
ChapterFour

BasicConceptsofCriticalThinking

4.1Introduction

Criticalthinkingisawidelyacceptededucationalgoal.Itsdefinitioniscontested,butthe

competingdefinitionscanbeunderstoodasdifferingconceptionsofthesamebasic

concept:carefulthinkingdirectedtoagoal.Conceptionsdifferwithrespecttothe

scopeofsuchthinking,thetypeofgoal,thecriteriaandnormsforthinkingcarefully,and

thethinkingcomponentsonwhichtheyfocus.Itsadoptionasaneducationalgoalhas

beenrecommendedonthebasisofrespectforstudents’autonomyandpreparing

studentsforsuccessinlifeandfordemocraticcitizenship.“Criticalthinkers”havethe

dispositionsandabilitiesthatleadthem tothinkcriticallywhenappropriate.The

abilitiescanbeidentifieddirectly;thedispositionsindirectly,byconsideringwhat

factorscontributetoorimpedeexerciseoftheabilities.Standardizedtestshavebeen

developedtoassessthedegreetowhichapersonpossessessuchdispositionsand

abilities.Educationalinterventionhasbeenshownexperimentallytoimprovethem,

particularlywhenitincludesdialogue,anchoredinstruction,andmentoring.

Controversieshavearisenoverthegeneralizabilityofcriticalthinkingacrossdomains,

overallegedbiasincriticalthinkingtheoriesandinstruction,andovertherelationshipof

criticalthinkingtoothertypesofthinking.

4.2MeaningandDefinitionofCriticalThinking

Meaning

Criticalthinkingistheanalysisoffactstoform ajudgment.Thesubjectiscomplex,and

severaldifferentdefinitionsexist,whichgenerallyincludetherational,skeptical,

unbiasedanalysis,orevaluationoffactualevidence.Criticalthinkingisself-directed,

self-disciplined,self-monitoredandself-correctivethinking.Itpresupposesassentto

rigorousstandardsofexcellenceandmindfullcommandoftheiruse.Itentailseffective

communicationandproblem-solvingabilitiesaswellasacommitmenttoovercome

nativeegocentrism andsociocentrism.

History

TheearliestdocumentationofcriticalthinkingaretheteachingsofSocratesrecorded

byPlato.Socratesestablishedthefactthatonecannotdependuponthosein"authority"



tohavesoundknowledgeandinsight.Hedemonstratedthatpersonsmayhavepower

andhighpositionandyetbedeeplyconfusedandirrational.Heestablishedthe

importanceofaskingdeepquestionsthatprobeprofoundlyintothinkingbeforewe

acceptideasasworthyofbelief.Heestablishedtheimportanceofseekingevidence,

closelyexaminingreasoningandassumptions,analyzingbasicconcepts,andtracing

outimplicationsnotonlyofwhatissaidbutofwhatisdoneaswell.Hismethodof

questioningisnowknownas“Socraticquestioning”andisthebestknowncritical

thinkingteachingstrategy.Inhismodeofquestioning,Socrateshighlightedtheneedfor

thinkingforclarityandlogicalconsistency.Socratesaskedpeoplequestionstoreveal

theirirrationalthinkingorlackofreliableknowledge.Socratesdemonstratedthathaving

authoritydoesnotensureaccurateknowledge.Heestablishedthemethodof

questioningbeliefs,closelyinspectingassumptionsandrelyingonevidenceandsound

rationale.PlatorecordedSocrates'teachingsandcarriedonthetraditionofcritical

thinking.AristotleandsubsequentGreekskepticsrefinedSocrates'teachings,using

systematicthinkingandaskingquestionstoascertainthetruenatureofrealitybeyond

thewaythingsappearfrom aglance.Socratessettheagendaforthetraditionof

criticalthinking,namely,toreflectivelyquestioncommonbeliefsandexplanations,

carefullydistinguishingbeliefsthatarereasonableandlogicalfrom thosethat—

howeverappealingtoournativeegocentrism,howevermuchtheyserveourvested

interests,howevercomfortableorcomfortingtheymaybe—lackadequateevidenceor

rationalfoundationtowarrantbelief.CriticalthinkingwasdescribedbyRichardW.Paul

asamovementintwowaves(1994).The"firstwave"ofcriticalthinkingisoftenreferred

toasa'criticalanalysis'thatisclear,rationalthinkinginvolvingcritique.Itsdetailsvary

amongstthosewhodefineit.

AccordingtoBarryK.Beyer(1995),criticalthinkingmeansmakingclear,reasoned

judgments.Duringtheprocessofcriticalthinking,ideasshouldbereasoned,well

thoughtout,andjudged.TheU.S.NationalCouncilforExcellenceinCriticalThinking

definescriticalthinkingasthe"intellectuallydisciplinedprocessofactivelyandskillfully

conceptualizing,applying,analyzing,synthesizing,orevaluatinginformationgathered

from,orgeneratedby,observation,experience,reflection,reasoning,orcommunication,

asaguidetobeliefandaction."

Etymology

Intheterm criticalthinking,thewordcritical,(Grk.κριτικός=kritikos="critic")derives

from thewordcriticandimpliesacritique;itidentifiestheintellectualcapacityandthe

means"ofjudging","ofjudgment","forjudging",andofbeing"abletodiscern".The

intellectualrootsofcriticalthinkingareasancientasitsetymology,traceable,ultimately,



totheteachingpracticeandvisionofSocrates2,500yearsagowhodiscoveredbya

methodofprobingquestioningthatpeoplecouldnotrationallyjustifytheirconfident

claimstoknowledge.

Definitions

Traditionally,criticalthinkinghasbeenvariouslydefinedasfollows:"Theprocessof

activelyandskillfullyconceptualizing,applying,analyzing,synthesizing,andevaluating

informationtoreachananswerorconclusion""Disciplinedthinkingthatisclear,

rational,open-minded,andinformedbyevidence""Purposeful,self-regulatoryjudgment

whichresultsininterpretation,analysis,evaluation,andinference,aswellasexplanation

oftheevidential,conceptual,methodological,criteriological,orcontextual

considerationsuponwhichthatjudgmentisbased""Includesacommitmenttousing

reasonintheformulationofourbeliefs"Theskillandpropensitytoengageinan

activitywithreflectivescepticism (McPeck,1981)Thinkingaboutone'sthinkingina

mannerdesignedtoorganizeandclarify,raisetheefficiencyof,andrecognizeerrors

andbiasesinone'sownthinking.Criticalthinkingisnot'hard'thinkingnorisitdirected

atsolvingproblems(otherthan'improving'one'sownthinking).Criticalthinkingis

inward-directedwiththeintentofmaximizingtherationalityofthethinker.Onedoesnot

usecriticalthinkingtosolveproblems—oneusescriticalthinkingtoimproveone's

processofthinking."Anappraisalbasedoncarefulanalyticalevaluation"

Contemporarycriticalthinkingscholarshaveexpandedthesetraditionaldefinitionsto

includequalities,concepts,andprocessessuchascreativity,imagination,discovery,

reflection,empathy,connectingknowing,feministtheory,subjectivity,ambiguity,and

inconclusiveness.Somedefinitionsofcriticalthinkingexcludethesesubjective

practices.

4.3PrinciplesofCriticalThinking

PRINCIPLESOFCRITICALTHINKING

 Knowledgeisacquiredonlythroughthinking,reasoning,andquestioning.

Knowledgeisbasedonfacts.

-Beliefisnotknowledge.Beliefsareopinionsacteduponasiftheywerefacts.

-Opinionsarenotbasedonfacts,knowledge,orreasoning.

-Criticalthinkingisanactiveprocessbasedonapplyinganalysis,thesynthesisofdata,

andyourabilitytoassesstheinformationbeingreceived.

 Itisonlyfrom learninghowtothinkthatyoulearnwhattothink.



-Theunquestioningacceptanceofwhatanothersaysasfactisnotlearningnorisit

partoftheskillofthinkingcritically.It,infact,inhibitsanylearningfrom takingplace.

-Tobecomeeducatedyouneedtolearnhowtogather,analyze,synthesize,assess,

andapplydataforyourself.

 Criticalthinkingisanorganizedandsystematicprocessusedtojudgethe

effectivenessofanargument.

-Itisvoidofemotionalconstrictionsandis,consequently,unbiased.

-Inordertobemosteffectiveasacriticalthinkeryoumusthavedataandfacts

availableforarebuttalofanargument.

-Effectiveargumentationisbasedonempiricalevidence.

 Criticalthinkingisasearchformeaning.

-Themeaningisforyouinwhatanauthororspeakersays,implies,andinsinuates.

-Itisawayofmakingsenseoutofwhatyouarereadingorhearinginordertofindthe

validityofthedatabeingpresented.

 Criticalthinkingisaskillthatcanbelearned.

- Itisbasedonactive,logicalreasoning,onfactsandevidenceandadesireto

learn.

- Yourattitudetowardlearningisall-importantinbeingacriticalthinker.

- Itisimportantthatahighvaluebeplacedonlearninginorderforlearningtobe

useful.

- Theskillofcriticalthinkingislearnedbydoingandbyaninter-changeof

informationandideaswithotherswhoareassessingthesamethings.Inthis

wayone'sideasandargumentscanbepresentedandevaluated.

- Youmustbeactivelyinvolvedinexchangingthoughtsandideasinorderto

becomeacriticalthinker.Sittingpassivelybyisnothowanyskillislearned.

4.4Criterion/StandardofgoodArgument

Whatisagoodargument?

Inthistutorialweshalldiscusswhatagoodargumentis.Theconceptofagood



argumentisofcoursequitevague.Sowhatwearetryingtodohereistogiveita

somewhatmoreprecisedefinition.Tobeginwith,makesurethatyouknowwhata

soundargumentis.

Criterion#1:Agoodargumentmusthavetruepremises.

Thismeansthatifwehaveanargumentwithoneormorefalsepremises,thenitisnot

agoodargument.Thereasonforthisconditionisthatwewantagoodargumenttobe

onethatcanconvinceustoaccepttheconclusion.Unlessthepremisesofanargument

arealltrue,wewouldhavenoreasontoaccepttoacceptitsconclusion.

Criterion#2:Agoodargumentmustbeeithervalidorstrong

Isvalidityanecessaryconditionforagoodargument?Certainlymanygoodarguments

arevalid.Example:

Allwhalesaremammals.

Allmammalsarewarm-blooded.

So,allwhalesarewarm-blooded.

Butitisnottruethatgoodargumentsmustbevalid.Weoftenacceptargumentsas

good,eventhoughtheyarenotvalid.Example:

Nobabyinthepasthaseverbeenabletounderstandquantum physics.

Kittyisgoingtohaveababysoon.

SoKitty'sbabyisnotgoingtobeabletounderstandquantum physics.

Thisissurelyagoodargument,butitisnotvalid.Itistruethatnobabyinthepasthas

everbeenabletounderstandquantum physics.Butitdoesnotfollowlogicallythat

Kitty'sbabywillnotbeabletodoso.Toseethattheargumentisnotvalid,notethatitis

notlogicallyimpossibleforKitty'sbabytohaveexceptionalbraindevelopmentsothat

thebabycantalkandlearnandunderstandquantum physicswhilestillbeingababy.

Extremelyunlikelytobesure,butnotlogicallyimpossible,andthisisenoughtoshow

thattheargumentisnotvalid.Butbecausesuchpossibilitiesareratherunlikely,westill

thinkthatthetruepremisesstronglysupporttheconclusionandsowestillthinkthat

theargumentisagoodone.Inotherwords,agoodargumentneednotbevalid.But

presumablyifitisnotvaliditmustbeinductivelystrong.Ifanargumentisinductively



weak,thenitcannotbeagoodargumentsincethepremisesdonotprovidegood

reasonsforacceptingtheconclusion.

Criterion#3:Thepremisesofagoodargumentmustnotbegthequestion

Noticethatcriteria#1and#2arenotsufficientforagoodargument.Firstofall,we

certainlydon'twanttosaythatcircularargumentsaregoodarguments,evenifthey

happentobesound.Supposesomeoneoffersthefollowingargument:

Itisgoingtoraintomorrow.Therefore,itisgoingtoraintomorrow.

Sofarwethinkthatagoodargumentmust(1)havetruepremises,and(2)bevalidor

inductivelystrong.Aretheseconditionssufficient?Theanswerisno.

Considerthisexample:

Smokingisbadforyourhealth.

Thereforesmokingisbadforyourhealth.

Thisargumentisactuallysound.Thepremiseistrue,andtheargumentisvalid,because

theconclusiondoesfollowfrom thepremise!Butasanargumentsurelyitisaterrible

argument.Thisisacircularargumentwheretheconclusionalsoappearsasapremise.

Itisofcoursenotagoodargument,becauseitdoesnotprovideindependentreasons

forsupportingtheconclusion.Sowesaythatitbegsthequestion.

Hereisanotherexampleofanargumentthatbegsthequestion:

SinceMarywouldnotlietoherbestfriendandMarytoldmethatIam indeedherbest

friend,ImustreallybeMary'sbestfriend.

Whetherthisargumentiscirculardependsonyourdefinitionofa"circularargument".

Somepeoplemightnotconsiderthisacircularargumentinthattheconclusiondoes

notappearexplicitlyasapremise.However,theargumentstillbegsthequestionandso

isnotagoodargument.

Criterion#4:Thepremisesofagoodargumentmustbeplausibleandrelevanttothe

conclusion

Here,plausibilityisamatterofhavinggoodreasonsforbelievingthatthepremisesare

true.Asforrelevance,thisistherequirementthatthesubjectmatterofthepremises

mustberelatedtothatoftheconclusion.Whydoweneedthisadditionalcriterion?The



reasonisthatclaimsandtheoriescanhappentobetrueeventhoughnobodyhasgot

anyevidencethattheyaretrue.Ifthepremisesofanargumenthappentobetruebut

thereisnoevidenceindicatingthattheyare,theargumentisnotgoingtobepersuasive

inconvincingpeoplethattheconclusioniscorrect.Agoodargument,ontheotherhand,

isanargumentthatarationalpersonshouldaccept,soagoodargumentshouldsatisfy

theadditionalcriterionmentioned.

Summary

So,hereisourfinaldefinitionofagoodargument:

Agoodargumentisanargumentthatiseithervalidorstrong,andwithplausible

premisesthataretrue,donotbegthequestion,andarerelevanttotheconclusion.Now

thatyouknowwhatagoodargumentis,youshouldbeabletoexplainwhytheseclaims

aremistaken.Manypeoplewhoarenotgoodatcriticalthinkingoftenmakethese

mistakes:

"Theconclusionofthisargumentistrue,sosomeorallthepremisesaretrue.""Oneor

morepremisesofthisargumentarefalse,sotheconclusionisfalse.""Sincethe

conclusionoftheargumentisfalse,allitspremisesarefalse.""Theconclusionofthis

argumentdoesnotfollowfrom thepremises.Soitmustbefalse."

1.5 FactorsAffectingCriticalThinking

Whatarethecommonpitfallsorbarrierstothinkingcriticallyandanalytically?Someof

thesewerehighlightedinthevisualsummary,andinclude:

 Misunderstandingthiscanariseduetolanguageorculturaldifferences,lackof
awarenessoftheprocessinvolved,oramisunderstandingthatcriticalthinking
meansmaking‘negative’comments.

 Reluctancetocritiquethe‘norm orexpertsinafieldandconsideralternative
views(feelingoutofyour‘comfortzone’orfearfulofbeingwrong).

 Lackofdetailedknowledgesuperficialknowledge(nothavingreaddeeply
enougharoundthesubject).

 Wantedtoknowtheanswerswithouthavingtoaskquestions.

Whydoyouthinkbeingawareofthesepotentialpitfallsisimportant?

Asacriticalandreflectivethinker,youwillneedtobeawareofthebarriers,

acknowledgethechallengestheymaypresent,andovercometheseasbestyoucan.



Thisstartswithanunderstandingofexpectations.Somestudentsfeelanxiousabout

questioningtheworkofexperts.Criticalthinkingdoesnotmeanthatyouare

challengingsomeone’sworkortellingthem thattheyarewrong,butencouragesa

deeperunderstanding,aconsiderationofalternativeviews,andengagementinthought,

discourseorresearchthatinformsyourindependentjudgment.Atpostgraduatelevel

youwillalsoneedtoreadwidelyaroundasubjectinordertoengageeffectivelywith

criticalandanalyticalthinking,andtoaskquestions:thereareno‘right’or‘wrong’

answers,onlysupportedarguments.Thisisattheheartofpostgraduatestudy.

Criticalthinkingencouragesyoutobeconstructive,byconsideringthestrengthsand

weaknessesofaclaim anddifferingsidestoanargument.Ithelpsyoutoclarifypoints,

encouragesdeeperthought,andallowsyoutodeterminewhetherinformationthatyou

comeacrossisaccurateandreliable.Thishelpsyoutoform yourownjudgment,and

drivesresearchforward.

Peoplecanfinditdifficulttothinkcritically,irrespectiveoftheireducationorintellectual

ability.Thekeytounderstandingcriticalthinkingisnotonlyknowingandmakingsure

thatyouunderstandtheprocess,butalsobeingabletoputthisintopracticebyapplying

yourknowledge.

Criticalandreflectivethinkingarecomplexandlifelongskillsthatyoucontinueto

developaspartofyourpersonalandprofessionalgrowth.Inyoureverydaylife,youmay

alsocomeacrossthosewhodonotexercisecriticalthinking,andthismightimpacton

decisionsthataffectyou.Itisimportanttorecognizethis,andtousecriticaland

reflectivethinkingtoensurethatyourownviewisinformedbyreasonedjudgment,

supportedbyevidence.

Takeanotherlookatthevisualsummary.Youwillseetwoaspectstocriticalthinking:

onefocusingonthedispositionofthepersonengagedincriticalandreflectivethinking,

andtheotherconcerningtheirabilities.Let’sfocushereondispositions.Atapersonal

level,barrierstocriticalthinkingcanarisethrough:

 Anover-relianceonfeelingsoremotions

 Self-centeredorsocietal/cultural-centeredthinking(conformism,dogmaand
peer-pressure)

 Unconsciousbias,orselectiveperception

 Aninabilitytobereceptivetoanideaorpointofviewthatdiffersfrom yourown
(close-mindedness)

 Unwarrantedassumptionsorlackofrelevantinformation

 Fearofbeingwrong(anxiousaboutbeingtakenoutofyour‘comfortzone’)

 Poorcommunicationskillorapathy



 Lackofpersonalhonesty.

Beawarethatthinkingcriticallyisnotsimplyadheringtoaformula.Forexample,reflect

onthefollowingquestions:

Howcanyoucommunicatewiththosewhodonotactivelyengagewithcriticalthinking

andareunwillingtoengageinameaningfuldialogue?

Howwouldyoureactorrespondwhenyouexperiencealackofcriticalthinkinginthe

media,amongstyourownfamilymembers,colleaguesatwork,oronyourcourse?

1.6 RelevanceofCriticalThinking

RelevanceofCriticalThinkinginboththeclassroom andtheoutsideworldEssay

ImportanceintheClassroom

Criticalthinkingisdefinedasthefocusedandlogicalcapacitytodevelophelpfulideas

inlife.Intheclassroom,criticalthinkingskillsareimportantinachievingsuccess.

Oneofthepositiveeffectsthatresultfrom criticalthinkingistheabilitytodevelop

excellentwritingskills.Theabilitytoapproachproblemsfrom differentanglesis

enhancedbyappropriateapplicationofcriticalthinkingskills.Criticalthinkingalsohelps

studentstoevaluateandorganizeargumentsthroughlogicalandguidedinterpretation

ofvariouscontexts.

Therearedifferenttypesofreasoningincriticalthinking.Thereisdeductivereasoning,

whichderivesseveralconceptsandusesthem tomakeaconclusion.Byuseoftypeof

criticalthinking,thestudenthastheabilitytoanalyzeandevaluatedifferentconceptsto

comeupwiththebestsolution.Inductivereasoningisanothercategory,whichenables

anindividualtodevelopaconvincingsolutiontoaparticularproblem.Thesetypesof

reasoningalsoenablestudentstomakelogicalandinformeddecisionsinclass(Moore

66)

Criticalthinkingskillssavealotoftimeinclass,asstudentsfindtheshortestandmost

effectivewaysofdealingwiththeproblemstheyencounterinclass.Evaluationof

alternativesisanotherbenefitthatstudentsgainwhentheyapplycriticalthinkingskills.

Criticalthinkingskillsalsohelpindoingawaywithambiguityandenhancing



effectiveness(EllisandToft279).Usingcomparisonmodelsincriticalthinking,

studentsusepasteventstoprojecttheirexpectations.Criticalthinkersareableto

differentiatebetweenemotionalandrationalideas.Thisattributehelpsthem to

enhancetheprecisionandaccuracyoftheirarguments.

Rationalityandlogichelpthestudentstoimprovetheirproblem-solvingskillsand

enhancetheabilitytosolveclassroom problems(Moore61).Criticalthinkingskills

enhancestudents’communicationskills,writingskillsandlearningskills,andasaresult

theybecomemoreconfidentandexcellentineverythingtheydo.

ImportanceintheOutsideWorld

Intheoutsideworld,applicationofcriticalthinkingskillsisequallyessential.Atthe

workplace,criticalthinkingenhancesthecapacityandcapabilitytomakeimportant

decisionsrelatedtoparticulartasks.Criticalthinkinghelpsourappreciatethefactthat

everycustomerhashis/herownpreferences.Basedonpastactivities,criticalthinking

skillshelptounderstandourneedsofeachclient,withouttellingtodoso.


