well be that the brightest people now are brighter than ever because they have available to them resources of information that none of the geniuses of the past ever had.

But it is measurable that college examination scores are dropping. Like all people in television, I get mail, and I have observed a deterioration of handwriting and the ability to compose a simple English sentence. The ability even to speak an English sentence is becoming rarer. A lot of speech now consists of broken phrases not very reasonably strung together. The common problem of simply completing one sentence and then starting another relates to our difficulty in thinking, reasoning.

Most people watch far too much television. Much of television is what I call junk food for the mind. Like junk food for the stomach, it’s not terribly harmful in itself. It’s just that it’s empty, escapist—just something to pass the time.2

At the time when television was emerging as an enormously significant cultural phenomenon, American schools were apparently going through a period of changing educational philosophies, marked by a decline in emphasis on basic skills, achievement standards, study requirements, and grading. Recent studies of educational processes and scholastic achievement levels during the period 1960-1975 have shown a marked decline in verbal and logical skills among high school graduates of that period. This decline in the effectiveness of the secondary school system, coupled with the tremendous incursion of television watching into the available time of young people during that period, probably accounts for most of the decline in these skills. 

Average scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test, widely accepted as a measure of college readiness, declined steadily between 1963 and 1975, showing no signs of leveling off until 1976 and 1977. Scores on the verbal part of the examination dropped by about ten percent over that period, while scores on the mathematical part dropped by about six percent. Over a million students took the tests each year, giving a very large statistical base for evaluating results from year to year. 

This inarticulateness shows up very clearly in the speech of many young people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five. Over and above the transient forms of slang that enrich the conversation of young people, one can detect an awkward groping for words—a fumbling attempt to put together a string of imprecise clichés, slogans, and metaphors into a fashionable-sounding but inexpressive jumble. The term “Y’ know” seems to tumble out like every fifth bead on a string. Many of the sentences of people who talk this way are merely a patchwork of stock phrases. 

While pausing at the top of a ski slope in Utah recently, I overheard a teenage girl replying to her companion’s request for some suggestions about how to make it down a rather steep section of the hill. The answer went something like “Well, you just … y’know … like, just go for it.” Her companion looked at her for a second, mumbled something, and proceeded down the slope. 

In a hotel lobby, I overheard a clerk who was apparently discussing a guest’s laundry order with him. The clerk said, “Well, did you have any … like … shirts, or anything?” The extraneous word “like” caught my attention. It seems to serve some useful function as a space filler in the conversation of some marginally articulate people, especially in the age range of the TV generation. 

Another youngster explained to a companion over lunch, “She’s a nice person y’know … but, like … I dunno, y’know … I mean … she’s always, y’know … she loses her temper easy, y’know?” 

Apparently television has been a mixed blessing for the American society, at least from the point of view of the development of the basic linear skills of verbal description and logical thought. 


the encounter fad: the cult of “feelings”



[image: Image]America is the only nation in history that has gone directly from barbarism to decadence without the usual interval of civilization.

GEORGES CLEMENCEAU



The social phenomenon of the early 1960s and the 1970s known as the encounter group has drawn a great deal of attention from magazine writers and others in the media field. Partially because of this attention, perhaps, the philosophical values and the terminology of the encounter setting have influenced many Americans in various ways. The encounter phenomenon appears to have been a decidedly mixed blessing, bringing with it new possibilities for understanding one’s emotional processes, and at the same time leading some people to adopt an intense preoccupation with emotion for its own sake, often at the expense of useful forms of rational thinking. 

The original form of the encounter group—also known as the sensitivity group and sometimes as the T-group (short for “training group” as used in business)—began with therapist Carl Rogers,3 who formulated the approach of getting people together in loosely structured group situations for the purposes of exploring personal problems and helping one another. Behavioral theorist Kurt Lewin is generally credited with bringing encounter techniques into business organizations. 

Rogers believed that individuals could learn to understand themselves and their problems better if they had opportunities to interact with others in a group setting, while learning to observe the group’s processes and their own individual roles in those processes. By interacting with others rather intensively under the guidance of a trained psychologist, Rogers believed, a person could learn to relinquish counterproductive interpersonal strategies and begin to adopt productive new ones.

Probably neither Rogers nor Lewin foresaw the intense fascination the encounter situation would hold for some people, nor did they foresee the enormous interest in popularized forms of psychology. While sensitivity training had run its course in the business environment and fizzled out by about 1970, the encounter group had become somewhat of a fad among laypeople and was in full swing among a noticeable segment of the population. 

There arose from these various movements a veritable industry of “growth,” with its schools, centers, popular writers, popular therapists, gurus, movement leaders, and packaged programs. The small resort area of Esalen, in the picturesque Big Sur region of the California coast, became the mecca for encounter enthusiasts as well as a training center for encounter group leaders (most of whom preferred to label themselves “facilitators”). This True Self industry, as educator Neil Postman terms it, found quite a number of willing and eager customers, especially among young and relatively affluent people, many of whom brought various emotional adjustment problems with them. It also spawned a significant number of frauds, quack therapists, and downright irresponsible opportunists, who set themselves up in the business of helping other people “grow,” without the slightest qualifications or competence. 

Imaginative techniques such as nude encounters, body awareness training sessions, dance therapy, “rolfing” (a form of vigorous massage), “re-birthing” (a re-enactment of one’s own birth scene), primal screaming, gestalt therapy (developed by the colorful Fritz Peris), psychodrama (in which other participants help the seeker act out his or her life’s difficulties), and a variety of techniques lifted from Asian philosophical systems and religious movements offered the prospective buyer a wide range of choices. In most cases, the central element of the approach was emotion—emotion as a thing unto itself, something to be evoked, intensified, reveled in, savored, and exalted as an end in its own right. 

America saw, beginning with the encounter group and continuing with the diversification of the personal growth market, the development of the “cult of the hypothalamus.” Rational thought was ridiculed as the prison of the unenlightened. Emotional incontinence and personal transparency to others became the new values for growth cultists. “Let it all hang out,” “Do your own thing,” and “Go with the feeling” became the new slogans. The ability to cry in public and the ability to skip merrily through a park, smelling flowers and hugging trees became for some people the proof that they had “grown.” Popular singer Neil Diamond recorded a rock song titled “Don’t Think—Feel!” A line from another popular song assured the singer’s beloved that its message was “… comin’ from my heart and not my head.” 

Like virtually all topics that gain widespread interest, the encounter fad produced a distinctive vocabulary—a metaphorical lexicon of emotion. Favored terms and expressions included “getting my head together,” “a heavy experience,” “going with my feelings,” “staying in the here and now,” “he knows where his head’s at,” “going through heavy changes,” “where I’m coming from,” “I was in a bad place at that time in my life,” “the space I’m in,” “be a whole person,” and the extremely hackneyed password “getting in touch with your feelings.” (The latter term brings to my mind an image of a person dialing a telephone and putting through a call to someone named My Feelings.) 

Probably the ultimate put-down in encounter lingo is to be accused of “intellectualizing,” or more bluntly, being “on a head trip.” A newcomer to an encounter group who begins a statement with “I think …” is likely to hear the scornful response, “I don’t give a damn what you think. Tell me what you feel!” Any attempt at a logical train of thought is usually equated as an attempt to escape from the emotional immediacy of the situation, and condemned as a “head trip.” Various metaphorical references to “your head” seem to convey an impression of the head as some kind of useless gourd—a troublesome appendage that contains that disreputable organ, the brain. 

This kind of metaphorical language seems to have caught on strongly with young people of high school and college age, possibly as a kind of elitist slang that can differentiate them from older members of the population. Writer R.D. Rosen uses the term psychobabble to describe this hip, metaphorical, and sometimes banal slang of the pop-psych arena. Rosen believes it may signal a suppression of normal descriptive language in favor of empty metaphors, which are phonetically pleasing but uninformative. The objective of psychobabble, according to Rosen, may be to prevent significant communication about one’s self and one’s inner experience, under the safe guise of pretended frankness.4

In any case, it does seem that the encounter movement has had a substantial impact on the thinking processes of many Americans, particularly young ones. A growing preoccupation with emotion, or at least with talking about emotion, seems to have displaced some useful modes of logical thinking and logical talking. The kind of verbal, descriptive thought that helps one to deal with situations and problems in his or her life seems to have taken a back seat for the time being. 

However, I’m willing to bet we’ll see an increasing sense of disappointment with the pop-psych fad and an increasing sense of boredom with the banality of much of it. We may see a much better grasp of everyday operational psychology on the part of many people, and a greater willingness on the part of people to think about themselves, their lives, and the ways in which they deal with their world. The encounter phase undoubtedly has had a number of useful effects, especially the enormous interest it has generated in self-understanding and personal growth. However, the fad itself is just about bankrupt. I believe many people are ready to get back to using their brains for their own benefit, to thinking logically about themselves and their problems, and to renewing their respect for their own intellectual processes. I hope this book will make a useful contribution to this renaissance of the mind. 

1 Walt Evans in Seattle Times, reprinted in Reader’s Digest (April 1978), p. 132. 

2 “Steve Allen: TV Is ‘Junk Food for the Mind.’” Reprinted from U.S. News & World Report, 13 March 1978. Copyright 1978 U.S. News & World Report. Inc. 

3 Carl Rogers, Carl Rogers on Encounter Groups (New York: Harper & Row Pub., 1970). 

4 See R. D. Rosen, “The Baffling World of Psychobabble,” Reader’s Digest (April 1978), p. 239. For a fuller treatment, see Richard D. Rosen,Psychobabble (New York: Atheneum, 1975, 1976, 1977). 
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learning to think
more effectively
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thinking about thinking


By taking a conscious interest in your brain and how it works, and by consciously trying some of the techniques that follow, you can acquire a variety of useful mental skills. It isn’t really very difficult, but it won’t happen by accident. The prevalence of negative thinking, fuzzy and illogical thinking, and rigid thinking in our society attests to the fact that these higher level thinking skills do not come naturally. The cross section of our society represents the “average” level of thinking skill—the level one might expect of a large number of people who have never thought very much about thinking. To move beyond the level of average thinking, you must think about thinking. You must pay attention to how your brain works, and you must experiment with new techniques. Once you do that, you will clearly see the value of it. 

Studying any subject becomes much easier if we can break it down into its component parts, learn them one by one, and put them together into a whole package. Thus, we can subdivide the composite skill of thinking into its primary components, so we can work on them individually. Most psychologists recognize certain specific brain skills, or cognitive functions, which constitute a person’s basic mental repertoire. We will work with these specific brain skills throughout this book. Different writers or researchers may use different labels or may subdivide these processes in a different way, but for this book, we’ll use ten categories, as follows: 


	Concentration.

	Observation.

	Memory.

	Logical reasoning.

	
Making inferences.


	Forming hypotheses.

	Generating options.

	Making associations between ideas.

	Recognizing patterns.

	Spatial and kinesthetic perception.



Actually, it is more important to study the applications of these skills to real life situations rather than try to study them as isolated brain processes. Therefore, most of this book deals with combinations of the ten cognitive skills in ways that promote practical and useful results. For example, almost all of the basic skills come into play during the processes of problem solving and decision making. Creative thinking involves most of them. The function of effective judgment involves several of them. Our task is more a matter of releasing these basic brain skills, which are available in ample measure in every normal human brain. No one can really teach you to reason logically—that function already exists in your cerebral cortex. What you can learn to do better is to focus your logical reasoning abilities more effectively on the problems and situations that face you in your life. In this respect we want to develop certain functional thinking skills—skills of applied thinking. 

I choose to group most of our useful thinking skills into six functional categories, in terms of their value in dealing with various life situations. By developing and applying these skills, we will be properly mobilizing the ten primary brain skills previously listed. I’ve given them simple descriptive labels which might not please the average psychologist, but which do capture the essence of their usefulness. My six functional skill categories are 


	Fact finding.

	Crap detecting.

	Thinking on your feet.

	Idea production.

	Problem solving and decision making.

	Happying.



You may find my choice of terms somewhat provocative. I’ll explain each of these skills in depth as we go along, and show how it works, why it is useful, and how to develop it to a high level. For the time being, a brief definition of these terms will show how each includes one or more of the “natural” brain skills that we all have as part of our neurological makeup. 

Fact finding is the broad skill of finding out things of value and importance about the world around you. It is the ability to open up your perceptual field of view, to search, to observe, to inquire, to investigate; to take in facts, figures, ideas, opinions, clues, hints, signals, pictures, sights, sounds, impressions, and sensations that might help you to know more about what’s going on around you. And knowing what’s going on around you, in your near neighborhood and in the extended world, plays an essential part in thinking effectively. The effective fact finder is one who is deliberately curious. 

Crap detecting is the skill of critical observation. I’ve chosen this term precisely because of its charming bluntness. In their thought-provoking book, Teaching as a Subversive Activity, Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner credit Ernest Hemingway with coining the term.1 According to the anecdote, someone asked Hemingway what personal or intellectual traits he thought a good writer should have. After some reflection, Hemingway is said to have replied, “A built-in, shock-proof crap detector.” Postman and Weingartner contend that a major objective of education should be to teach children the essential skill of crap detecting to enable them to understand and cope with the myriad absurdities of a culture in upheaval such as the American culture. 

Thinking on your feet is the skill of situational thinking. It involves presence of mind, judgment, alertness for the unusual, strategic observation, goal orientation, and, above all, the skill of adapting one’s actions effectively to the requirements of a situation. 

Idea production is a simple, learnable thinking skill, which many people make unnecessarily complicated by confusing themselves with terms like “creativity.” As a later section shows, a workable definition of the skill of thinking creatively is simply the skill of producing new and novel ideas. You can learn to put two or more ideas together to make another idea, and you can make this process such a regular mental habit that you become virtually an “idea machine.” Idea production is an acquired skill, not an in-born gift. The more you practice idea production in a given area, the more “creative” you become in that area, by the conventional definition. 

Problem solving and decision making is the combined skill of consciously going after problems with an active mental approach and working out solutions with the help of a logical model or framework. Decision making, according to my definition, is the final stage of the overall problem-solving process. It involves choosing a course of action from a group of known alternatives, according to a consciously stated objective that you want to achieve. Problem solving, according to this definition, includes all the thought processes you go through to arrive at the choice point, as well as the actual process of making the decision. 

Happying may seem like a curious companion to the other functional thinking skills, but in my opinion it is just as much a thinking skill as the first five. Being happy is a decision, together with a strategy for carrying through on the decision, and a state of mind that tells you that you’re living effectively according to your decision. Although many people seem to consider happiness as the result of good luck, accidental circumstances, or the actions of other people, the fact is that people decide for themselves how happy they are going to be. Unfortunately, many unhappy people don’t realize that they’ve made the decision. Once you understand that your state of mind—happy, unhappy, or in between—is your own responsibility, you can decide to be happy and begin to do the things that will enable you to become happy. Actually, we should use a verb rather than an adjective to describe this skill. We need a word like “happying,” to imply that one does happiness rather than has it. 

Throughout this book, we will use these ten cognitive processes, and especially the six functional thinking skills, as convenient categories to organize our study and practice of useful thinking techniques. We will also see how to use various utility thinking skills such as drawing pencil-and-paper thinking models, verbalizing thoughts, thinking out loud, categorizing facts, visualizing situations, sequential thinking, and asking questions skillfully, to help us organize our thoughts more effectively and put the six functional thinking skills into practice. 


a vocabulary for thinking



[image: Image]Mind, n. A mysterious form of matter secreted by the brain.
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Through a number of years of studying the human computer, I’ve noticed that certain useful terms have been helpful in clarifying basic aspects of its function. Various self-explanatory terms and metaphors, like option thinking, thinking on your feet, mechanical thinking, crap detecting, and mental arthritis, make it easier to isolate a specific thinking skill or thinking malfunction, and to study it in a fairly organized way. I’ve found myself collecting many of these simple descriptive terms and using them to think about thinking. In conducting seminars on thinking and problem solving for business people, I’ve often used these terms as a way of organizing the subject so we could study it methodically. 

When I wondered for the one-thousand-and-first time why we have so very few courses on thinking in our colleges, universities, and high schools, and why writers have covered it so sparsely in their books, it occurred to me that we have never had a basic defining vocabulary of terms that would enable us to describe it, and consequently we haven’t recognized it as a subject that could be analyzed, studied, taught, and learned. Every other subject I know about has such a defining vocabulary. Indeed, for many subjects, the vocabulary forms almost the complete content. That is, if you know the language of a subject, you understand most of what practitioners of that specialty do, say, and think. 

Having realized this and having recognized the need to make a subject of thinking, I proceeded to collect, organize, and refine such a basic inventory of terms. You’ve already seen some of them as you’ve read this far. These terms appear throughout the book in italics, with definitions, when they first appear. I’ve tried to keep the terms as simple as possible, and the definitions simple as well. Many times, the simplicity of a term, its self-evident connotations, and the context in which I’ve used it are quite sufficient to define it. 

The Index (starting on page 307) contains all of the thinking terms that appear throughout the book, identifying them by italics. You may want to browse through the list ahead of time, to get some advance notice of the kinds of thinking processes and techniques we will be studying. 

I suggest you become familiar with this Thinker’s Vocabulary, and make as many of the terms a part of your own vocabulary as you can. Use them in your everyday conversation and you’ll find yourself becoming much more aware of your own thinking processes and the thinking processes of others. 


how your brain works



[image: Image]…an enchanted loom where millions of flashing shuffles weave a dissolving pattern, always a meaningful pattern though never on abiding one.

SIR CHARLES SHERRINGTON



Situated inside your skull is the most complex biological structure known to exist anywhere on earth. A rubbery blob of tissue about the size of a grapefruit and weighing about three pounds, it nestles inside the bony fortress of your cranium. It is perhaps the best-protected organ in your entire body, and it enjoys the highest priority when blood, oxygen, and nutrients are distributed. Your brain is sheathed in several layers of a tough membrane tissue, and it is suspended in a circulating fluid medium. It actually floats inside a shock-proof vault. 

The design of your entire body reflects the pre-eminent role of your brain in coordinating and controlling virtually all of its functions. The brainstem, emerging from the lower part of its structure, merges with the spinal cord to form the central control and communication axis of your body. 

There is a great deal we do not know about the brain and its functions, but what we do know is awesome. The twelve billion or so neurons, or nerve cells, of your brain interlock in such a way as to make it potentially a phenomenal information processor. Each neuron has hundreds or even thousands of branching threadlike extensions that connect it to other neurons, and each connection plays a part in the transmission of signals throughout your brain and body. Your thought processes arise from an incredibly complex pattern of electrical-chemical signals flitting rapidly about through this blob of tissue, a biological computer of awesome capability. 


[image: Image]Brain, n. An apparatus with which we think that we think.
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Scientists have not so far found any particular correlation between brain size or shape and mental capabilities. Although systematic studies on this point are rather scarce, the brains of a few eminent and highly intelligent people have been examined after death. The brains of Napoleon, Lenin, and Einstein, for instance, seem very similar to those of more ordinary people, from the point of view of general physical characteristics. 

For all the complexity and microscopic detail of the brain, its overall functional structure is so highly organized, so elegantly designed, and so efficient as to raise the eyebrows of even the most sophisticated electronic engineer or computer scientist. The following brief description of how your brain carries out its thinking processes will be useful in learning about new thinking methods and techniques. It should also help you to understand and internalize the fact that thinking is a skill which you can improve if you want to. 

First, your brain does not merely hibernate in isolation within your skull. It communicates with all other parts of your body through the nerve pathways that go down your spinal cord to your muscles and all your internal organs. Activities going on in your brain can conceivably affect every single cell in your body, directly or indirectly, because of the extensive nerve network lacing throughout all of your body tissues. Even your blood vessels dilate and constrict in response to the steady stream of pulse signals originating in the lower centers of your brain. And, of course, your brain receives an enormous number of pulses every second from the many sensor nerves that originate in the tissue of your muscles and organs. This is how your brain makes sense of what’s happening all over your body and responds with the necessary regulatory signals. This interactive relationship between your brain and the other parts of your body also forms the basis for psychosomatic disease and psychosomatic wellness. 

Second, your abstract thinking processes represent only one of three levels of operation involving your brain and spinal cord. The three levels are the spinal cord, the basal region, and the cerebral cortex. At the lowest level, the spinal cord itself, some primitive processes go on in the form of reflex activities. These include the patellar knee jerk, which the physician tests with a little hammer, and automatic withdrawal reactions to sharp pain or to touching something uncomfortably hot or cold. 

At the basal region of your brain, your spinal cord enlarges just before it merges with the cerebral cortex. At this midbrain level, your autonomic, or involuntary, functions are controlled by various specialized structures. Originating here are the signals that control your heart rate, breathing, hunger, thirst, sexual drives, sleep and wakefulness, functions of liver, kidneys, and other organs, blood pressure, dilation and constriction of pupils of your eyes, and the general level of activity of your entire nervous system. This area also produces a number of hormones, or chemical message substances. These include such hormones as growth hormone, others that activate your adrenal glands to cause them to secrete the excitation hormone familiarly known as adrenalin, and others that stimulate the thyroid gland to supply thyroxin, which controls the overall pace of your body’s cellular combustion processes, that is, your metabolism. While you go blithely along, assuming that your brain is merely the organ with which you form abstract thoughts, this midbrain region is working away faithfully below the level of your awareness, keeping your body’s intricate organic processes running smoothly. 

This same basal region has a special structure that is easily noticeable in any photograph or anatomical drawing of the brain. Tucked just below your cortex, or upper part of your brain, is a plum-sized blob of special nerve tissue called the cerebellum. Your cerebellum takes care of all of your habitual motor functions, such as balance and coordination, walking, routine hand and arm movements, control of your vocal apparatus, eye movements, and other well-learned motor processes such as a tennis serve, operating a typewriter, or driving a car. Some of these processes require the cerebellum to operate in conjunction with higher level thinking centers, while others are handled by the cerebellum almost exclusively. To become more aware of this automatic motor control function—your body’s autopilot—try to take over conscious control of the process of walking across the room, or of writing your name, or of clapping your hands together. Note how the process seems to proceed almost of its own accord, making it very difficult—and strange—to control it by conscious thought. Your brain has a built-in neural tendency to structure its operations in the form of stored “programs” like these, at all levels up to and including abstract reasoning. 

The third level, or cerebral cortex, carries out the more complex and consciously experienced processes. As we have seen, it does not operate in isolation from the two lower regions, but rather in close conjunction with them. A good example of the close interplay among these regions is the stress reaction, or “fight or flight” mobilization of your entire body, which can happen in response to an abstract thought such as being late for an airplane flight or a rude or insulting remark made to you by someone else. 

The cerebral cortex, highest of the three levels, carries out three basic functions. It receives and organizes incoming messages from the five senses; it manipulates that information along with similar data previously stored in the form of memories; and it sends out motor commands to the various voluntary muscles of the body. Even at the level of the cortex, there is a close interplay between abstract thoughts and basic body functions. 

For example, you may be explaining a complex idea to another person by forming it in your mind, finding the words to express it, operating your speech apparatus, making facial expressions and illustrative hand gestures, observing the other person’s reactions for cues you can analyze to decide how well you’re getting the idea across, and experiencing the emotional “tone” of the whole situation. Thinking is really a whole-brain function, and indeed even a whole-body function. Very few of the body’s processes, especially thinking, go on in isolation from the other processes. Figure 2.1 illustrates the basic architecture of the brain. 

The various functions of your cortex are not scattered randomly about within it, but are arranged in a rather well-defined pattern. And your brain organizes all incoming sensory signals into distinct patterns as well. For instance, all the signals coming from your eyeballs go to an area at the rear of your brain, at the base of your skull. Signals from the other sense channels go to their own characteristic regions. Certain special association areas apparently merge the data from all five senses and pass it on to a small region known as the common integrating area, which for about ninety percent of people is located slightly above and behind the left ear. This one area, about the size of a dime, appears to be the seat of conscious, purposive intellectual processes, those that give shape and meaning to all that your cortex does. 

Physical damage to any particular region of the brain will affect the stored patterns and functions normally carried out by that region. For example, a stroke—blockage of a blood vessel supplying some region of the brain’s tissue—will deny oxygen to that particular portion of tissue, causing it to die. It can then no longer carry out its function. Destruction of the common integrating area, for example, will render a person functionally an idiot, unable to form a complete thought or to develop a sufficient basis for purposive action. Destruction of the motor area for speech, usually located just behind the left temple, will leave the person capable of forming thoughts properly, but utterly unable to speak. Conversely, destruction of the verbal processing center, located for most people just in front of the left ear, will leave the person able to speak normally, but the speech will be a semantic jumble, properly articulated, yet devoid of meaning. Damage to the frontal region just behind the forehead, which can be caused by advanced alcoholism or heavy drug use, diminishes the capacity for abstract thought, such as developing a concept of a future action, forming an intention, carrying out a logical sequence of thoughts, or making judgments about the propriety of one’s behavior. Physicians can often diagnose the nature and extent of brain damage due to a stroke or physical injury by testing the patient’s various cognitive and motor functions. Any impaired function implies a corresponding damage to the associated region of the brain that controls it. Your brain, incidentally, cannot perceive the effects of trauma to its own tissue. It has no sensor nerves of its own.
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Figure 2.1 Architecture of the Brain



Although we have been able to localize a number of functions within the cortex, we do not by any means understand all of its operation. In fact, there is probably much more about the cortex that is a mystery than that which is known. For example, we still have no clear idea of exactly how the brain stores its memories. It appears that an individual memory, such as an early experience, an image of a place or a scene, or a particular physical sensation, is not stored in one tiny location as would be the case for storage of numerical data inside an electronic computer. Most neuroscientists now believe that such memories are somehow “distributed” across relatively large regions of the cortex. Experiments with brain-damaged patients have shown that various memories become dimmer and less distinct, but they usually do not vanish abruptly with the loss of small regions of brain tissue. One prevailing theory holds that brain tissue records sensory data very much like a hologram—the three-dimensional photographs produced by laser light. 

The most striking physical feature of the deeply wrinkled and convoluted cortex is its division into two distinct halves, or right and left hemispheres. These hemispheres physically are mirror images of each other, but they process information quite differently. In terms of motor functions, we know that the right hemisphere controls the left side of the body and the left hemisphere controls the right side. Signals from your sense organs cross over before they enter your brain, going to the opposite hemispheres. For example, images from the right visual field of each eye go to the left hemisphere of your brain, and the left field images go to the right hemisphere. 

Recent research on brain function seems to indicate that most people have one dominant hemisphere, that is, one side that seems more “in charge” than the other. For perhaps ninety percent of people, this is the left hemisphere. Brain wave studies seem to indicate that the dominant hemisphere is somewhat more electrically active than the recessive one, and that the individual somehow relies on that particular hemisphere more than on the other. The evidence does not suggest a clear-cut left-right dominance in all cases, however. For example, not all left-handers are right brain dominant. About half of them have dominant left hemispheres just as most right-handers do. Left-handers account for about ten percent of the population, and they seem to vary in brain dominance more than do right-handers. 

Some research seems to indicate that women are not as extensively “lateralized” as men in brain function. There also seem to be individuals of both sexes who are more or less “ambidextrous” in brain function. For these people, language and speech functions may be shared or duplicated between hemispheres rather than confined to the left side. They may be manually ambidextrous as well, or they may perform some tasks well with their left hands and other tasks well with their right hands. 

When it comes to the more abstract forms of thought, the right and left hemispheres of the brain operate in remarkably contrasting ways. Brain researchers have concluded that the “left brain” deals primarily with information which can be represented in sequential or linear form. Such inputs include sequences of sounds, words, and sentences, the repetitive features of visual patterns, written language, numbers, and logical “if-then” relationships. In terms of data processing, the left brain seems to prefer verbal thought, linear sequences, numbers, mathematical relationships, logical chains of reasoning, and time relationships. For example, the task of determining which of two signals, a flash of light and an audible tone, occurred first would probably be handled primarily by the left brain. Decoding a spoken message would be mostly a left brain activity. The ability to organize a concept in words and explain it logically seems to be primarily a left brain skill. 

The right hemisphere, or “right brain,” seems to deal with whole forms, especially visual and spatial structures, rather than elements in a sequence. Your right hemisphere contains your subjective body image—the sense of your physical boundaries, your visual image of your appearance in a mirror, and the relative positioning of your arms, legs, and other body parts at any instant. Your right brain also seems to prefer visual and spatial data much more than your left brain does. Your right brain would probably take the lead in the task of determining how another object is positioned in space with respect to your body, or with respect to other objects. Spatial perception and spatial problem solving are primarily right brain functions. Your right brain would also probably be dominant for the task of comparing two musical tones or for recalling the pitch contours of a particular melody. Of course, the two hemispheres would always cooperate, such as for singing a song. The right brain would probably supply the subjective sense of rhythm and melody, with the left brain supplying the words and operating your vocal apparatus. 

Brain wave studies have shown, through measurements of the relative amounts of electrical activity in various parts of the brain, that the two hemispheres work together, but that one or the other tends to become more active for its particular kinds of tasks. During normal waking activities, the left brain seems to be generally more active, with the right brain being somewhat recessive. During sleep, however, especially during dream activity, the right hemisphere seems to become much more active, while the left hemisphere recedes into a supporting role. This seems to align with our subjective experience, in that we seem to think verbally during waking hours and we seem to dream much more in visual images than in words. Some psychologists believe that certain people characteristically rely on right brain functions much more than others, and that they tend to think with visual and structural patterns in situations where “left brain” thinkers would rely more heavily on verbal patterns. Many artists and musicians might fall into this category. 

Information flows freely back and forth between the two hemispheres by means of signals passing across a connecting bridgelike band of nerve fibers called the corpus callosum (Latin for “callous body”). If you didn’t have a corpus callosum, your two hemispheres would have to operate in isolation. For example, you couldn’t sing a familiar tune because the melody and pitch levels would reside primarily in your right brain, and that information couldn’t flow across to the left brain, which contains the motor center for operating your vocal cords. Conversely, you would probably have great difficulty forming a mental picture of a scene that you heard someone describe, because your right brain couldn’t decode the spoken message by itself (that’s primarily a left brain task) in order to activate its stored visual memories. Figure 2.2 illustrates these functions. 

Scientists have found out many things about the interactions between right and left hemispheres by studying human beings who have had their corpus callosa surgically divided, usually as a last-resort treatment for otherwise untreatable epilepsy. Surprisingly, such a grossly intrusive surgical procedure does not cause total chaos in the brain’s operation, as one might expect. The changes in brain function manifest themselves in rather subtle form, usually in terms of increased difficulty in performing certain mechanical tasks and in verbalizing experiences. 
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Figure 2.2 Each of the brain’s hemispheres processes information in its own distinctive way. This diagram represents the lateralization of brain functions, as seen from above. (From M.C. Wittrock, et al., The Human Brain. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1977. Used with permission of the publisher and J.E. Bogen)





Now let’s see how these physical and neural features of your brain play a part in your thought processes. To do so, we will study the brain’s operation as an organ of information. 


the three “languages”  of conscious thought


Have you ever tried to “tune in” on your thoughts? Have you sometimes wondered how you think—what your thoughts seem to be made of? Perhaps you’ve tried to figure out whether you think mostly in words, in pictures, or in some other form. This seems to be a difficult question for a person to answer, because thoughts are fleeting things. They flash across your internal “screen” of consciousness one after another, so rapidly that it is extremely difficult to study them as they go by. 

Actually, most of your thinking goes on automatically, rapidly, and more or less below the level of your conscious inspection. What psychologists call conscious thought is actually a slower, more limited form of thought than that which proceeds rapidly and invisibly at a steady pace all through your waking hours and possibly even while you are asleep. 

Think for a moment about the many things you say and do automatically, even while you are consciously doing something else. You can take the proper freeway exit while driving your car and talking to your friend at the same time. If you must put on the brakes quickly to avoid another driver, you need not go through an elaborate process of verbalizing what you are doing—you simply do it. You recognize a friend or acquaintance on the street, decide to wave and say hello, and you do it, with all of your decisions and motor commands having been organized below the level of your immediate attention. 

We can distinguish two separate levels of thought as the conscious level and the preconscious level. The preconscious level is the level of rapidly flowing, automatic thought processes that account for most of your brain’s activity. The conscious level is the level of carefully encoded thought forms to which you can pay close attention. In labeling these two levels, I choose to avoid using terms like “the unconscious” or “unconscious mind,” only because they have acquired so many mysterious and awesome connotations over the years. Sigmund Freud originally used the term “unconscious mind” to try to describe thought processes that went on beyond the immediate reach, of one’s instantaneous field of attention. Popularization of Freudian theory during the early part of the twentieth century made the term into a cliché, often used in ways quite different from Freud’s intended meaning. (Incidentally, Freud did not use the term “subconscious” in explaining his theory. That was later connected with psychoanalysis by popular writers rather than psychotherapists.) 


[image: Image]Our normal waking consciousness … is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all about it, parted from it by the flimsiest of screens, there lie potential forms of consciousness entirely different. We may go through life without suspecting their existence; but apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there in all their completeness.

WILLIAM JAMES



Figure 2.3 shows schematically the relationship between this “underground,” or preconscious, mental activity and the “aboveground,” or conscious, mental activity. Further, we can refer to the immediate focus of your attention, such as the words you’re reading at this moment, as the “foreground,” or your conscious thought. And we can refer to your stored memories, such as previously read words and ideas, as the “background” to your instantaneous focus of attention. These terms can help to clarify the forms of thought your brain uses to carry out its many functions. 

This visual analogy of a cylinder (Figure 2.3) reinforces the notion that most of our continuous thinking activity goes on underground, beyond the level of convenient expression in symbolic form. The foreground area can be compared to a projection screen, on which we may choose to display projected versions of the various inexpressible thought forms going on at the underground level. For example, as you are reading this book, you might reach the bottom of the page and decide quite automatically to turn to the next page. You might say that you turned the page “without even thinking about it.” But, in fact, you did think about it, at least at the preconscious underground level. You didn’t have to express the thought at the conscious foreground level in order to carry it out. If you had chosen to try to verbalize that underground thought, for example, by saying “now it’s time to turn the page, because I’ve finished reading this one and I have to turn it over to see what’s on the next one,” you would no longer have been thinking the original thought. You would have constructed a new thought, at the foreground level. Your underground thoughts would continue right along, moving on to take care of other matters even while you were talking. In a sense, conscious thoughts are like the shadows of preconscious thoughts.


[image: Image]
Figure 2.3 This “cylinder” analogy illustrates the relationship between conscious thought processes and preconscious thought processes.



You can consider your conscious thought processes—those which you can tune in to and observe as they happen—as being expressed in any or all of three thinking “languages,” which are 


	Verbal thought.

	Visual thought.

	Kinesthetic thought.



Verbal thought is “hearing” your mental “voice” just as if you were expressing your mental processes aloud in words, phrases, and sentences. 

Visual thought is “seeing” mental pictures, which are often fuzzy and fragmentary and which are usually recalled from your memory as composite images; pictures, fragments of pictures, and scenes you have observed or can imagine; spatial structures and relationships. 

Kinesthetic thought is experiencing overall sensations, including various emotional reactions (which are merely whole-body reactions), subjective tension level, and general creature reactions to immediate experience. 

You can represent just about any conscious thought in visual form by responding to it at the level of your generalized creature reactions. For example, you can think about your mate, lover, relative, or friend by saying that person’s name in your mind, by forming a mental picture of the person, and by tuning in to your overall feeling response to the total concept of the person. For most of your conscious thought, all three of these thinking languages come into play simultaneously, with one or another playing the dominant role depending on the topic and your own mental habits. 

These three thinking languages—visual, verbal, kinesthetic—are the means by which you project snapshots of your rapidly moving preconscious thoughts onto the “screen” of your immediate attention, that is, the foreground of your conscious thought. You can capture some of these fleeting thoughts and translate them into conscious form, but the vast majority of them flow on invisibly and reliably without your conscious attention. 

According to this description of brain function, your preconscious level of thought is perfectly capable of reasoning logically, of making decisions, and of directing a large share of your moment-to-moment actions. This point of view may also explain the basis for hunches, or intuitive thought processes, which seem to tell you what to do, but offer no well worked-out verbal reasoning processes to substantiate the proposed course of action. What we customarily refer to as intuition is, in my opinion, a preconscious process of logical reasoning, which has not (yet) manifested its effects in conscious, systematic form. A hunch can be every bit as logical as a consciously verbalized reasoning process. 
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