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What Is Thinking?

We are such stuff as thoughts are made on.
—ADAPTED FROM SHAKESPEARE

This first chapter is a “minds on” chapter in which we encourage you to
engage your mind and plunge into thinking. But first, we will meet some pow-
erful thinkers who have preceded us, and then think more deeply about their
thoughts later.

OUR CULTURAL LEGACY

Humans were speaking, and thus thinking, many millennia before the Sumeri-
ans, the Egyptians, and the Phoenicians leamed to record their thoughts, The
Greeks took their alphabet and burst forth into song, literature, philosophy,
thetoric, history, art, politics, and science. Corax of Syracuse, perhaps the first
rhetorician, taught us how to use words to pierce into other minds, The
sophists, skeptics, and cynics asked us to question everything, including our
own questioning. Socrates probed and prodded the Athenians to think: “The
unexamined life is not worth living,” he said. And he threw down to us the ulti-
mate gauntlet: “Know thyself.” Plato was so caught up with Socrates and with
the pure power of the mind that he thought we were bom with ideas and that
these innate ideas were as close as we could come to divinity. Plato’s pupil,
Aristotle, sharpened his senses into impressive empitical observations that
climbed toward first principles; then he honed his mind into the absolute logic
of the syllogism that stepped inexorably, deductively downward,

The Roman rhetoricians—Cicero, Tertullian, and Quintilian—built massive
structures of the mind and legal mentalities that rivaled Rome’s architectural
vastness.
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Sensing/Listening

There is noibing in the mind unless it is first in the senses.
—AQUINAS

SENSUAL BEGINNINGS

If we were blindfolded, taken to a place, and the blindfold removed for only
a second, we would get a flash of visual stimulation. If we were standing
where we had never been before, perhaps in a mosque, the one-second
glance would leave us with colors, mosaics, and geometric designs all blurring
together; however, if we were in a city library, we would recognize and
understand what we saw. In both cases visual rivers would flow into our eyes,
but we would understand one because we had “the language of the library”
already in our mind: our language had prestructured our perception and
allowed us to understand and to process the sensual stream of books and
desks.

With language already in our mind, it is possible to close our eyes and,
-disconnected from the outside world, do “pure thinking,” but that kind.of iso-
lated thinking is rare. Most of our thinking is senzsory fnteractive; after all, our
brain is enfleshed in our senses. This sensing/thinking connection is so closely
interrelated that our thinking often begins in our senses, progresses through
additional sensory input, and shapes itself to our sensing habits; conversely,
thinking can shape the way we sense.

The statement, “There is nothing in the mind unless it is first in the
senses,” says, in stark simplicity, that our brain would be empty without our
senses, Sensing is the main source of the raw data for subsequent thinking: if
we sense better, we can think better.

Whereas sensing precedes thinking for infants, sensing for adults is con-
current with thinking: as adults we continually return to our senses to
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refresh the data, to seek new data, to fortify our thinking with tangible
examples, and to validate the structures of our thinking. Qur sensing and
thinking are interwoven: even now as we read (eyes) this book, as we listen
in class (ears), or as we write (eyes, touch) we are sensing; conversely,
when we bungee jump, prepare a dinner, or install brakes on a car, we are
thinking.

Sharpening our perceptions is crucial to deliver better data to our brains.
We need the observations accurate. We need the facts right. We need solid
sensory awareness to ground our thinking. We need to perceive beyond
appearances and behind false faces.

In this chapter we examine how our senses both enlighten and deceive
our mind, we leam how we can sharpen our vital sensing/thinking connec-
tion, and especially, we will stress how we can strengthen our two most
important senses for thinking—seeing and hearing,

THE POWER OF OUR SENSES

Our senses act as our lenses, amplifiers, particle detectors, and pressure and
heat gauges. These sensors are acutely sensitive: our hearing reacts to a sound
vibrating at a frequency as high as 20,000 cycles/second and to a multitude of
timbres that allow us to recognize different human voices. Our sight can
detect a candle flame on a dark, clear night 20 miles away or discern a single
color (mauve or teal) out of millions of hues. Our sense of smell can detect a
single molecule of bacon or coffee out of five billion molecules. Our senses
feed our brain much as food feeds our body; without their input, our brain
would be almost empty.

Is our brain a blank slate at birth, as John Locke says, or is it alive with
innate ideas? There are strong thinkers on both sides of this issue: John
Locke agrees with Aristotle and calls our mind a tabula rasa (blank slate)
that our senses and experience write upon. But other philosophers (Plato),
psychologists (Jung), and linguists (Chomsky) disagree at least partially with
this concept. They say we have innate (inborn) ideas or structures in our
mind. What do you think? List your reasons supporting both sides in the
Thinking Activity on page 43.

THE DECEPTION OF OUR SENSES

Throughout our life our senses have enriched our brain, and currently our
senses link with our brain as we think. Powerful though they are, our senses
do not always deliver accurate data to our brain: our senses do not operate
effectively, “en we are sick, drowsy, or tired; and sometimes, although our
senses dei: . accurately, the world is not always what it seems on the sensual

ut{@hm.u.

Sensing/Listening » 43

THINKING ACTIVITY 3.1
Ideas: Innate or Learned?

Idcas Are Inbom Seases Fill OQur Mied

As you've listed reasons, you may have come to a decision on one side or
another. If you have not yet decided, please weigh those reasons and check
one of the boxes below. But as you check that box, please be very aware of
what is going on in your mind. We will discuss your awareness shortly.

0 We are bomn with knowledge.
0 We acquire knowledge through our senses.
Q@ We are born with knowledge; then we acquire more.

How did you arrive at your conclusion? Although it may be difficult
because we are often not aware of our thinking while we think, uy to
describe the thinking processes you went through to arrive at your decision:

Whatever you discovered while you checked the box and wrote about
your decision-making process, you sensed and thought together; you

interwove sight and touch with your thinking as you read »b.m wrote.
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