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What is Critical Thinking?
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In the canon of time-honored tales, a fable revolves around a man and his horse. The narrative opens with a lamentable incident where the man's only horse ran away. This calamitous event prompts an immediate wave of condolences from his friends. Yet, the unflustered man offers a tranquil response, “Let’s wait and see,” patiently anticipating the future's unpredictable turns. 

After a few days, the man’s horse returned home, leading a troupe of twenty untamed horses in its wake. While his friends hastily prepare to revel in this sudden stroke of prosperity, the man perpetuates his composed disposition, his mantra echoing, "Let’s wait and see."

It isn’t long before the man’s luck changes for the worse as his only son is grievously injured by one of the wild horses resulting in both legs being broken. As before, his peers hasten to offer comfort, yet he opts for continued patience, resolute in his desire to calmly appraise the situation. “Let’s wait and see.”

In an unexpected twist of fate, war descends upon the nation, and all able-bodied young men are conscripted, many meeting their end on the battlefield. However, due to his son's incapacitated state, he evades the draft, his life spared. His friends rejoice at this silver lining amidst the chaos, but the unwavering man retains his 'wait and see' disposition.​[i]

This fable is a good demonstration of critical thinking at work. The man's serene demeanor, imperturbable in life's vicissitudes, is a testament to his prowess as a critical thinker. He consciously refrains from rushed conclusions, choosing the path of reasoned judgment over emotional reactivity. His observant and meditative stance resists the temptation of being swayed by transient triumphs or setbacks. He comprehends that existence is a mixture of ebbs and flows, and maintains an equanimous mindset, come what may.
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The Basics of Critical Thinking
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Critical thinking is a term we encounter frequently, especially if we browse a bookstore's self-help or psychology section. But what does it mean to think critically? 

Critical thinking is a highly valued intellectual ability that involves objectively analyzing and evaluating information before forming a judgment. It refers to the ability to look at issues objectively and make reasoned judgments free from emotional bias or unfounded assumptions.

Critical thinking unfurls when we ask ourselves (and others) probative questions like: 

-“How do you know that?” 

-“How did you reach that conclusion?” 

-“What evidence supports this theory?” 

-“Are there any other explanations or alternatives that haven’t been considered yet?”

Critical thinkers often resist the allure of instinctual reactions, favoring a methodology grounded in logic and reasoned analysis over emotional impulses. They want evidence-based support of ideas, shunning the acceptance of information at face value. They adopt an investigative approach instead of blindly accepting purported truths by a relative’s relative. 

People prone to have good critical thinking skills have the following three aspects in common:








	An expansive sense of curiosity: Those deficient in curiosity are prone to unquestioningly accepting others' viewpoints as gospel truth. They are complacent in their knowledge journey, choosing the path of least resistance over exploring novel information. Proficient critical thinkers, on the other hand, espouse an open-minded approach, seeking and welcoming fresh evidence even when it challenges ingrained beliefs.

	A robust dose of skepticism: Skepticism does not equate to a blanket refusal or denial. Rather, it manifests as a readiness to question unverified information until further understanding is gained. Critical thinkers demand empirical substantiation before readily embracing what they hear. Absent a measured skepticism, the essence of critical thinking stands compromised.

	A humble disposition: Accomplished critical thinkers possess the humility to acknowledge errors when confronted with new evidence. They do not obstinately cling to personal viewpoints. They recognize their fallibility as humans and permit new information to recalibrate their beliefs and perspectives.​[ii]




If you stand ready, willing, and equipped to challenge presumptions, to harness information in a quest for reasoned judgments, then you are poised to cultivate the critical thinking capacity that rejects notions of truth lacking in robust, quality evidence.
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Creative Critical Thinking
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One might doubt critical thinking, fearing it to be overly rigid, potentially quashing creativity. However, it’s quite the opposite. Critical thinking catalyzes creativity. You are impelled to conjure innovative explanations and solutions as you engage in rigorous analysis and problem-solving. These two aspects of cognition are deeply intertwined - critical thinking incites questioning and analysis, while creative thinking seeks patterns and the broader significance within a labyrinth of ideas.

A historical pivot towards embracing this dual approach occurred in the 1980s, spearheaded by the "Critical Thinking Movement." This educational revolution emphasized nurturing critical thinking skills in students, veering away from rote learning of disconnected facts that often seemed unrelated and irrelevant to the learners. It supported the premise that authentic learning happens when students delve into the exploration of information firsthand.

The era of passive learning, where students served as mere vessels for absorbing information dispensed by teachers, was gradually replaced by a more engaged, interactive process. Students were encouraged to hone their critical thinking skills, adopting a questioning stance and independent problem-solving approach. Educators now model critical thinking skills, nurturing students to be proactive architects of their learning journey.

Owning their learning process, the proponents of the Critical Thinking Movement argued, enhances students' long-term retention of knowledge while fostering competencies highly esteemed by prospective employers. These invaluable skills, they posited, would permeate all facets of students' lives.

This movement did not stop in the 1980s. Even in the 21st century, teachers and business and political leaders persistently recognize critical thinking as an indispensable skill requisite for success in professional arenas and life at large. It remains a major driving force in education today and will most likely be for the foreseeable future.​[iii]

Critical thinkers are in control of their learning, and as a result, they often have a greater understanding of and empathy for differing viewpoints. In a world that stands to benefit from increased tolerance and understanding, fostering such critical thinking skills is indeed a worthy pursuit.
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Benefits of Critical Thinking
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Engaging in critical thinking demands additional time and a conscientious effort, prompting the question, "What's the payoff for me?" While critical thinking might not be a walk in the park, the benefits it yields are undeniably profound. Those fortified with robust critical thinking skills possess an edge, enabling them to accomplish tasks beyond the average person's reach.

Individuals adept in critical thinking have the knack for discerning connections between ideas others may overlook. They are proficient in scrutinizing theories and concepts, ascertaining their overall significance. Given their insistence on empirical proof before accepting anything at face value, they are skilled in identifying compelling arguments buttressed by evidence. They can construct their own to advocate their viewpoints. They handle problems methodically, adopting a logical, step-by-step approach.

To gauge your critical thinking muscle strength, answer the following questions:


	Are you willing to consider other opinions and possible solutions?

	Are you curious about a variety of topics?

	Do you enjoy learning new things and consider yourself a lifelong learner?

	Are you confident in your ability to reason?

	Are you adept at spotting situations where critical thinking is needed?

	Are you patient enough to reserve judgment until you have all the necessary facts?

	Do you keep an open mind when it comes to differing viewpoints?

	Are you receptive to others’ ideas and opinions?

	Do you try to be fair and neutral when evaluating evidence?

	Are you aware of your biases, stereotypical thinking, and prejudices, ensuring they don’t skew your thought process?

	Are you willing to change or abandon your previously held opinions when presented with compelling new evidence?



If you can honestly answer yes to those questions most days, you might be exhibiting the characteristics of a critical thinker. This book aims to provide pragmatic guidance that can be swiftly incorporated into your daily life. If you are prepared to commit the necessary time and effort to implement this advice and continually learn and refine your skills, you might be astonished by your evolution as a potent critical thinker and the positive reverberations it could have on your life.
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