Critical thinking in a post-literate world

Les Gottesman

Golden Gate University
USA

E-mail: lgottesman@ggu.edu
ABSTRACT
Crossman (2004) predicts, within the next 40 years, the abandonment of text as a medium of information storage, retrieval, and communication, to be replaced by talking computers able to access the entire cache of the world’s stored data, information, and knowledge in spoken or graphic form, and allowing all who are connected to communicate universally through instant translation. Reading and writing will disappear in a high-tech “voice in-voice out” world of communication. 

Technological and social trends presaging this inevitable development are speech-processing technology, video and internet surfing, video game interactivity, multitasking, and ubiquitous mobile information storage and communication devices. 

Observers of these trends bemoan the loss of critical thinking abilities they ascribe to thousands of years of “the brain on text.” In the abandonment of text, critics fear the erosion of methodical, sequential critical analysis, categorization, prioritization, and other problem-solving tools and thinking abilities.

This paper will consider these trends toward worldwide oral-aural communication, with emphasis on developments and directions in China. This paper will evaluate the directions, potential, and shapes critical thinking might take in a post-literate world.

William Crossman (2004) predicts, within the next 40 years, the abandonment of text as a medium of information storage, retrieval, and communication, to be replaced by talking computers able to access the entire cache of the world’s stored data, information, and knowledge in spoken or graphic form, and allowing all who are connected to communicate universally through instant translation. Reading and writing will disappear. 

Trends presaging this inevitable development are video and internet surfing, video game interactivity, high-performing voice transcription technology, multitasking, and ubiquitous mobile information storage and communication devices. 

As Crossman (2004) has noted, observers of these trends bemoan the loss of critical thinking abilities they ascribe to “the brain on text.” 

This paper considers the future of this traditional notion of critical thinking, and the possibility of a new framework of critical thinking to emerge in a post-text intellectual environment.  

A typical, traditional definition of critical thinking, of “what will be lost,” is this excerpt from Chancellor Glenn Dumke's executive order (1980) announcing the requirement of formal instruction in critical thinking throughout California State University system, serving some 300,000 students: 

Instruction in critical thinking is to be designed to achieve an understanding of the relationship of language to logic, which should lead to the ability to analyze, criticize, and advocate ideas, to reason inductively and deductively, and to reach factual or judgmental conclusions based on sound inferences drawn from unambiguous statements of knowledge or belief. The minimal competence to be expected at the successful conclusion of instruction in critical thinking should be the ability to distinguish fact from judgment, belief from knowledge, and skills in elementary inductive and deductive processes, including an understanding of the formal and informal fallacies of language and thought. (Quoted in Lazere, 1987)

The methods for achieving these goals have been institutionally various—critical thinking courses, critical-thinking-across-the-curriculum initiatives, and redesign of courses by some individual professors and scattered academic departments. In the United States the critical thinking movement—a spate of academic conferences and publications—became a base for liberal professors and high school teachers gathering under the banner of objective inquiry and political neutrality during the conservative Reagan years. 

The liberal model of critical thinking is an ethical practice, grounded in the traditions and needs of real people seeking a just and humane world. Its method is a practice of unfettered inquiry and the relentless testing of ideas. While seeking truth, it always recognizes itself as contingent and inconclusive, pending the discovery of new evidence and the acquisition of greater inquisitive acuity. Being based in questions, it is always dialogical, even if practiced solitaire, taking special efforts to examine how the object of inquiry interrogates the assumptions of the inquirer.

In the United States the emphasis of critical thinking curricula has been on the logical procedures by which “unfettered inquiry” and “relentless testing” ought to be conducted. Perhaps this pedagogical reductionism was a response to political pressure on education to guarantee that its outcomes meet corporate goals, or perhaps a reaction to passionate social activism and apathetic slackerdom, the dominant campus cultural climates of the 1960s and 70s respectively. Perhaps the focus has been on procedures as an antidote to television-addled thinking. But while the “academic class had its back to the class,” so to speak, for the last 15 years the students behind them have been texting, gaming, and surfing the web on their laptops and phones. Formal procedure is, for today’s high school and college students, just part of the montage of multiple in- and outputs, or, for that matter, is best left to the tools, computers, that do procedures best. All this has led some alarmed observers to predict—and document humanity’s progress toward—the erosion of the cherished human disposition for deep, sustained, rigorous inquiry, and to foresee its replacement by a normalized attention deficit disorder based in marketing, infotainment, and some informational surfing. This erosion is seen not just in the practice of and interest in thinking critically, but most alarmingly in a decline in the cognitive capacity to do so.

Additionally threatening, critics contend, is the temptation to use information technology to insulate ourselves, individually or as affinity groups, within purposely defended and maintained virtual realities—firewalling undesired ideas or “uncomfortable truths” in the actual environments that physically surround our virtual capsules. Rather than contingent and inconclusive, as the state of mind required for critical thinking, such virtual enclaves are static, ideological, and delusional—the death of information. 

The extreme example is video game addiction. Gaming addicts play long hours daily, may “gain or lose significant weight due to playing, disrupt sleep patterns to play, play at work, avoid phone calls from friends and/or lie about play time. Relationships with family and friends, and performance at work or school, may suffer” (Video game addiction, 2010)

In 2005 in the United States, 10-month-old twins drowned in a bathtub while the man attending them played video games in the next room. In China, a 2005 suicide was associated with gaming addiction, and two gamers died following prolonged gaming sessions in 2007. (Video game addiction, 2010) 

In 2005, China, with more than 26 million online gamers, became one of the first countries to restrict gaming for health reasons, limiting playing time to 3 hours, after which the player was dropped from the game (China imposes online gaming curbs, 2005; Dickie, 2005). In 2006, the rule was modified so only citizens under 18 would face the restrictions (Brennan, 2006; GAPP Exempts Adults, 2006). In 2007, the rule was further relaxed. “Internet gaming companies must install a program that requires users to enter their ID card numbers. After three hours, players under 18 are prompted to stop and ‘do suitable physical exercise.’ If they continue, the software slashes by half any points earned in the game. All points are wiped out if players stay on more than five hours” (China Limits Teenage Internet Gaming, 2007). In addition, the Chinese government reportedly operates eight clinics to treat addiction “to online games, chatting, and web surfing….[M]ost have been forced to attend by their parents or even government officials….Here patients are subjected to yelling, psychiatric counseling and…electrical shock treatments” (Cheung, 2007). “One of the main factors behind internet addiction is the pressure that Chinese parents put on their children….The problem is mostly hidden, but at 1am in a Beijing internet café there is not an empty seat, as in most of the other 100,000 internet cafés in China” (Sebag-Montefiore, 2005).
But in contrast to the these extremes and the dystopian scenarios of disconnected dream states they give rise to, does information and communication technology provide new tools for, and facilitate critical thinking? 

Despite the trend of university philosophy departments snubbing critical thinking courses, which have then been relegated to the English departments, it is worth recalling that critical thinking is a philosophical endeavor. Its dialogical practice is rooted less in pedagogically structured Socratics and more in hermeneutic conversation: 

“The possibility that the other person may be right is the soul of hermeneutics” (Gadamer, quoted in Grondin, 1994, p. 124). “Only in conversation, only in confrontation with another’s thought that could come to dwell within us, can we hope to go beyond the limits of our present horizon” (Grondin, 1994, p. 124). (In hermeneutic philosophy, “horizon” is understood as bounded but movable and permeable.) “For this reason philosophical hermeneutics recognizes no principle higher than dialogue. (Grondin, 1994, p. 124).

Hermeneutics is a philosophy of understanding; critical thinking is a process of coming to an understanding—not necessarily coming to agreement, but to an understanding of where participating discussants agree and disagree and why.

Direct communication with a multiplicity of voices feeds the necessary recognition that our experience is always partial. Others’ presence through democracy of access, and instant translation—Crossman’s (2004) futurist scenario—makes such communication possible on a global basis. Virtuality provides the opportunity for others’ experience to be present for us, asynchronously, on demand—for us to operate mentally, emotionally as if.

If this sounds like play, reminding us of the video game threat, rather than intellectually rigorous inquiry and analysis, let’s consider the critical potential of play, as a metaphor and model. 

In games, the players are led by the game itself to abandon their stake in any particular outcome. The common interest of all participants is that play continue, and in its continuance be conducted to its inevitable, if unforeseeable, conclusion. 

“Above all,” Ackerman in Deep Play (1999) insists, dramatic play “requires freedom….It happens outside ordinary life, and it requires freedom….Players like to invent substitute worlds, more advantageous outcomes of events, supplemental versions of reality, other selves” (p. 7) and these are common practices in the composition and interplay of technologically-afforded virtualities.

The ability of play to propose an alternative reality “implies in principle a recourse against any given reality and thereby the possibility of a critique of the real,” says the French hermeneutic philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1981, p. 93). This distance from reality is critical distance. The absorption of the self in play provides the potential to interrogate the definitiveness not only of social reality but also of the self. In play the imaginative actor tries out new ways of being: “I ‘unrealize myself,’” says Ricoeur (p.94). The distance of the unrealized self from the self provides the ground for the critical interrogation of the self’s illusions—Ricoeur uses the Marxist term “false consciousness” (p. 94). Critique unfolds within the tension of world and self and possible world and possible self. 

Virtuality opens us to possibility. Communication opens us to critical thinking as a social practice. 

Abstract, logical procedures do little to foster understanding and agreement unless performed collaboratively. As an analogy and as more than an analogy, critical thinking is a practice of conversation in which the subject matter leads the inquiry. We’ve all been in conversations that led to unforeseen understanding, knowledge, and conclusions, conversations in which the process and progress toward clarity and understanding were so compelling that individual egos were irrelevant and we don’t remember, or care, who said what. What was important was the new, collaboratively created understanding that emerged in the conversation. 

Increasingly, we must place our questions about critical thinking within the context of this type of conversation unfolding on a global scale. 
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克罗斯曼（2004）预言：在未来50年，以文本媒介为主导的信息存储、检索和传播将被语音制导的电脑所替代。能讲话的电脑将能搜索到全球任何以语音或图像为媒介收藏的数据、信息、和知识。任何使用网络的人将能够通过电脑的即兴翻译相互交谈。文字阅读和写作将在 “语音输入-语音输出”的科技通讯环境里不复存在。

促使这一必定要发生的变革是受诸多科技和社会因素所驱动。这些因素包括语音转换处理技术，网络视频及网络搜索的普及、互联网上视频互联互动游戏，由电脑及网络使然的多项目同时作业的行为方式，还有随时随地可使用的网络信息储存和传递工具。

目睹了这一切发展演变，有人哀叹这种演变不幸会导致后代丧失依靠文本语言生成的辨析思维能力，最终丢失人类有史以来籍文字语言来思维推理的传统。放弃了以文字表述为手段，也就逐渐销毁了我们系统条理，逻辑推理，综合归纳，分类排序等所有思维方式及解决问题的能力。
本文将介绍正在触动到世界各个地域的由文本向口头和视听交流方式的转变和趋势，侧重于探讨这一趋势在中国的演发和影响。本文亦将估测在文本时代后人类辨析思维的演变趋势，及随之形成的新潜能，新形式。
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