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Click here for your FREE GIFT: The Art of Asking Powerful Questions in the World of Systems

If you wish to receive notifications from me twice a month about:


- new book releases,




- new cognitive discoveries I made,




- book recommendations on how to develop your thinking toolkit further,




- ideas I’m pondering on,



visit www.albertrutherford.com and fill in the subscribe box.
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Thank you! Talk to You soon.
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​Chapter 1: What is Critical Thinking?
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"The philosopher Richard Paul has described three kinds of people: vulgar believers, who use slogans and platitudes to bully those holding different points of view into agreeing with them; sophisticated believers, who are skilled at using intellectual arguments, but only to defend what they already believe; and critical believers, who reason their way to conclusions and are ready to listen to others." 



– Carole Wade and Carol Tavris

According to the dictionary, critical thinking is the process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating information to reach an answer or conclusion.​[i]  In other words, critical thinking is an attempt to dig deeper and get beyond a superficial understanding of things by asking good questions, examining words, being sensitive to the context words are written in, understanding the feelings and emotions behind them, and being generally open minded. It is a quest to understand the reason behind people’s thoughts and a refusal to accept things at face value without making sure they are supported by facts and evidence, even if it takes questioning an authority figure to achieve this. 

Critical thinkers want to examine other possible explanations and options instead of only being satisfied with the first one they come across. They not only question the conclusions people make, but also the assumptions at the root of these conclusions. Logic is valued over gut feelings and intuition. Critical thinkers want to see the proofs that lead to the conclusion before they are willing to believe it. Just because someone thinks something does not automatically make it true.

Thinking and knowing are not the same things. A healthy dose of skepticism can be beneficial when it comes to uncovering reason. Critical thinkers are willing to question what they hear on the news, from authority figures, as well as people in their lives whom they respect. They even question their own words and thoughts in their search for concrete knowledge and unbiased answers. 

If critical thinking was only about drawing logical conclusions, we could input an algorithm into a computer and all of our problems would be solved, but thinking critically is so much more than that. Critical thinkers are keenly aware of the ways words are used and the role feelings and emotions play in guiding people to reach certain conclusions.

As humans, we all come with our own baggage, filled with biases and preconceived notions. As critical thinkers, we understand this and recognize how our biases can get in the way of finding the best answers. With the help of critical thinking, we can make a conscious effort to not only uncover these biases in others that may lead them to draw certain conclusions, but also to check our own biases at the door when we examine information and arguments. 

Using critical thinking, we can become open-minded enough to accept new evidence even when it goes against something we currently believe. We recognize that beliefs are not absolute, but rather works in progress that can, and should, evolve and change over time. 

Some people are willing to accept the first argument that is presented to them or give up when it seems there is only one explanation or option. Not critical thinkers. They will keep digging until they find a solid idea or option based on evidence.
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​Qualities and benefits of critical thinkers
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Critical thinking requires additional cognitive effort on our part instead of blindly following the beliefs of others or the first thoughts that come to our minds. What benefits do we get in return for our cognitive efforts?


	We become more open-minded and tolerant of people with viewpoints that are different from our own. We welcome the ideas of others and view them as an opportunity to learn something new. Life can be boring if there are no challenges to our thinking and we are content to just maintain the status quo. Critical thinking encourages us to undergo these challenges and relish a good debate.

	We will see events through a more analytical lens. We won’t be willing to accept things at face value. Our interest will be in finding good arguments supported by strong evidence and reason. 

	We will become confident enough to challenge even conventional views if significant evidence suggests that they may be outdated and no longer useful, or not based on relevant evidence. 

	We become curious people who have an insatiable desire to find better answers. We’ll become willing to follow facts wherever they may lead us, even if it means we need to adapt or abandon our beliefs when we are presented with new quality information.

	We’ll be able to read between the lines and dig deeper to find the hidden or implied meaning behind the words. Critical thinking requires a lifelong dedication to learn. 

	We’ll be able to examine written text with a sharp eye, looking for the biases of the author, or the publishing company. We’ll also become more proficient in critical writing, the usage of our words will become more accurate, focused, and descriptive of the point we want to make.



We have the ability to think and act rationally – Aristotle called us ‘rational animals’ - but we don’t always take advantage of this gift. Too often we are willing to cling to our beliefs, even when they aren’t based on anything else but our emotions, gut feelings, or worse - the emotions and gut feelings of others. Logic, reasoning, and evidence don’t play any role in these beliefs. Many of our beliefs are rooted in faulty information that could easily be disproved if we were willing to question it. Once the faulty information is found to be false, the belief would naturally change.

We are adept at coming up with explanations why we hold the beliefs or make the choices we do. Often we come up with those reasons to convince ourselves as much as others. For example, when we decide to upgrade to the latest smartphone, we may say we are doing it for the improved camera or faster processing speed that allows us to get more done for our job when we are on the go. When in reality, we want to upgrade to keep up with everyone else and we may even see having the latest technology at our fingertips as a status symbol. You and I both know that social media and emails don’t require the type of technology available on the latest smartphones and for shooting good photos, a traditional camera is still better. 

We have a natural tendency to allow our irrational sides to take control. Unless we make a conscious decision to overcome it, we’ll be hijacked by the illogical side of our brain and be exposed to the mercy of the odds when we choose to do (or not do) something based on irrational reasoning. We will examine this in depth later in the book.

Critical thinkers can understand how ideas are connected and evaluate whether information and arguments are relevant and important to addressing the issues at hand. They can build arguments to defend their own beliefs as well as recognize and examine the arguments of others. They can spot gaps in information and errors in the reasoning that lead to conclusions, approaching things calmly and objectively knowing that they are prepared to take things one step at a time until they find the knowledge they seek.

The American Psychology Association Expert Consensus on Critical Thinking has identified the following characteristics as being present in strong critical thinkers:​[ii]


	curiosity toward a variety of issues,

	desire to be well-informed and a lifelong learner,

	awareness of situations when critical thinking may be beneficial,

	confidence in their own reasoning skills,

	receptive to learning from people with viewpoints that differ from their own,

	openness to a variety of beliefs and opinions,

	objective and fair when analyzing arguments and reasoning,

	recognition of their own biases and prejudices that may cloud their judgment,

	reservation of judgment until they have examined all of the facts,

	willingness to reevaluate their beliefs and adjust or abandon them if they are presented with evidence that justifies it.
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​Why Use Critical Thinking?
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Too often people blindly accept the beliefs of others and they can’t explain why they believe what they do or what evidence supports those beliefs. People become completely attached to these beliefs and they don’t like to have them challenged. Critical thinkers do the opposite.

Some people are resistant to adjust or abandon incorrect or outdated beliefs even when they are presented with evidence that disproves them. Their approach to improving their understanding of an issue is to begin by arguing then attempting to come up with reasons that support their point of view. Critical thinkers do the steps in reverse. First they look for logical reasons and evidence and they analyze the collected data, finally they engage in arguments using the conclusions they’ve made after the analysis.

Types of thinkers

Charles Sanders Peirce, a 19th century American philosopher and logician, identified three kinds of thinkers:

	Sticklers: These are people who cling tightly to their beliefs regardless of any new evidence that may come along to refute them. They are only interested in information or opinions that can serve to support their own views and easily dismiss or ignore any ideas that stand in opposition to them.








	Followers: These are thinkers who happily base their beliefs on what they think authority figures support. If there is no authority figure present, they will go along with whatever they think the majority of people agree with. They do not question the wisdom of experts or the consensus of many and often just accept those opinions blindly as being truth. Followers can be helpful in creating a feeling of unity and connection, but they can also be easily persuaded to go with the flow in negative circumstances such as following a dangerous leader or joining in and bullying someone. Followers are unlikely to generate their own original ideas and opinions because there seems to be too much of a risk for error in their mind.








	System Builders: These thinkers are willing to accept new information as long as they can make it fit within the general understanding and framework that they already have. If they would have to totally reject the way they have viewed the world and the logical structure they have created for themselves that supports their understanding, they would much rather ignore the new information than completely abandon their worldview.​[iii]









Have you ever tried to follow the advice of a book only to discover half way through that the author was wrong, had strong biases which he seemingly was unaware of, so you decided it would be best to stop reading and choose another book instead? If so, you just might be a critical thinker. Peirce believed that we should look at the world as though it was entirely possible that everything we thought we knew and believed might be wrong and be willing to start over from scratch if we needed to. 

Another American philosopher, William James, felt the same when he pointed out that people often believed they were thinking critically when what they were really doing was just moving their prejudices around. They might have been basing their views on emotions without evidence to support them. He recognized that critical thinkers seek to first become more aware of their own biases so that they can consciously work to overcome them and be more objective and open-minded.​[iv] 

Critical thinking skills don’t come naturally. They require effort and must be modeled and taught. We can’t just assume that people automatically know how to think critically.
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​Thinking hiccups
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The Nobel Prize Winner and American professor, Daniel Kahneman, believes that people are “irrational animals” who are susceptible to making mistakes and incorrect judgments. He thinks people are innately illogical and prone to thinking errors when they evaluate situations in largely predictable patterns. Kahneman believes the human brain is hardwired to think in irrational ways because throughout history our very survival depended on it, so it became our instinct and part of our nature.​[v] Think about how much time our ancestors had to evaluate their best escape options when a hungry predator was chasing them. They didn’t analyze anything, they just ran as fast as they could and climbed the first tree they found. They didn’t have time to stop, look around, and find the tallest tree or the one with the most branches that made climbing easy. If they were mentally present enough, they assessed if the predator could climb the tree or not, and chose other escape options.

Kahneman identifies human thinking as being either logical or instinctual. He states it is during times of instinctual thinking when we make most of our mistakes in judgment. Our brains don’t like it when we are faced with gaps in information and it is eager to close those gaps. We are content to jump at the first choice or solution that comes along without taking the time to fully assess the consequences that may come along with it. 

We have access to more information than at any other point in human history, but it can be too much for our brains to take in and properly sort through. Not to mention that being exposed to information all day long does no good to our judgment when we cannot tell who is reporting fact and who is reporting fiction. Our brains search for patterns and connections to the beliefs we already have and information we already know. There are times when this can prove helpful, but there are also times when this instinctual type of thinking can lead us astray by encouraging us to jump to conclusions without taking the time to gather all of the facts available to us.

The brain consumes more energy than any other human organ – nearly twenty percent of our total energy haul even though the brain generally accounts for only two percent of our total body mass.​[vi] We naturally try to conserve energy when we can, so you can imagine why the brain would instinctively try to avoid going into deep thought as much as possible. This is why we rely so much on old familiar patterns when it comes to making judgments and decisions. We try to reach conclusions quickly. When we solve problems too fast, we often end up coming to the wrong conclusion or settling for the easy fix instead of the best outcome. These hasty solutions can even bring with them unintended negative consequences that we didn’t account for.

Let’s try a math problem to help illustrate this theory. Together a bat and ball cost $1.10. The bat costs $1.00 more than the ball. How much does the ball cost? Take a minute to consider your answer. 

If you are like most people, you probably think the ball costs 10 cents. If that were true, the bat would cost $1.10 because the problem stated that the bat cost $1.00 more than the ball. This would mean that the total cost of the bat and ball would be $1.20. The correct answer is that the ball costs 5 cents and the bat costs $1.05, adding up to a total of $1.10.

The math is not terribly difficult so why do the majority of us get the answer wrong? In order to quickly solve the problem, the brain often tries to replace a harder problem with an easier one. The math problem stated that the bat cost $1.00 more than the ball, but in order to make things simple, the brain may have mistakenly substituted that information with the idea that the bat cost $1.00, which leads to a quick, but incorrect, judgment that the ball cost 10 cents. This is a prime example of how our instinct to find a quick and easy answer can lead us astray.
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​What creates your beliefs?
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Deanna Kuhn conducted research about how much control people exercise over making their own decisions versus how much control they relinquish by just being a follower and going along with the opinions of others. Critical thinkers base their beliefs, choices, and judgments on evidence, but Kuhn found that most people are unable to cite evidence to back up their reasoning for holding their beliefs. Further, many people refuse to modify or abandon their beliefs, even when they are presented with new reliable information that disproves them.​[vii]

There is a theory often used in the social sciences to explain how many people come to make choices or decisions called informational cascade.  This theory explains that people often rely on the choices of others to guide their decision-making rather than gathering evidence to make an informed choice. This may be due to lack of time or the inability to find the facts on their own. Decisions are made on observations of the choices of others while ignoring their own personal information. In many cases, it’s easier to go along with the ideas of the crowd.​[viii]
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