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Critical thinking enjoys a preeminent position among the
many educational aims and ideals advocated by educators
and educational theorists today. It has enjoyed this status
since the earliest days of philosophical thinking about
education, at least in the Western tradition originating in
Greece nearly 2500 years ago. Although the expression
‘critical thinking’ is relatively new, the undetlying ideal it
names — often expressed in terms of the cultivation of
reason or the fostering of rationality - has been regarded
as a fundamental educational ideal by most of the histori-
cally significant philosophers of that tradition who turned
their attention to education. No other proposed aim of
education — caring, civic-mindedness, community, creativ-
ity, happiness, knowledge, obedience to authority, social
 solidarity, spiritual fuifiliment, the fulfillment of potental,
etc. — has enjoyed the virtually unanimous endorsement of
historically important philosophers of education that crin-
cal thinking, reason, and rationality have (Siegel, 2003).

In contemporary discussions {e.g, Nussbaum, 1997,
Siegel, 1988, 1997), critical thinking contimues to be de-
fended by many as an important educational aim or ideal.
Unlike some historical predecessors, contemporary advo-
cates of the ideal do not understand reason as a special
psychological faculty; in defending rationality, they do not
align themselves with the historical movement known as
continental rationalism, according to which knowledge is
based on the perception or intuition afforded by such a
faculty. What then, exactly, is that underlying ideal? How is
the ideal of critical thinking to be underswod?

Critical Thinking: What Is [t?

Key aspects of critical thinking, as currently advocated by
contemporary theorists, include (1) the claim thar the
notion is essentially normatdve in character and (2) the
claim thar critical thinking involves two distince compo-
nents: both (a) skills or abilities of reason assessment and
{b) the dispositions to engage in and be guided by such
assessments. These are discussed in mrn next.

Normativity

Advocates of efforts to foster cridical thinking in schools
sometimes conceive it narrowly, in terms of imparting

This article draws extensively upon Siegef 2003 and Bailin and Siegel 2003.

skills which wili enable students to funcdon adequately
in their jobs, and in so doing to be economically produc-
tive. More often, however, proponents of the educational
aim of critical thinking have in mind a broader view of
critical thinking as more or less equivalent to the ideal of
rationality.

So understood, critcal thinking is a sort of good think-
ing. Therefore, the notion of critical thinking is fun-
damentally a normative one, thus distinguishing this
understanding of critcal thinking from those, common in
psychology, which treat the notion as descriptive, identify-
ing particular psychological processes (Bailin er of, 1999},
To characterize a given episade of thinking as critical is to
jedge that it meets relevant standards or criteria of accept-
ability, and is thus appropriately thought of as good. Most
extant philosophical accounss of critical thinking, in addi-
tion to the account by Bailin e 4/, emphasize such criteria.
Robert H. Ennis, for example, defines critical thinking as
“reasonable reflective thinking that s focused on deciding
what to believe and do” (Ennis, 1987 -10), and offers a
detailed list of abilities, skills, and dispositons which think-
ing {and thinkers) must maaifest if it is (they are) to qualify
as critical. Matthew Lipman defines critical thinking as
thinking that facilitates judgment because it relies on cri-
teria, is self-correcting and is sensitive to context {Lipman,
1991). Richard Paul analyses critical thinking in terms of
the ability and disposition to critically evaluate beliefs, their
underlying assumptions, and the worldviews in which they
are embedded (Paul, 199¢). Harvey Siegel characterizes the
crisical thinker as one who is “appropriately moved by
reasons” (Siegel, 1988: 23), and emphasizes the critical
thinker’s mastery of epistemic criteria which reasons must
meet in order to be rightly judged o be good reasons, that is,
reasons that justify beliefs, claims, judgments, and actions.
Other authors, including John McPeck {1981, 1990}, simi-
larly emphasize this normative dimension of the concept.
While these authors’ accounts of critical thinking differ in
many respects, and have their own. emphases, they are
nevertheless agreed on its essentially normative characrer
(Bailin and Siegel, 2003).

Skills/Abilities and Dispositioné

While some early treatments of critical thinking defined it
only in terms of particular skills — for example, Ennis’ early
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definition of it as “the correct assessing of statements”
(Ennis, 1962: 83) — almost all more recent philosophical
discussion of it (incleding Ennis’ more recent discussions)
regards critical thinking as involving both (1) skills or abil-
ities of reason assessment and {2) a cluster of dispositions,
habits of mind, and character traits, sometimes referred to
collectively as the critical spirit (Siegel, 1988). According w
the advocates of this broader concepdon of critical thinking,
education should have as a fandamenral aim the fostering in
students of (1) the ability to reason well, that is, to construct
and evaluate the various arguments, and the reasons/
premises and inferences of which they are composed,
which have been or can be offered in support or criticism
of candidate beliefs, judgments, and actons; and (2) the
dispositon or inclination to be guided by reasons so eval-
uated, thar is, actually to believe, judge, and act in accor-
dance with the results of such reasoned evaluations. Students
{and people generally) are rational, or reasonable, or crirical
thinkers, to the extent that they believe, judge, and act on the
basis of (competently evalnated) reasons. Thus, being a
critical thinker is a marter of degree. To regard cridcal
thinking 2s a fundamental educational aim or ideal is to
hold that the fostering in stedents of the ability to reason

well and-the disposition to be guided by reasons is of central -

educational importance. These two aspects of the ideal
deserve further comment.

The reason assessment comnponent

Thinking is critical just to the extent that it manifests and
reflects due attention to, concern for, and competence in
assessing the probative strength of relevant reasons, In this
respect, critical thinking can be understood as the educa-
tional cognate (Siegef, 1988: 32) of radonality, since both
rational thinking and critical thinking are coextensive
with the relevance of reasons (Scheffler, 1963: 107). Beliefs,
judgments, and actions are rational just to the extent that
the believer/actor has good reasons for so believing, judg-
ing, or acting; conseguently, being able to think critically
involves the ability to ascertain the epistemic or evidential
goodness of candidate reasons. Consequently, a central task
involved in educarting for critical thinking is that of foster-
ing in students the ability to assess the probative strength of
reasons.

Any such account of critical thinking needs to be sup-
plemented by an account of the constitution of good rea-
sons which the proponent of the ideal is obliged ro provide.
How do we determine the degree to which a proposed
reason for some belief, judgment, or action is 2 good or
forceful one? What are the guidelines, or principles, in
accordance with which the goodness of candidate reasons
are to be ascertained? What is the nature of such principles?
How are they themselves justified? Related questions arise
concerning the criteria by which the goodness of candidate
reasons 1s determined. How are these criteria chosen, and

who chooses them? How are they themselves justified — and
indeed, can they be justified, even in principle, in a non-
circular or question-begging way? What is the source of
their epistemic authority? Are they absolute or refative?
Are they really epistemic or rather political, construting
1w0ols of power and oppression? These questions and others
like them are episternological in nature; they call for a
general account of the relationship between a putative
reason and the belief, judgment, or action for which itis a
reason. Such an epistemological account will have to grap-
ple with deep questions concerning the nature of episte-
mic justification, the reladonship berween justification and
truth {and so the nature of truth), the relagvity {or abso-
luteness) of principles of reason evaluation, and so forth. In
this sense, the educational ideals of reason and ratonality
depend, for their own artculation and justification, on an
adequately articulated and defended underlying epistemol-
ogy. (For further discussion see Bailin, 1992, 1995, 1998,
Siegel, 1988, 1989, 1997, 1998.) This also supplies a reason
for thinking that epistemology should itself be taught in
schools (Siegel, 2008).

The critical spirit

Having the ability to determine the goodness, or probative
force, of candidate reasons for belief, judgment, or action
may be necessary, but cannot be sufficient, for critical
thinking, since a given thinker may have the ability but
not (or not systematically or routinely) use it. Accordingly,
most theorists of critical thinking argue that, along with
the skill or ability to assess the probative force of reasons,
critical thinkers must also have relevant dispositions. The
primary dispositions are those of valuing good reasoning
and its fruits, and of seeking reasons, assessing them, and
governing beliefs and actions in accordance with the re-
sults of such assessment. In addition, most theorists outline
a subset of dispositions or traits which are also necessary
for critical thinking, including open-mindedness, fair-
mindedness, independent-mindedness, intellectual mod-
esty and humility, an inquiring attitude, and respect for
others in group inquiry and deliberation (Bailin eraf, 1999,
Hare, 1979, 1985). This rwo-component concepton of
critical thinking — according to which critical thinking
encompasses both a reason-assessment component and a
dispositional, critical-spirit component ~ is endorsed by
most theorists.

The second aspect of the ideal — the disposition or
inclination actually to be guided by the results of the
reasoned evaluation of reasons — has broader philosophi-
cal implications. Here, the ideal recommends not simply
the fostering of skills or abilities of reason assessment, but
also the fostering of a wide range of attitudes, habits of
mind, and character traits, thought to be characteristic of
the rational or reasonable person (Scheffler, 1989; Siegel,
1988}, This extends the ideal beyond the bounds of the
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cognitive, for, so understoed, the ideal is one of a certain
sort of person. In advocating the fostering of particular
dispositions, attirudes, and character traits, as well as
of particular skills and abilities, the proponent of this
educational aim denies the legitimacy, or at least the
educational relevance, of any sharp distincton between
the cognitive and the affective, or the rational and the
emotional. The ideal calls for the fostering of cerrain
skills and abilities, and for the fostering of a certain sort
of character. It is thus a general ideal of a certain sort of
person, which sort of person it is the task of education to
help to create. This aspect of the educational ideal of
rationality aligns it with the complementary ideal of auton-
omy, since a rational person will — at least ideally — also be
an autonomous one, capable of judging for himself/herself
the yustifiedness of candidate beliefs and the leginimacy of
candidate values.

Critical Thinking as a Fundamental
Educational ldeal

As noted above, the cultivaton of reason has been
‘regarded by many philosophers of education in the West-
ern tradition as a fundamental aim, and overriding ideal,
of education. Today, the fostering of critical thinking (and
so rationality) is often regarded in the same way. To so

_ regard it is to hold that educational activides ought to be

designed and conducted in such a way that the construc-
tion and evaluation of reasons {(in accordance with rele-
vant criteria} are paramount, throughout the curriculum.
As Israel Scheffler puts the point:

Critical thought is of the first importance in the concep-
tion and organization of educational activities (Scheffler,
1989: 1),

Rationality ... is a mater of ressons, and to wke it as a
fundamental educational ideal is to make as pervasive as
possible the free and critical quest for reasons, in all
realms of study (Scheffler, 1989: 62, emphasis in original}.

The fundamental trait to be encouraged is that of reason-
ableness. . .. In training our students o reason we train |
them co be crizical (1989: 142, 143).

To so take it is to regard the fostering of the abilities
and dispositions of critical thinking in students as the
prime educational directive, of central importance to the
design and implementation of curriculum and educa-
donal policy. It is to hold thar educational activities should
be designed and conducted in such a way that the con-
struction and evaluation of reasons-(in accordance with
relevant criteria) are paramount, throughout the curricu-
lum, This is not to say that other aimg and ideals might not
also be of serious importance, but that none outranks the

primary obligadon of educational efforts and institutions
to foster critical thinking (Siegel, 1988: 136-137).

Justification of the Ideal

Why should the fostering of critical thinking be thoughr
to be so important? There are ar least four reasons for
thinking so. First, and most importantly, striving to foster
crirical thinking in students is the only way in which
students are treated with respect as persens. The moral
requirement to trear students with respect as persons
requires that we strive to enable them to think for them-
selves, competently and well, rather than to deny them the
fundamental ability to determine for themselves, to the
greatest extent possibie, the contours of their own minds
and lives. Acknowledging themn as persons of equal moral
worth requires that we treat students as independent
centers of consciousness, with needs and interests not
less important than our own, who are at least in principle
capable of determining for themselves how best w0 live
and who to be. As educators, treating them with respect
involves striving to enable them to judge such marrers for
themselves. Doing so competently requires judging in
accordance with the criteria governing critical thinking.
Consequently, treating students with respect requires fos-
tering in them the abilities and dispositions of critical

“thinking,

A second reason for regarding critical thinking as 2
fundamental educational ideal involves education’s gen-
erally recognized. task of preparing smdents for adult-
hood. Such preparation cannot properly be conceived in
terms of preparing students for preconceived roles; rather,
it must be understood to involve student selfsufficiency
and self~direction. {n this, the place of critical thinking is
manifest. A third reason for regarding the fostering of
cridcal thinking as a central aim of education is the role
it plays in the radional rraditions, which have always
been at the center of educational activities and efforts —
marhematics, science, literanire, art, history, etc. All these
traditions incorporate and rely upon critcal thinking;
mastering or becoming initiated into the former both
requires, and is basic to the fostering and enhancement
of, the latter. A fourth reason involves the place of careful
analysis, good thinking, and reasoned deliberstion in
democratic life. To the extent that we value democracy,
we must be committed to the fostering of the abilities and
dispositions of critical thinking, for democracy can flour-
ish just to the extent that its citizenry is sufficiently critical
(Siegel, 1988, ch. 3).

These four reasons have been spelled our at grearer
length by several authors (e.g., Bailin, 1998; Roberwon,
1995, 1999). They are sufficiently powerful to justdfy
regarding critical thinking as a fundamental educational
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ideal. Effores to foster crirical thinking aim at the promo-
tion of independent thinking, personal autoromy, and
reasoned judgment in thought and action; these particular
aims are themselves in keeping with broader conceptions
of knowledge, reasons, and persons: for example, that all
knowledge is fallible, that it is possible to objectively
evaluate the goodness of reasons, and that personal auton-
omy is an important value (Bailin, 1998: 204). These aims,
and the broader conceptions in terms of which they are
grounded, are philosophically contentious; it is no sur-
prise, then, that they — and the educational ideal of critical
thinking itself — have been challenged.

Criticisms of the ldeal

There are many extans criticisms and thoughtfel critics of
the idea} of critical thinking. Critics charge that crirical
thinking:

1. privileges the values and practices of dominant groups
in society and devalues those of groups traditionally
tacking in power;

2, prwlleges rational, linear thought over intition;

3. is aggressive and confrontational rather than coﬂegxal'
and collaboradve; -

4. neglects or downplays emotions;

5. deals in abstraction and devalues lived experience and
concrete. particularity;

. over community and relationship; and
-7. presupposes the possibility of objectivity and thus does
" not recognize an individual’s situatedness {for derails,
discussion and references, see Bailin, 1993; Bailin and
Siegel, 2003).

These criticisms, often made from feminist and /or post-
modernist perspectives, must in the end be considered on
their own merits. However, it is of considerable comfort to
friends of the ideal rhat there is a general reply available ro
all attempts to reject the ideal, one that appears 1w be
effective against them all, and which is manifested in the
discussions of each of the specific critiques considered
above. This reply, if successful, establishes the impossibiity
of radonally rejecting reason — and so preserves the legiti-
macy of regarding its cultvation as an educarional ideal.
This discussion concludes by rehearsmg the reply and
assessing its effectiveness.

Suppose that one wishes to reject the ideal of rea-

“son. One can reject it without thought or argument —
indeed, one can reject it without ever recognizing or
addressing the question of whether it should be rejected —
or one can reject it on the basis of some reasoned challenge
to it {e.g., that it fosters patriarchy, aids and zbets oppression,
depends upon a problemaric individualism, rests on an
inadequate conception of objectvity, or whatever). In the

former case, one’s rejection does not threaten the legiimacy
of the ideal, since no challenge is made. It is the larer,
philosophical sort of rejection that genuinely challenges
the ideal’s cogency.

However, if such a challenge is made, it will be force-
ful, and successful, just to the extent that it is based upon
good reasons for rejecting the ideal. The challenger is
arguing, in effect, thar there is good reason to reject the
ideal of reason. Any such argument against reason, if
successful, will itself be an instance of its successful appli-

- cation or execution. Thar is, the reasoned rejection of the

ideal is itself an instance of being guided by it In this
sense, the ideal appears to be safe from successful chal-
lenge: any successful challenge will have to rely upon it
any challenge which does not cannot succeed. While
challenges to the ideal might succeed in refining our
understanding of i, none can succeed in overthrowing
it. ‘Thus, the ideal cannot be successfully challenged.
Transcendental arguments like this one are notori-
ously controversial philosophically; I cannot provide a
general defense of them here. However, [ should note
that the argument does not prove too much. It does not
suggest that other ideals are not important. Nor does
it suggest that people cannot live contrary to it — although
thar they can (and do) does nothing to challenge the
legitimacy of the ideal, or the claim that they ought to
be guided by it The argument o'bvidusly will not be
persuasive to one who re)ects reason, but offers no argu-

STt U iedt against it But such an argument-less rejection fails
. 6. 15 individualistic and privileges personal autonomy

as a critique, since it offers no criticism of the ideal or
argument in favor of its rejection:

" The proponent of rationality and irs cultivation must,
to be consistent, regard challenges to it as cencrally irhpor— :
tant, and must regard the ‘obligation to take such ‘chal-
lenges seriously as integral to rationality itself. Insofar,
deep criticisms of the ideal, and reasoned consideration
of both its praiseworthy characteristics and its indefensi-
ble ones, are exactly whar the ideal iwself recommends.
Whether the ideal survives extanc criticisms will always be,

“'in some sense, an opeén question; such criticisms may ‘well

succeed in altering our understanding of it. Nevertheless,
there is a limit beyond which any proposed criticism of
rationality cannot go without undermining itself. In so far,
the ideal of rationality (at least in some formulation of 1t)
cannot be coherently rejected (Siegel, 1996, 1997, ch. §,
Epilogue; 2003).

This seifjustifying feature of radonality mighe itself be
thought to provide some reason for regarding its cultivation
as desirable. However, the main purpose served by the
fundamental reply just rehearsed is not that of justifying
the ideal directly — that task is more directly performed by
the four reasons (respect, preparation for adulthood, initia-
tion into the rational tradidons, and democratc life}
offered in favor of the ideal above. Rather, the main pur-
pose is 1o make plain just how difficult it is to challenge the
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ideal. Once the unchallengability of reason is clear, the
desirabifity of its culdvation — on the basis of those four
teasons {and quite possibly others as well) — is manifest.
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