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CRITICAL THINKING

The sociological perspective requires more than an ability
to use the sociological imagination. It also demands critical
thinking, #he ability fo evaludie claims about fruth by using
reason and evidence. In everyday life, we frequently accept
things as "true’ because they are familiar, feel right, or are
consistent with our beliefs. Critical thinking takes a different
approach—recognizing poor arguments, rejecting statements
not supported by evidence, and questioning our assumptions
One of the founders of modern sociology, Max Weber, captured
the spirit of critical thirking in two words when he said that
akey task of sociological inquiry was to openly acknowledge
“inconvenient facts.”

Critieal thinking requires us to be open-minded, but it does
not mean all arguments are equally valid. Those supported by
logic and backed by evidence are clearly preferable to these

that are net. For instance, we may passionately agree with Thomas

Jefferson's famous statement, "That government is best that gov-

ems least.” However, as sociologists e must akso ask, "What evi-

dence backs up the claim that less government is better under all
circumstances?”
To think critically, it is useful to follow six simple rules (adapted

from Wade & Tavris, 1997):
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1. Be willing to ask any question, no matter how difficult. The.
belief in small government i a cherished US. ideal. But sociolo-
ists who study the role of government in modern society must
be willing to ask whether there are circumstances under which
more—not less—government is better. Government's role in
areas such as homeland security, education, and health care has
grown in the past several years—what are the positive and nega-
tive aspects of this growth?

2. Think logically and be clear. Logic and clarity require us to
define concepts in a way that allows us to study them. "Big gov-
ernment” is a vaguie concept that must be made more precise and
measurable before it provides for useful research. Are we speak-
ing of federal, state, or local government, or all these? Is 'big”
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measured by the cost of government services, the nurber of agen-
cies or cffices within the government, the number of people work-
ing for it, or something else? What did Jefferson mean by "best,”
and what would that 'best’ government look like? Who would
have the power to define this notion in any case?

3. Back up your arguments with evidence. Founding Father
Thomas Jefferson is a formidable person to quote, but quoting
him does not prove that smaller government is better in the
21st century. To find evidence, we need to seek out studies of
contemporary societies to see whether there is a relationship
between a population’s well-being and the size of government
or the breadth of services it provides. Because studies may offer
contradictory evidence, we also need to be able to assess the
strengths and weaknesses of arguments on different sides of the
ssue,

4, Think about the assumptions and biases—including your
own—that underlie all studies. You may insist that government
has a key role to play in modern society. On the other hand, you
may believe with equal passion that big government i one root
of the problems in the United States, Critical thinking, however,
requires that we recognize our beliefs and biases. Otherwise we
might unconsciously seek out only evidence that supports our
argument, ignoring evidence to the contrary, Passion hasa role
to play in research: It can motivate us to devote long hours to
studying an issue, But passion should not play a role when we
are weighing evidence and drawing conclusions,

5. Avoid anecdotal evidence. It is tempting to draw a general
conclusion from a single experience or anecdote, but that expe-
rience may illustrate the exception rather than the rule. For
example, you may know someone who just yesterday received
a letter mailed two years ago, but that is not evidence that the
U.S. Postal Service is inefficient or does not fulfill its mandates.
To determine whether this government agency is working well,
you would have to shudy its entire mail delivery system and its
record of work over time.

6. Be willing to admit when you are wrong or uncertain about
your results. Sometimes we expect to find support for an argu-
ment only to find that things are not so clear. For example,
consider the position of a sociologist who advocates small
government and learns that Japan and Singapore initially
became economic powerhouses because their governments
played a leading role in promoting growth, or the sociologist
who champions an expanded role for government but learns
from the downturn of the 1990s in the Asian economies that
some things can be better achieved by private enterprise. The
answers we get are sometimes contradictory, and we learn from
recognizing the error of our assumptions and beliefs as well

Critical thinking means becoming a “critical consumer” of
the information—news, blogs, surveys, texts, magazines, and
scientific studies—that surrounds us. To be a good sociologist,
it is important to look beyond the commonsense understanding
of social life and develop a critical perspective. Being a critical




