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Chapter 14 

We Communicate, Therefore I 
Think: Making Thoughtful Action 

Vernon Cronen 

The title of this chapter may seem a little odd. It is somehow familiar, but a bit off. 
That is because it is a twist on a famous quotation from the philosopher Descartes 
(1596-1650). The original reads, "I think therefore I am." Descartes's original quo
tation is much better known, but I intend to show you why I prefer mine. Des
cartes is often called the first modern philosopher. His ideas and those of other 
philosophers and scientists of the Enlightenment (roughly 17th through the early 
20th centuries) are still deeply woven into our everyday ways of thinking and talk
ing. Enlightenment was a philosophical movement that believed in the power of 
human reason and by innovations in political, religious, and educational doctrine. 
The Enlightenment had the wonderful effect of justifying, promoting, and devel
oping individual freedom and the value of creativity over obedience to tradition 
and authority. That is a heritage we must cherish and protect. However, Enlight
enment ways of understanding human social action are a now a timeworn set of 
ideas that holds us captive (Wittgenstein 1953). In our everyday talk we assume 
that the starting place for social analysis is the individual, and that thoughts are 
the products of our individual minds. However, the overwhelming evidence sup
ports the view that thinking is the product of what Blumer (1969) called "joint 
action" (see also Mead 1938). In Blumer's perspective, ideas are neither entirely 
individual nor entirely social. Contemporary evidence shows that contrary to tra
dition, infants learn to think, and their brains develop inside the process of face-to
face communication. In this chapter, I will not attempt a detailed review of that 
literature. That is readily available elsewhere. In spite of the recent work in neu
roscience, which supports the social basis of thought, Enlightenment ways of 
understanding thought and action have become the "default" way of understand
ing thoughtful action. My position is that these older ways of talking are obstruc
tive and need to be changed. But changed for what? Before going further, two 
conversations will follow. After reading each, try to answer the question, "What is 
going wrong?" 

Conversation 1. Pat and Lee are new students at Mental State College. It is their 
second day on campus and they have come to an orientation meeting for perspective 
psychology majors. They have not met before. 

Pat: [Turning to Lee] "Hi. I'm Pat. Is this the meeting place for prospective psy
chology majors?" 
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