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Critical thinking is different from philosophical and mathematical logic, where reasoning is

a solitary process, in which one person (or computer) can take on the world. It is a more

sociable business, where truths can be not only explored but created collectively. Critical

Thinking is necessarily a dialogue because it is about questioning: challenging

arguments methods, ideas and findings – demanding the context and the background.

So here is my shopping list of ‘ingredients’ for a Critical Thinker.

• Tolerance. The Critical Thinker delights to hear divergent

views, and enjoys a real debate.

• Analytical skills. The Critical Thinker doesn’t accept just any

kind of writing or talking. They want properly constructed

arguments that present reasons and draw sound conclusions.

• Confidence. The Critical Thinker has to be a little bit

confident if they are to really be able to examine view

presented by others – often people in authority.

• Curiosity. Curiosity may have killed the cat, but it is also the

essential ingredient for new ideas and insights. This is a sine

qua non - an essential element - of all the great thinkers.

• Truth-seeking. Critical Thinkers are on a mission and it is

‘Objective Truth’. Even if the truth turns out to undermine

their own previously held convictions, long cherished beliefs -

even if it is flat against their self-interest.

• Imagination and creativity. Critical Thinkers value exploration

and curiosity. For them, it is all about being open-minded and

recognising the value of creative hypotheses



Speaking of that last category, let’s hear a scientist to explain about how scientists think:

‘The mere formulation of a problem is far more often essential than its solution, which may

be merely a matter of mathematical or experimental skill. To raise new questions, new

possibilities, to regard old problems from a new angle requires creative imagination and

marks real advances in science.’

Well, he was bound to come in sooner or later. This is Einstein, who all of us want to be

like, at least in the sense of being incredibly successful, if not in the sense of having

responsibility for the creation of the atomic bomb and for lousy family relations and … but

I digress! Critical Thinkers don’t do that. Einstein’s point about creativity is absolutely

spot-on.

What Critical Thinking Isn’t

Critical Thinking is not about putting arguments and debates into formal language or

symbols and then spotting logical fallacies in them. (Despite what many books say.) Real

life is more complicated than that, and Critical Thinking is about real life –about how to

look at issues and problems in the real world – with all their fuzziness and contradictions -

and offer relevant, practical and sharp insights into them. It’s a skill that lets you

distinguish right from wrong, to choose the best business policy, and to construct a

compelling case.

Critical Thinking is also something far deeper than a Study Skill. A study skill is to make

sure you have pen and paper during lectures, Critical Thinking is about what to jot down.

The nineteenth century American philosopher, Charles Sanders Peirce, once wrote that

there were three kinds of thinkers, which I shall summarise here (a little creatively) as:

Sticklers. People who form their beliefs by tenaciously sticking to whichever view they

liked most originally – whatever evidence is presented to them, and even however

circumstances change. If asked to justify their view, they can be very thorough at finding

facts to support it, while at the same time refusing to look into anything that appears likely

to run against it.

Followers. These are people who respect anyone or anything that presents itself as

‘authoritative’. They form their view in a group discussion on what they think the Professor

is saying, or if there is no Professor, on what they imagine is the consensuses view. In the

old days they would have sprinkled their writings with references to what the Encyclopedia

Britannica says on the matter, and these days when they look something up on the internet,

they head for the security of Wikipedia (as they imagine it!) and are reluctant to consult



websites run by individuals. These kinds of thinkers, are very useful, of course... but they

are in the slow-lane as far as ideas go.

System builders. These people always try to fit everything into a pre-existing framework.

They are a more sophisticated version of the ‘sticklers’ mentioned above – indeed, science

is obliged - in practice - to operate on a similar principle. For them new information can be

considered, but if it requires dismantling the preexisting structure for understanding the

world, it is likely to be rejected.

Who else?

No, the really smart way to see the world, according to C.S. Pierce, is to go one step further

and be prepared to accept that everything you know may be wrong and start from scratch if

need be. Or indeed end up with all the views on an issue demolished and ‘no working

hypothesis’ to be seen. What sort of thinker would do such a thing? Only a true Critical

Thinker.
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