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What Exactly IS Critical Thinking, and Why
Is This Definition So Convoluted?
by Eugene W. Ossa

’ve thought a lot about critical thinking. There are

many books and websites with discussions about it.
So, what is it? How would one define it? In my search
I’ve found many similar definitions, but they evolve,
always trying to include some element left out of the
previous ones. In 1987 the American Philosophical
Association asked Dr. Peter Facione to lead an effort to
devise a definition of critical thinking agreed upon by
experts [whatever “experts” means in this context] for
purposes of college teaching and assessment.

The following definition cropped up many times as
I researched “critical thinking.” I hereby present it for
your own assessment. Does it fit the mark? Would you
use it yourself if someone asked you what you mean
by critical thinking? Could you come up with a better,
simpler definition? Be critical, and be skeptical:

“We understand critical thinking (CT) to be pur-
poseful, self-regulatory judgment which results in
interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as
well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, meth-
odological, criteriological, or contextual considerations
upon which that judgment is based. CT is essential
as a tool of inquiry. As such, CT is a liberating force
in education and a powerful resource in one’s per-
sonal and civic life. While not synonymous with good
thinking, CT is a pervasive and self-rectifying human
phenomenon. The ideal critical thinker is habitually
inquisitive, well-informed, trustful of reason, open-
minded, flexible, fairminded in evaluation, honest in

November
2007

facing personal biases, prudent in making judgments,
willing to reconsider, clear about issues, orderly in
complex matters, diligent in seeking relevant informa-
tion, reasonable in the selection of criteria, focused in
inquiry, and persistent in seeking results which are as
precise as the subject and the circumstances of inquiry
permit. Thus, educating good critical thinkers means
working toward this ideal. It combines developing CT
skills with nurturing those dispositions which consis-
tently yield useful insights and which are the basis of a
rational and democratic society.”

Huh?

ichael Shermer will be featuring his soon-to-be

released book on evolutionary economics, The
Mind of the Market, at our January 12, 2008, event.
Look for more information in upcoming Shadows.
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