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HOW AI COULD FURTHER DIMINISH CRITICAL THINKING

SUMMARY

This edition of JUST A THEORY explores why Al may further diminish our ability to
critically think (or to even think at all).! Over the last 10-15 years, our increasing reliance
on our phones for information and answers has reduced our need to work through problems
in search of answers and solutions. Our phones (and apps including Safari and Google)
quickly and easily give us reliable answers. That has reduced the need to problem-solve,
question, search for answers and learn through that process, and thereby critically think.
This memo posits that Al will deepen our use of, and reliance on, our phones as thinking
substitutes. If so, critical thinking will likely continue to diminish — maybe to the point of
thinking abdication.

THE PATH OF LEAST RESISTANCE IS BASIC HUMAN NATURE?

It is seemingly smart and efficient to use a machine/search engine to think for us and
provide an answer quicker than we can. Reaching for a dictionary (a book!) to look up a
word, instead of using Google, is inefficient, if not silly.

When thinking and problem-solving, it is normal and natural for us to follow the path of

least resistance; the path that is most familiar and takes the least amount of time. Our brains

are wired to save energy; accordingly, we naturally use the least amount of brainpower
when thinking and solving problems.

" Just A Theory deepens our understanding of how humans often know less than we think we do. WIC, too, can fail
to accept the limitations of our analysis; we, too, can be over-confident and sometimes fall into epistemic arrogance
(we think we are capable of knowing more than we can, or more than is possible); and we can be misled by heuristics.
This memo uses the word and concept of theory in the non-scientific sense. That is, it uses theory more as a means to
frame one’s thinking than the more scientific testable-hypothesis-theory framework.
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For the last 20 years (or much longer if we go back to handheld calculators), we have
become very accustomed to asking our computers, and now our phones, for answers to
almost everything. We have become so addicted that we have grown to rely on them for
many basic daily functions. No wonder our phones have become appendages.

Our phones are indeed a reliable source of information; a reliable source of answers.
Because our phones have become so smart, powerful and fast, it is only natural that we
think of using them first — the well-worn path of least resistance. Why would we not?

That ease, that go-to-path, that habit, has led to our addiction. Essentially, we almost
automatically go to what is readily available and reliable — our phones.

SMART PHONES, GOOGLE, AND NOW Al

Beginning in 2008-2009, our smart phones provided a very easy means to search for
information and answers. It became increasingly common to just “Google” the answer.
Google and other search engines quickly became ubiquitous. Now, Google information
(and answers) is perceived to be so reliable, it may be assumed to be almost omniscient.

Of course, Google is an incredible tool that saves us a huge amount of time. Every day,
there are approximately 16 billion searches on Google; or approximately 189,815 searches
per second.? How might this ease of searching impact how we think? Or whether we need
to even think anymore? Why do we need to do the hard, laborious work of questioning,
turning the prism, challenging assumptions, slowly thinking — critical thinking — when Al
can, and will, do that hard work for us? And remember, Al is always there inside of our
phones eager to give us the answer — always available.

AVAILABILITY HEURISTIC*

Cognitively, heuristics are hard-wired shortcuts that our brains frequently use to make
decisions. We have a natural tendency, a very strong tendency, to use whatever information
is most readily available; including that which most easily or frequently comes to mind.

This is known as the availability heuristic. Perhaps, this is another way the brain minimizes
effort to save energy. It is another form of the path of least resistance. Again, why would
we not use that which is most available, easy and reliable?
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For the last 20 years, we have been trained and conditioned to use our phones for all manner
of information. We almost automatically rely on it for answers to — well, to almost
everything. Those grooves — those neural pathways — are deep and familiar and will likely
only be deepened by Al. Al is part of our phone; Gemini is right there inside of Google
just waiting for questions and eager to provide instant, elegant answers. So easy, so
reliable, and increasingly, so widely accepted; maybe to the point it could make one appear
“less than” or “unsophisticated” if AI was not used and referenced. Al could become “the
standard” or accepted “best practice”, if it hasn’t already.

Naturally, we (humans) are going to do what is smart, efficient, fast, and reliable — we are

going to ask our constant thinking companion what to do. Gemini, Claude, et al, will likely

become revered as being 90% reliable, with the other 10% being good enough. If so,
Gemini will be perceived by many as an all-knowing oracle. If so, why wouldn’t the vast
majority of the population use and rely on Gemini and its brethren? Why would one waste
time researching, reading, studying, thinking through questions, issues and problems
(critical thinking), when Gemini is right there 24/7 waiting to do the work and the thinking?

Gemini and other Al platforms are everywhere, widely talked about, and widely used. This
availability could cause a chain-reaction that further diminishes critical thinking. Or
worse, Al could become a substitute for thinking, especially for hard, deliberate,
critical thinking.

AVAILABILITY CASCADE

Here, we connect social media, availability, and the path of least resistance, with our human
nature need for, and easy adoption of, an explanation.

Humans are wired to prefer — almost crave — an explanation. We so dislike uncertainty that
we naturally seek order and explanations that need not be grounded in truth, reason or logic;
often, mere plausibility or the prevailing narrative is readily embraced. Plausibility and the
prevailing narrative have become easily embraced in our social media world. Because we
are bombarded with information (what seems like information), we feel compelled (social
and peer pressure) to react and opine. Not reacting often feels out-of-touch, uninformed,
and even foolish. This constant stream of instantly available information can generate
a self-reinforcing cycle known as an availability cascade.



Availability Cascade. > Timur Kuran and Cass Sunstein developed the social psychology

concept known as availability cascade. 1t is a self-reinforcing process through which
collective beliefs spread. It begins when an idea or insight — often one that offers a simple
explanation for a complex issue — quickly gains popularity because it seems plausible, easy
to understand and persuasive.

Through social media, people adopt/embrace the idea. Other people in the social network
(e.g., via Facebook) begin repeating and spreading the idea, partly because it appears
plausible and partly because it is topical and becoming widely accepted. This process
continues to repeat and spread, and gains traction to the point of being widely accepted,
believed and embraced.

The idea or concept’s growing popularity is driven by people’s desire to appear informed
and aligned with others, even if they do not fully understand or believe what they are saying
(and spreading). In the end, social acceptance pressure, combined with the appeal of the
seemingly clever concept (e.g., reliability of Al), can overpower critical thinking. Instead
of really thinking, the path of least resistance replaces the path of thinking — our phones/Al
do our thinking for us. Maybe not yet, but this is where we are headed.

THE COMING ABDICATION OF THINKING®

Philippe Buschini’s Cognitive Laziness in the Age of Universal Assistance was the catalyst
for much of this memo, especially this section. His subtitle is “On the delegation of
reasoning and the disappearance of intellectual effort.” He opens with this comment about
our reliance on GPS navigation systems:

... a soft, synthetic, almost reassuring voice takes care of everything.
Attention drifts off, memory dissolves, and thought becomes a
simple act of obedience. The comfort is total, almost anesthetic.

He continues with:

In the same way, when a question arises, there’s no need to search,
to doubt, to build an answer step by step. You simply pose it to a
machine. Within seconds, artificial intelligence delivers a clear,

5 Kuran, Timur and Sunstein, Cass R., Availability Cascades and Risk Regulation. Stanford Law Review, Vol. 51,
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well-argued, polished synthesis. The slowness of reasoning has
vanished, replaced by immediate efficiency.’

The slowness of reasoning is Daniel Kahneman’s System [ and System 2. System 1 is that
part of our cognitive function that is impulsive, reactionary, emotional, and does not take
the time to rationally, carefully think and problem-solve. Easy, plausible answers are
readily available and accepted (facts are not important). We routinely listen to, and act on,
System 1. System 1 is available, loud, immediate and assertive. It is also the path of least
resistance.

System 1 often speaks so quickly and confidently that it replaces System 2, which is the
slow, methodical, rational, critical part of cognitive function. The slowness of reasoning is
the real, hard, critical thinking that System 2 provides. I suspect that AI — together with
the combination of availability, the path of least resistance, our brains’ natural need to save
energy and seek efficiency, and maybe just laziness - will significantly lead to less real
thinking.®

Buschini posits this laziness this way:

It’s this slow drift — what I call cognitive laziness — that I’d like to
discuss today. A laziness born not from disinterest, but from
delegation. That of a mind that gradually surrenders to the machine
to sort, choose, decide. The temptation of shortcuts becomes
permanent, the fatigue of thinking disappears, and with it, the effort
that forged lucidity.

This cognitive laziness could become increasingly difficult to avoid as Al improves and
becomes widely accepted and integrated into our society as the trusted source — the
standard. Lazy, or smart and efficient? Why not automatically use AI? It will likely seem
silly not to; counter-intuitive not to.

ABDICATION - A VERY SLIPPERY SLOPE

There has already been a form of abdication. While there was not a sudden dramatic
moment of thinking abandonment, search engines and apps have gradually become
substitutes for much of our daily thinking and problem solving.

For many, using Al will feel like a continuation of using our phone apps and Google. Notice
how Google has positioned its Al mode next to the familiar standard search box.

" Ibid
8 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow



This gradual abdication will only gather momentum. Buschini calls this “the quiet
abdication of critical thinking:”

Today’s artificial intelligence ...masters language ... when we ask
it a question, it doesn’t simply point to a source, it produces a
response — polished, structured, convincing.

He goes on to explain how many of us have a tendency to trust the responses a machine
provides, disarming our critical minds — “we accept the answer without questioning it,
without retracing the reasoning, without verifying the sources. The Al becomes an oracle
that is never doubted.”

How could simply trusting and relying on Al — a very sophisticated “machine” — cause us
to stop thinking? Or to stop critically thinking? How could it shut down our System 2
thinking? Maybe it happens in a gradual, acclimation-type process that we are almost
unaware of. Maybe as we use and rely on Al more and more, we will believe we obtain
understanding and knowledge. But will we? Buschini puts it this way:

By reading a detailed explanation produced by Al, we have the
impression of having grasped the subject. But true understanding
doesn’t come from passive reading; it’s built through active
engagement with concepts, through the effort to formulate
questions, to test hypotheses, to stumble and get back up.

We no longer verify, we accept. We no longer think, we consume.

We no longer take the time to let an idea mature within us, to feel
its contours, to turn it over in all directions before resolving it. We
ask the question and immediately receive the answer. The space of
gestation, that uncertain interval where understanding forms,
collapses.

The abdication, the delegation, will likely be insidious. It will likely be an increasingly
slippery slope. And, it has likely already progressed further than we realize.

Robert T. Willis, Jr.



