TEACHING
FOR

CRITICAL
THINKING

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES
O EEBSTEHDENTS
QUESTION THEIR ASSUMPTIONS

SILE RSN SIDSRE@ENELE | D







Teaching
for Critical
Thinking






Teaching
for Critical

Thinking

Tools and Techniques to
Help Students Question

Their Assumptions

Stephen D. Brookfield

. JOSSEY-BASS
, A Wiley Imprint

www.josseybass.com



Copyright © 2012 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.

Published by Jossey-Bass

A Wiley Imprint

One Montgomery Street, Suite 1200, San Francisco, CA 94104-4594—www.josseybass.com

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise,
except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without
either the prior written permission of the publisher, or authorization through payment of the
appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive,
Danvers, MA 01923, 978-750-8400, fax 978-646-8600, or on the Web at www.copyright.com.
Requests to the publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department,
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, 201-748-6011,

fax 201-748-6008, or online at www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author have used their best
efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the
accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied
warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or
extended by sales representatives or written sales materials. The advice and strategies contained
herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional where
appropriate. Neither the publisher nor author shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other
commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other
damages. Readers should be aware that Internet Web sites offered as citations and/or sources for
further information may have changed or disappeared between the time this was written and
when it is read.

Jossey-Bass books and products are available through most bookstores. To contact Jossey-Bass
directly call our Customer Care Department within the U.S. at 800-956-7739, outside the U.S.
at 317-572-3986, or fax 317-572-4002.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Not
all content that is available in standard print versions of this book may appear or be packaged
in all book formats. If you have purchased a version of this book that did not include media
that is referenced by or accompanies a standard print version, you may request this media by
visiting http://booksupport.wiley.com. For more information about Wiley products, visit us at
www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Brookfield, Stephen.

Teaching for critical thinking : tools and techniques to help students question
their assumptions / Stephen D. Brookfield. — 1st ed.

p. cm. — (The Jossey-Bass Higher and adult education series)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-470-88934-3 (hardback)

ISBN 978-1-118-14670-5 (ebk.)

ISBN 978-1-118-14671-2 (ebk.)

ISBN 978-1-118-14672-9 (ebk.)

1. Critical thinking. 2. Critical thinking—Study and teaching. 3. Psychology,
Applied. L. Title.

BF441.B7915 2012

153.4'2-dc23

2011030030

Printed in the United States of America
FIRST EDITION
HB Printing 1098 76543 21


http://www.copyright.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://booksupport.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com
http://www.josseybass.com

Contents

Preface vii
About the Author xvii
1  What Is Critical Thinking? 1
2 Critical Thinking Across the Disciplines 27
3 How Ciritical Thinking Is Learned 53
4 Introducing Basic Protocols of
Critical Thinking 77
5 Developing Critical Complexity: Intermediate
and Advanced Protocols 105
6 Reading and Writing Critically 129
7 Integrating Critical Thinking Across
the Curriculum 155
8 Making Discussions Critical 179
9 Misunderstandings, Challenges, and Risks 205
10 Modeling Critical Thinking 233
References 261

Index 269






Preface

For the last 30 years or so I have run numerous workshops at
colleges and universities across the world on how to teach
students to think more critically. At every campus I visit I hear
many of the same laments. One is that students’ attention span
has become so compressed in the digital age that the cognitive
stamina needed to stick with an argument until you understand it
from the inside, and the intellectual rigor needed to analyze its
validity in a critical way, has all but disappeared. I hear that stu-
dents don’t read books any more, that they don’t go to the library
(or even know where it is on campus), that they’re gullible con-
sumers of any conspiracy theory that gains traction on the Web,
that they’re celebrity-obsessed, and that they refuse to pay atten-
tion in class unless the professor makes the class as “fun” as playing
a computer game.

This is a pretty low estimate of students’ abilities. And I'm sure
that in some cases it’s right. But it just doesn’t jive with the stu-
dents I see organizing community projects, marching against the
unilateral invasion of countries, or moving into long and heated
arguments on Facebook. Neither does it compute with the fact that
for many middle and high school students in the last decade, the
biggest event in their year was the publication of a book. For many
of my generation (I'm now in my 60s) a major early adolescent
moment was a TV event—The Beatles on the Ed Sullivan Show.
(I should point out that this was no big deal to me, since I had
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grown up in Liverpool and gone to the original Cavern Club as a
kid.) For my own children’s generation, however, it was the pub-
lication of whatever was the latest installment in the Harry Potter
series that was the moment of high significance. Now I know Harry
Potter isn’t a text on macroeconomics or an explication of
Heidegger, but it was astonishing to me to see pre-teens and ado-
lescents, who supposedly couldn’t sit still to read much more than
a sentence before lunging for a game controller, line up for hours
to buy a book as soon as it was published, and then disappear for
a day or two as they immersed themselves in it.

So if we are finding it difficult to get students to think critically,
[ think we need to look elsewhere than some supposed change in
young people’s DNA whereby the gene determining intellectual
rigor and stamina has apparently been supplanted by the need to
purchase the latest game controller. Instead, we need to take a
long, hard look at how critical thinking is explained and taught.
Having worked with students at widely varying stages of educa-
tional preparedness—from adult nonreaders to precollege
developmental students with a very poor grasp of reading and
writing, right up to doctoral students at Harvard University—I
have been struck by what is similar across these contexts in terms
of how people learn to think critically, rather than with what is
different. Differences exist, to be sure, in the level of materials that
can be used, but the essential dynamics of how you sequence cur-
ricula incrementally to support the development of critical thinking
remain the same. So, too, do the dynamics of teaching it; for
example, a group of precollege, developmental students struggling
to understand the simplest passage in a college orientation hand-
book, or a group of doctoral students struggling to comprehend
Foucault, both look to their teachers to model a critical engage-
ment with a text and to show how they also sometimes struggle to
understand what an author is saying.

In Teaching for Critical Thinking I build on my last three decades

of experience running workshops and courses on critical thinking
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to explore how students learn to think this way, and what teachers
can do to help students develop this capacity. In writing the book
I'm very aware (as I outline in Chapter Two) that notions of
exactly what constitutes critical thinking vary significantly across
disciplines. Of the different intellectual traditions informing this
idea, it is the critical theory tradition that has had the biggest
influence on me, followed by the tradition of American pragma-
tism. But I didn’t want to write a book that explored only how
critical theory conceived of critical thinking. If you’re interested
in reading my work in that area, The Power of Critical Theory:
Liberating Adult Learning and Teaching (2004) and Radicalizing
Learning: Adult Education for a Just World (coauthored with John
D. Holst, 2010) both explore this territory.

[ wrote this book as if the readership were the same as the
typical group of faculty who show up to workshops I run at most
campuses | visit. | usually have instructors attending from every
disciplinary area and department represented in the school.
Biologists are next to theologians, mechanical engineers next to
women’s studies instructors, mathematicians next to romance lan-
guage teachers, business educators next to art historians, and so
on. In such an environment I have to be able to talk to people in
a language that is generic enough to foster a shared understanding
of critical thinking, and in a way that helps them adapt general
principles to specific disciplinary contexts. There’s little point in
running a workshop on critical thinking if no one can actually
agree on what constitutes that kind of thinking, and if only a
segment of the faculty thinks the workshop has any relevance for
their discipline. So much of the early part of this book tries to
establish some general protocols of what critical thinking is, and
how it can be taught, that make sense across widely varying disci-
plinary areas.

I've tried to write this book in a personal, relaxed, conver-
sational style. I've used contractions, written in the first person,
and as much as possible I've tried to keep extensive bibliographic
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references to a minimum. Essentially, I've tried to write the book
in the same tone that I would speak to a group of colleagues. As
I wrote I tried to imagine I was having lunch or coffee with a
group of college teachers from different disciplines, and I was trying
to answer the questions they had about how to get their students
to think critically. So if you want a book written in a third person
manner in which the author’s biases and experiences are held
in check and each point is extensively referenced, this is not
the book for you. There are plenty of other texts out there that
will be much more along the lines you seek. But if you want a
text in which the author is engaged in a personal conversation
with you, and academic jargon is put on the backburner and only
used when absolutely necessary, then I hope this will meet that
description.

Whenever I go to any professional development activity, I
always feel my time has been well spent if I've learned something
new I can try with my students. That’s the spirit in which this book
is written. I've tried to cram into its pages as many practical activi-
ties, exercises, protocols, techniques, and specific suggestions as |
could. My assumption is that anyone who reads this will want to
walk away with some new ideas about what they could do differ-
ently in their classrooms, or with some additional items in their
pedagogic tool kit or back pack that they can try out the next time
they meet with their students. If you see anything in here that
might be helpful to you, please feel no compunction at all about
stealing it and changing it so it makes better sense in your own
classroom. The best teachers are good burglars, contextually
attuned plunderers—they are always on the lookout for something
they haven’t tried before that, with a few adaptations, will work
with their students. If this book gives you a few ideas you can steal
and adapt then it will have been worth the effort in writing.

In the spirit of creative, contextually informed plundering
let me also draw your attention to my home page: http://www
.stephenbrookfield.com/Dr._Stephen_D._Brookfield/Home.html.


http://www.stephenbrookfield.com/Dr._Stephen_D._Brookfield/Home.html
http://www.stephenbrookfield.com/Dr._Stephen_D._Brookfield/Home.html
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I've put pretty much all my classroom exercises up online for free
download on that home page. Just go to the Workshop Materials
link and scroll down the various PDF files and PowerPoint presen-
tations and you’ll find any number of exercises and activities
contained there. If you see something that looks helpful—grab it
with my blessing! That’s why I've put it up there.

Overview of the Book

The book opens with an attempt in Chapter One to outline a basic
protocol of critical thinking as a learning process that focuses on
uncovering and checking assumptions, exploring alternative per-
spectives, and taking informed actions as a result. I explain three
different categories of assumptions—paradigmatic, prescriptive,
and causal—and I argue that assumptions are rarely universally
right or wrong, but that they are more or less contextually appro-
priate. Throughout the chapter I try to draw on my own experience
of using critical thinking to help me deal with clinical depression
as a way of concretizing what can sometimes be an abstract idea.

Chapter Two then looks more closely at the different intel-
lectual traditions informing the idea of critical thinking. One
of the problems in holding conversations with colleagues about
how to get students to think more critically is that different con-
ceptions of what critical thinking looks like are held by teachers
in different disciplines. I explore five different interpretations of
this idea framed by, in turn, analytic philosophy and logic, the
hypothetical-deductive method in the natural sciences, pragma-
tism, psychoanalysis, and critical theory. Where possible, I try to
show connections between these traditions and to argue that
aspects of the basic protocol outlined in Chapter One can be found
in all of them.

Attention turns in Chapter Three to a crucial question: what
do students say are the teaching methods and approaches that most
help them learn to think critically? Drawing on thousands of

Xi
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student testimonies, many of which have been documented
in students’ Critical Incident Questionnaires (CIQ), I identify five
major themes that seem to hold true across different contexts for
learning. These are (1) that critical thinking is best experienced
as a social learning process, (2) that it is important for teachers to
model the process for students, (3) that critical thinking is best
understood when grounded in very specific events or experiences,
(4) that some of the most effective triggers to critical thinking are
having to deal with an unexpected event (or disorienting dilemma,
as it is sometimes called), and (5) that learning critical thinking
needs to be incrementally sequenced. Students like to learn to
apply the process to relatively impersonal situations or data and
then, slowly over time, bring the process to bear more and more
on their own direct thinking.

What the opening steps of a critical thinking course or program
might look like is outlined in Chapter Four. I look at when teach-
ing critical thinking should be a focus, how to build a case for
critical thinking to students who are skeptical about it, the use of
clickers and hand held devices, and how to use the Scenario
Analysis approach as a beginning exercise that can be adapted
across disciplines. Chapter Five then looks at how to move to more
complex critical thinking protocols such as Crisis Decision
Simulation, Critical Debate, Exemplars and Flaws, and Quotes to
Affirm and Challenge. It ends with a description of a highly
complex exercise, the Critical Conversation Protocol.

In Chapter Six the focus shifts to how to encourage critical
reading and writing. [ try to dispel some common misconceptions
about what it means to read critically, and then review what should
be the basic components of a critical review of a text. These com-
ponents are that (1) the student understands the text in the terms
the author sets for it, (2) the student can conduct a critical analysis
of it, and (3) the student can take a position regarding its relative
merit in a field of inquiry. Each of these three components is then

broken down to its constituent elements. The chapter then turns
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to how to teach students to write more critically. I explain how to
give highly specific feedback to students, including the use of Color
Coded Critical Feedback, the Hatful of Quotes exercise, the Peer
Weriting Protocol, and the role of faculty modeling. The chapter
ends with me doing a critical appraisal of a couple of passages from
one of my own books—Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher
(1995)—to model for readers the same approach I am describing
in the classroom.

One of the problems with making critical thinking a generic
student behavior is that its implementation is spotty, varying from
unit to unit, department to department, and school to school. In
Chapter Seven I explore how to embed a general protocol of criti-
cal thinking across an institution. I begin by suggesting how a
general definition of critical thinking can be crafted, and then
examine what a Freshman Seminar on critical thinking might
look like. I then return to the problem of how to build a case
for critical thinking that was visited in Chapter Four, and this
time I go into more depth about how this might be accomplished.
I then look at how critical thinking can be incorporated into spe-
cific course assignments, how to introduce it in the syllabus, how
to create connections between subject matter content and this
kind of thinking, how to embed Critical Thinking Audits into
assignments, and how to make such thinking part of the capstone
experience.

Chapter Eight revisits in more depth the ways in which critical
thinking is a social learning process, and it reviews ways in which
typical classroom discussions can be conducted with a more critical
edge. I outline what a critical discussion looks like and then look
at some specific activities that can be crafted for critical thinking.
These are the Circle of Voices, Circular Response, Chalk Talk,
Spot the Error, Structured Silence, the Inferential Ladder, and the
Appreciative Pause. The chapter ends with examples of discussion
questions that encourage critical thinking, questions that uncover

evidence, and questions that generate multiple perspectives.
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The penultimate Chapter Nine pauses to review some of the
most common misunderstandings of critical thinking, some chal-
lenges that have been issued to it, and some of the risks students
experience when they try to learn it. Common misunderstandings
are that being critical is the same as tearing something down or
finding fault, that thinking critically leads to the paralysis of analy-
sis, that it always involves fundamental change, that it’s the same
as problem solving, and that it always has a clear outcome.
Challenges I explore are those posed by a gender analysis where
critical thinking is seen as a masculine doubting game, by cultural
analysis that identifies the Eurocentric rationality preeminent in
critical thinking, and by postmodern analysis that critiques the
notion of using critical thinking to come to greater self-awareness.
The risks students face are those of impostorship, cultural suicide,
lost innocence, and road running, and each of these is reviewed.
The chapter ends with another affirmation of the importance of
peer learning communities to critical thinking.

In the final chapter (Chapter Ten) I return to a deeper exami-
nation of a theme that surfaces regularly through the book, the
importance of teachers modeling for students their own engage-
ment in critical thinking. I explore how this can be accomplished
through the use of appropriate autobiographical examples, how
criticality can be modeled for colleagues, what modeling looks
like in an online environment, and the risks associated with
modeling.

Audience

The chief audience for this book is teachers in a wide range of
higher and adult education institutions—community colleges,
four-year colleges, universities, vocational institutes, proprietary
schools, online institutions—who are trying to get their students

to think critically. I hope I have written in such a way that teachers
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in GED classrooms or in community colleges can find as much in
here as teachers in elite private Ivy League institutions. I also think
that trainers in a wide range of corporate and nonprofit organiza-
tions and professional developers in different workplace settings
(the military, hospitals, churches, social work, early childhood
development, community health) will be able to do some good
creative adaptations of the exercises and activities described
throughout the book. So really anyone who thinks that for part of
their work they’re trying to get others to think critically about
something should find something of interest in the book.
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What Is Critical Thinking?

As a reader and a working classroom teacher I always appreci-
ate a chapter, or even a book, that starts by telling me what
I'm going to be reading in the next few pages. That way, if it’s of
no interest to me I can skip it and spend my time doing something
more useful or pleasurable (hopefully both). So let me begin this
introduction by saying that in this chapter I want to introduce
what [ understand as the basic process of critical thinking. This
entails (1) identifying the assumptions that frame our thinking and
determine our actions, (2) checking out the degree to which these
assumptions are accurate and valid, (3) looking at our ideas and
decisions (intellectual, organizational, and personal) from several
different perspectives, and (4) on the basis of all this, taking
informed actions. I also propose a basic typology of different kinds
of assumptions that critical thinking unearths and scrutinizes—
paradigmatic, prescriptive, and causal.

I'm also using this chapter to make some strong claims about
critical thinking. I argue that if you can’t think critically your
survival is in peril because you risk living a life that—without
your being aware of it—hurts you and serves the interests of those
who wish you harm. If you can’t think critically you have no
chance of recognizing, let alone pushing back on, those times you
are being manipulated. And if you can’t think critically you will
behave in ways that have less chance of achieving the results you
want. So critical thinking is not just an academic process that leads



TeACHING FOR CRITICAL THINKING

to good scores on SATs, elegantly argued essays, or experimental
hypotheses that can stand the toughest scrutiny. It is a way of living
that helps you stay intact when any number of organizations (cor-
porate, political, educational, and cultural) are trying to get you

to think and act in ways that serve their purposes.

How Critical Thinking Saved My Life

As a way of leading into these ideas I want to begin on a personal
note by showing how critical thinking saved my life. A few years
ago | was at rock bottom emotionally. I was one of the 20 million
Americans diagnosed with clinical depression and anxiety, con-
vinced most days that I was on the verge of death and feeling
worthless and ashamed about my inability to control my state of
mind. I spent a great deal of energy hiding my depression as best
[ could from family, friends, and colleagues, and steadfastly refused
to seek medical help. Since, objectively, I had nothing to be
depressed about (I had a job I loved and a loving family) my
response to my depression was to tell myself to snap out of it. |
believed the way to beat depression was to reason my way through
it, to tell myself that since there was no earthly reason I should be
depressed, I ought to just stop being that way. My depression’s
persistence and debilitating effect were heightened dramatically
because I wasn’t thinking critically about it. Once [ started to do
this, things improved dramatically. So, I begin this chapter with a
bold statement; the ability to think critically about one’s assump-
tions, beliefs, and actions is a survival necessity.

I've written about this period of depression in much greater
detail elsewhere (Brookfield, 2011) and this may be entirely too
much information about me for you to digest so early! If that’s the
case, then skip this introductory section and go to the next section,
Hunting Assumptions. If you're still with me I want to focus on
just one point—what was getting in the way of my dealing with
my depression was my inability to think critically about it. What
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I mean by that is that I refused to consider the possibility that any
of my assumptions regarding my depression were wrong. For
example, | assumed that the right way to deal with depression was
to think your way out of it. I assumed that depression was a sign
of weakness, unless external circumstances (such as divorce, being
fired, or the death of a loved one) warranted it. Because I assumed
I was weak, [ assumed I needed to hide my condition from peers
and colleagues. More fundamentally, | assumed that if I was a real
man I would be able just to stare this condition down and force
myself out of it by an act of will. I assumed it was up to me to “dig
deep” (as the sports cliché has it) and dredge up the mental strength
to beat it.

Some of the assumptions I've just outlined were on the surface
and were reasonably easy to identify. These mostly had to do with
how I understand cause and effect. For example, I reasoned that
depression was caused by external circumstances and therefore,
since my circumstances were good, it was a mistake to be depressed.
The assumption that by engaging in intentional self-talk (“come
on now, don’t be ridiculous, it’s all in your head, you are in great
shape, there’s no reason at all to feel the way you do”) I could move
beyond depression was also causal. Causal assumptions can always
be stated as cause and effect linkages, as in “if I do A, then B will
happen.” Hence, they are both explanatory and predictive. They
explain why the past happened by establishing the causes of par-
ticular events. They predict the future by positing what will be the
consequences and effects of certain decisions.

Some of the assumptions about depression I reviewed were
more about how good professionals (which is how I thought of
myself) are supposed to behave. These were prescriptive assump-
tions. Prescriptive assumptions are assumptions we hold about
what are desirable ways of thinking or acting. They can usually be
recognized by their inclusion of the word should, as in “a good
professional should be able to respond to cultural diversity,” or “a

good marriage is one in which partners can be totally honest with
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each other.” Prescriptive assumptions state what a good friendship
or relationship looks like, what should be the characteristics of a
truly democratic decision, or how social resources should be allo-
cated. I held a prescriptive assumption that a normal, fully
functioning person copes well with life and doesn’t get depressed.
[ believed that good professionals don’t let irrational feelings of
depression, worthlessness, or shame dominate their lives.

The third type of assumptions I held about depression was
harder for me to uncover and challenge. These assumptions lay
deeper within my mental structures and were not immediately
apparent to me. They were so much a part of my outlook, and so
central to my self-identity, that when they were pointed out to me
as being assumptions I was tempted to reply, “that’s not an assump-
tion, that's reality.” Specifically, | assumed that a fully functioning
man is logical, clear-headed, and determined, a sort of steely-
jawed, no nonsense mental equivalent of an early Clint Eastwood
character, or Howard Roark in Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead.
Although I would have strenuously denied it at the time, I had
assumed that the ideology of patriarchy—the belief that men are
governed by reason, women by emotion, and therefore that men’s
powers of rationality equip them to be natural leaders—was correct.
As I say, this was not an assumption I held consciously. It was much
more subtle than that; it had wormed its way into my conscious-
ness, so to speak. I call this kind of assumption a paradigmatic
assumption.

Paradigmatic assumptions are the deeply held assumptions that
frame the whole way we look at the world. When we discover
paradigmatic assumptions it often comes as a shock. In the case of
depression [ had no real awareness of just how strongly I had suc-
cessfully internalized the assumptions of patriarchy. Patriarchy
views men as natural leaders and decision makers because they are
guided by reason and logic, unlike women who are regarded as
being guided by irrational emotion. Patriarchy says that a “real”

man has no need for drugs to fight depression and, moreover, that
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a real man doesn’t suffer from depression in the first place. Because
men are deemed to be naturally strong and in command they
assume that if they simply tell themselves not to be depressed that
will take care of the problem.

I had been well socialized over five decades into accepting the
ideology of patriarchy, and it was so much a part of me that it was
very difficult for me to see just how powerfully that ideology was
shaping my behavior. But I'm convinced that one reason I didn’t
seek help until after years of misery was because I believed that if
[ was a “proper man,” a “real man,” [ wouldn’t need a psychiatrist,
or drugs, to help me deal with depression. All I would need was
manly inner fortitude. “I'm a man, I’'m supposed to be ruled by
reason, I should be able to keep my feelings under control” was the
inner voice that rumbled beneath my more conscious conversa-
tions. To take drugs to deal with a problem was something that
would be OK if [ was a woman, but was surely a sign of weakness
for a man. So month after month, year after year, I refused to
consider any suggestion of medication. This refusal was under-
scored by the fact that the only people I knew who were taking
medication for mental problems were all women. There was no
male I was aware of under meds for depression.

One thing I learned about overcoming shame was that for me,
a man, it required a process of ideological detoxification. I had to
understand just how deeply and powerfully the ideology of patriar-
chy had been implanted in me over my five decades on the planet.
And I had to understand, too, that stopping it from determining
how I thought about, and responded to, my own depression would
be a long haul. Even today, despite having written books on criti-
cal theory (Brookfield, 2004) and radicalizing learning (Brookfield
and Holst, 2010)—both of which explore how to resist ideological
manipulation—I still feel there’s an unseemly lack of manliness,
or grit, in my suffering from and disclosing my depression.

A second paradigmatic assumption I had to uncover had to
do with the etiology of depression. I assumed that people feel
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depressed because something bad has happened to them. So the
fact that depression had settled on me seemingly out of the blue
was completely puzzling. Yes, 9/11 had happened a few months
before, and yes, | had nursed my mother during her last weeks of
cancer a year earlier, and yes, some test results I had received had
been worrying—but none of those seemed to account for the over-
whelming anxiety and depression that gripped me. The paradigmatic
assumption that depression was rationally caused, and therefore
treated by the application of reason, took me years to unearth,
challenge, and discard. I had always considered myself a sentimen-
tal person, given to emotional reactions to people, compassion,
sport, music, and film, and had no idea of just how deeply the
epistemology of European rationality was assimilated within me.
Challenging and changing my unquestioning belief in rationality
with the assumption that depression was the result of chemical
imbalances in the brain was enormously difficult. I was so fixated
on my inability to reason myself out of feeling depressed that I was
unable to consider any other way of understanding how depression
was caused.

Once this second paradigmatic assumption was challenged then
many of my causal and prescriptive assumptions started to totter.
Having managed to reframe my assumptions about the etiology of
depression, it became much easier to keep the debilitating effects
of shame under control. If depression is linked to chemical imbal-
ances in the brain, [ could tell myself, then part of its treatment
has to be pharmaceutical. Suddenly, drugs didn’t seem a sign of
weakness, an indication that I was a pathetic excuse as a human
being. After all, my psychiatrist told me, you're fine with taking
drugs for bodily imbalances such as high cholesterol, high blood
pressure, acid reflux—why should taking drugs to redress chemical
imbalances in the brain be any different? Instead of assuming that
depression was always caused by the existence of depressing exter-
nal circumstances that a real man should be able to transcend, I

started to see it as a medical condition like asthma, diabetes, or



