2.9 THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT FRAMEWORKS

Different disciplines are in part defined by the concepts they use to describe, explain, and raise questions about the phenomena they study. Even though geologists and physicists are both interested in earthquakes, they think about earthquakes in different ways. Likewise, even though sociologists and psychologists are interested in family dynamics, they typically employ different concepts for describing, explaining, and raising questions about family life. They employ different frameworks, even though they are thinking about the very same phenomena. A framework is simply a set of concepts and methods that define a specific perspective or point of view. Different frameworks allow for different ways of describing, explaining, and raising questions about a phenomenon. Engaging in a discipline requires understanding and being able to think with its framework. Thinking critically while engaging in a discipline requires reflecting on that discipline’s framework, on the way its set of concepts is used to describe, organize, and think about the phenomena it studies.

As we saw above in our discussion of necessary and sufficient conditions, it is not always possible to provide a neat definition of a technical term. Often, this is not even desirable. We often want some flexibility in our concepts, to allow us to respond to new evidence and new discoveries in new ways. This is one reason that it is helpful when providing a definition of a discipline’s key concepts to provide examples and contrasts, since providing those can do as much as necessary and sufficient conditions

to prevent or remedy misunderstanding.

Let us consider an example: the case of cancer. We can theorize about cancer from many different perspectives. If we think of it from a molecular perspective, then we need to use the concepts of molecular biology to describe cancer. This will include thinking in terms of genes and proteins, and the kinds of processes, structures, and chemical interactions that occur at that level. We can also think of cancer at the cellular level, in terms of the actions and processes that cancerous cells undergo, and how cancerous cells differ from other kinds of cells; or we can think of cancer at the level of the entire organism, in terms of the animal’s internal, systemic responses to cancer and to the operation of the nervous, immune, and reproductive systems. We can also think of it from a sociological level, in terms of how cancer affects family, work, and community relations. In moving from one perspective to another, we are able to describe, explain, and understand aspects of the phenomena that we cannot “see” from the other levels. The other levels lack the vocabulary for describing those aspects.

The feature of frameworks that make them valuable—that they allow us to think about a phenomenon in one clearly defined set of concepts—is also the feature that makes them limiting. There is nothing inherently wrong with this. But it is a mistake to get stuck in a framework. This is the mistake of not realizing that there are other perspectives on a given phenomenon, problem, or issue. We need to keep in mind that there are always different perspectives on any phenomena, issue, or problem. Indeed, changing perspectives can sometimes lead to solutions to problems that were first identified but could not be solved at a different perspective. If we were not able to think about cancer at the genetic level, our understanding of the causes of cancer would be very much poorer than it is. This is so, even though not everything about its causes can be learned at that level. Sometimes, we need to think about a phenomenon from several different perspectives at once. A doctor who discusses a patient’s cancer only at the cellular level and not also at the sociological or psychological perspectives will not provide a complete treatment. If we think of the problem of urban poverty only from a sociological perspective and not also from the perspective of criminal justice or micro-economics, we are likely to miss or overlook features of the problem that are hard to see from the sociological perspective alone.

PRACTICAL STRATEGY: RULE OF THREES

When trying to define a problem, it is helpful to think about it from at least three different perspectives. This is especially important when assessing the costs and benefits of a proposed course of action. Deciding how to respond to global warming requires thinking about the problem from economic, fiscal, environmental, employment, and political perspectives, just to name a few. Sometimes, politicians and interest groups use one framework rather than another when describing a proposed or existing policy in order to influence the public’s attitudes toward that policy. The very same policy is called by one side “drilling for oil” but the other calls it “energy exploration.” In principle, there is nothing wrong with a policy’s being described in different frameworks, since, as we have seen, most policies and problems are multi-dimensional. The search for oil reserves has environmental and economic aspects as well as impacts on employment, on pollution, on the broader economy, on energy conservation, and on national security, just to name a few. It would be wrong to decide on a policy without having examined it (and its alternatives) from all these sides. There is no privileged perspective. So there is nothing in principle wrong with a policy’s being framed in different ways by different politicians or interest groups. But it is a mistake on our part if we fail to realize which framework the policy is being presented to us from within. It is always a mistake to get stuck in a framework.
