Getting the Heart of Truth (6 March 2006)
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle would be surprised to discover that the thinking concepts they developed 2,500 years ago form the basis of modern computer programming languages. They were the founders of Critical Thinking and popularised the notion of Logic - the engine that drives the digital networked economy today.
Critical thinking is about getting to the “heart of the truth” and is instrumental in allowing us to make informed decisions, based on the facts at hand. Logic and reasons are the main players while other factors such as feelings, emotions, instinct or intuition have no place in critical thinking. Schools don’t teach critical thinking explicitly but expect us to learn the ability to think critically through mathematics and science. Both these subjects are based on “models” – depending on the input, the output can be predicted very accurately as the “thinking process” of the models is based on logic and reason. Predictable, dependable, accurate.
This is the fundamental premise of computer software – all input is subjected to a specific, defined process that is based on logic and reason. The output is hence, completely predictable, dependable and accurate. Or, is it? Ask any computer user and he is bound to explode into fits of laughter. Did you hear of the dead woman who kept getting notices to renew her driving licence? Her grandchildren gave up trying to get the authorities to leave the deceased in peace. What about documents that ask for your identity card number and date of birth as well? Isn’t the date of birth included in the identity card number in the first place? In fact, you can even tell which state the person was born in. Do you see logic or reason in either of these situations?
We must put critical thinking into context – logic and reason are significant only when the other non-critical factors are examined and questioned. Take the hotel industry for example. Logic dictates that if the check-out time is 12 noon, guests should only be allowed to check in around 2pm, after the rooms have been cleaned. Try explaining this to a business traveller who has had a 14-hour flight and has landed at the hotel reception at 8am, dying for a shower. He will be quick to graphically show you what you can do with your logic.
Don’t get me wrong – critical thinking works very well in technical or mathematical matters. It works when you have complete information and everyone behaves according to an agreed set of standards. In Socrates’s relatively stable society that was brimming with creative and constructive ideas, critical thinking was used to separate “workable” ideas from those that were not. In today’s dynamic world, where change is the only constant and there is no single set of established standards, we cannot accept critical thinking at face value.
The truth of the matter is that logic and reason do not take centre stage in our daily lives. If they did, we would not have wars, terrorism or bureaucracy. There would be no market for prestige products, brands would be irrelevant and function would win over form. We would also not have business failures or partnerships that turn sour. Clearly, the world we operate in is not based solely on critical thinking and various other factors affect our decisions and judgement. Logic and reason are required, but decisions must be tampered with other factors such as perception, assumptions, feelings and emotions. 
The west, long trained in critical thinking, is now becoming aware that hard logic and reason alone do not work. There is now a conscious effort to build in “softer” factors into the equation – innovative products and services designed with the user or customer in mind. Like hotels that allow you to check in at any time of the day, with rooms cleaned on-demand – similar to the way restaurants clean tables after each customer. This is simple but effective innovation.
Here is the paradox, however. This can only be done only after we have used logic and reason to evaluate the situation. Ironically, the problem we face in Malaysia is the opposite one – other issues become the deciding factors while logic and reason are either not present or take the back seat. One does not have to go far to see everyday examples of situations devoid of critical thinking – shops that refuse to give you a refund although you return the goods in original condition together with the receipt, credit card companies that charge your purchases immediately but take 30 days to give you a credit for cancelled transactions, utility companies that insist you pay the full amount first before investigating discrepancies in your bill, government departments that demand you produce your birth certificate as proof of your nationality although you have given them both your passport and identity card. I am sure that readers will be able to add on to this list on a daily basis, making it a comedy of errors that should become an enjoyable blog. Maybe Malaysia’s iconic blogger, Jeff Ooi, can take up this hilarious task?
Why do we suffer from this syndrome? Could it be because we have substituted logic and reason with our coloured perceptions, misguided assumptions, unreasonable emotions, personal biases and political correctness? Could it be that our education system has failed to teach us how to think critically right from our formative years? Could it be that our intensive focus on the importance of memory has been at the expense of critical thinking skills? If any of these are true, can we reverse the situation and teach critical thinking skills to the uninitiated?
Research has shown that critical thinking skills can be taught explicitly. Like every other domain, there are specific tools, techniques and methodologies that build critical thinking skills. Using them on a regular basis strengthens our ability to analyse the situation and question it critically. Once this skill is built and logic and reason are firmly grounded, the other “softer” factors can be brought in to influence the decision and produce an innovative product or service.
We shall examine some of these critical thinking tools in the coming weeks.

