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I. INTRODUCTION 

Since critical thinking is evidently more difficult, more troublesome, than ordinary, garden-variety thinking, the question that naturally arises is, why bother. Why not just say, “Forget it…I’ll think (and do, and be) what I want?” This kind of question is not anything new — Plato, for instance, has Socrates raise a similar question in the Republic, namely, “Why be just?” 

In this paper I will consider several issues that I take to be related to the justification of critical thinking. The first issue is whether or not the common conceptualization of critical thinking as a dispositional trait possessed and displayed by the critical thinker is correct. The second issue is whether there is indeed some value to the critical thinker in thinking critically, and if so, what sort of value. The third issue is whether there is a relationship between critical thinking, rationality, and morality, and if so, what that might be. 

I will argue, first, that while rationality is best construed as dispositional, critical thinking is not. Rather, critical thinking would be better understood as episodic. I shall argue, moreover, that this difference is an important one pedagogically, for while it is possible and desirable to teach, and to test for, an episodic critical thinking, it is neither possible nor desirable to attempt to do the same for the students’ dispositional rationality. 

Second, I will argue that critical thinking does have a value, but that, contra Siegel, that value is an instrumental one. That is, one should think critically simply because that sort of thinking is efficacious. 

Third, I will argue that, although critical thinking per se is episodic and justified instrumentally, it is to be hoped that a person ultimately will develop the disposition to regularly and habitually think critically, for that disposition is directly related to rationality. Moreover, the person’s disposition to think critically, that is, his or her rationality, is a necessary condition, and, for problems in the moral realm, a sufficient condition, for that person’s morality. Hence, if it is true a) that (episodic) critical thinking is necessary for rationality (the dispositional tendency to think critically), and b) that rationality is in turn necessary for morality, then critical thinking, and the teaching thereof, would be justified not only instrumentally, but would also be justified on moral grounds, provided that morality itself is justified. The question, then, returns to approximately that of Socrates, namely, “Why be moral?” 

II. IS CRITICAL THINKING A DISPOSITIONAL TRAIT? 

Despite their differences, many of the interpreters of critical thinking, for example, Ennis, Siegel, and McPeck, seem to accept that a full interpretation of critical thinking must recognize in the concept a dispositional element. Siegel, for instance, in Educating Reason, argues that critical thinking is not properly conceived as merely a set of proficiencies (which he terms “the pure skills conception”). Instead, he requires that the term critical thinking be understood to include both a set of proficiencies and the tendency to utilize those proficiencies, the tendency to be “appropriately moved by reasons.”1 Moreover, Siegel maintains that both components of critical thinking are to be considered equally important. Thus, critical thinking, properly interpreted, is on this account a dispositional trait possessed by critical thinkers. 

Siegel terms this dispositional aspect the “critical attitude or critical spirit component of CT.”2 It is a “willingness, desire, and disposition to base one’s actions and beliefs on reasons, that is, to do reason assessment and to be guided by the results of such assessment.”3 Here Siegel brings in two different dispositions which for clarity should be distinguished. First, he requires a disposition to do reason assessment, that is, to engage in critical thinking; second, he requires the tendency to be guided by, to actually act upon, the results of that critical thinking. Thus, apparently, critical thinking must actually have issue in action (or belief), before it could be counted as truly critical. But clearly, both these dispositions would seem to be characteristics of the person, the thinker, not features of the thinking itself. Yet this is puzzling, since the question at hand is, what sort of thinking is critical thinking? 

In keeping with the assumption that the term critical thinking refers to some sort of dispositional trait of persons, explications of critical thinking often proceed by setting out the required characteristics of critical thinkers. Pedagogically, given this assumption, considerable attention should be given to the problem of teaching persons to be critical thinkers. A course that would merely provide students with a performative knowledge, that would teach how to think critically, would thus be considered incomplete. 

The requirement that certain traits of the thinker be included in the conception of critical thinking is sometimes rendered as a requirement for an attitude or disposition toward the activity of thinking. But, it makes a considerable difference conceptually whether it is an attitude that is required (which would be episodic) or a disposition (which of course would not be episodic). A requirement that critical thinking be interpreted as thinking with a particular attitude is compatible with an episodic interpretation of critical thinking. And it may well be true that in no case could one come to actually apply the norms of critical thinking, without having both an understanding of those norms and a willingness to apply them, that is, unless one has a certain attitude. 

But the dispositional requirement is more problematic. While a disposition to act in certain ways can be considered a necessary condition of a person’s being a critical thinker, there are several reasons why such a disposition ought not to be taken as a necessary condition for critical thinking per se. 

Conceptual Problems 

There are conceptual problems with the dispositional account of critical thinking that make such an interpretation untenable. First, by interpreting critical thinking as dispositional, one creates an infinite regress. That is to say, if critical thinking is a disposition to engage in critical thinking, then it is the disposition to engage in… [a disposition to engage in…(a disposition…)], and so on, ad infinitum. To escape such a problem we must either specify something other than critical thinking as that which the critical thinker has a tendency to do, or restrict the meaning of the term critical thinking to the episodic sense, and recognize the disposition to think critically as being only associated with the actor, and not the action. 

A second conceptual problem exists. When the term critical thinking is taken to include a reference to something dispositional, one cannot then logically conceive of a single, isolated and never to be repeated instance of critical thinking. There would thus be no point at which one could begin, for the first time, to think critically. Nor could one say of one’s students that they occasionally think critically, nor that they are capable of thinking critically but seldom to do so. Again, the episodic account is required to escape this consequence. 

A third conceptual problem: Since a disposition is the sort of thing that can only be meaningfully attributed to a “being” of some sort, and since thinking simpliciter must be construed as an activity or process, and hence is not a being, neither thinking nor critical thinking can meaningfully be said to have any particular disposition. To make such an ascription would simply be to make a category mistake. Hence it would seem that clarity is not served by the assertion that critical thinking, whatever else it may be, is at least in part some sort of disposition. It does, however, make sense to understand the thinking being in the dispositional sense, to regard the person who frequently, consistently, or habitually under certain circumstances actually does engage in critical thinking as being a critical thinker. 

Siegel notes this, describing the critical thinker as one who has “…a willingness to conform judgment and action to principle, not simply an ability to so conform,”4 who has “a rich emotional make-up of dispositions, habits of mind, values, character traits, and emotions which may be collectively referred to as the critical attitude”.5 But, Siegel then goes on to explicitly dissolve the distinction between, and hence to conflate, the dispositional traits of the thinker and the notion of critical thinking per se. “The conception of critical thinking being offered here is as much a conception of a certain sort of person as it is a conception of a certain set of activities and skills. When we take it upon ourselves to educate students so as to foster critical thinking, we are committing ourselves to nothing less than the development of a certain sort of person.”6 Siegel continues, the “reasons conception — as any fully developed conception of critical thinking must be — is a conception not only of a certain sort of activity, but of a certain sort of person.”7 

Justificatory Problems 

The dispositional interpretation creates some puzzles when we come to the question of the justification of critical thinking, since on this account it is a disposition, not an episodic act, that must be justified. For instance, when Siegel raises the question, “Why should critical thinkers have this tendency to think critically?” there are several ways to answer. First, one might simply say that on this account, far from being a mystery, this is an entirely analytical point. If what we mean by saying a person is “one of a particular kind”, is simply that the person does habitually perform the activity in question, usually with some degree of proficiency, then a critical thinker could be nothing else but a person who has that tendency. 

It is likely, however, that the intended question is: why should some person, who is not at present a critical thinker, become one? But, given Siegel’s conception of critical thinking as “the tendency to be appropriately moved by reasons,” there is, again, an analytical answer. If, by the term appropriately moved, one simply means “moved in the way that one ought to be moved,” then again it is analytically and necessarily true that any person should be moved in precisely the way that he or she ought to be moved, that is, in just those ways that would be appropriate. So again, on this interpretation it is analytically true that one should be a critical thinker. But, this conclusion, while undeniable, is not particularly helpful, for one would, I take it, like a justification of an activity to be true by virtue of some reference to the real world, rather than merely be true analytically. 

According to Siegel, critical thinking is coextensive with rationality, and hence is justified only if rationality is. But, rationality, it is claimed, is self-justifying. When Siegel asks, “Why be rational?” he sets up a problem to be solved, and he concludes, quite correctly, that should anyone take up this problem, the person will initiate a search for reasons, and in so doing reveal that he or she already accepts the force of reasons, or, in Siegel’s account, values rationality. But, Siegel begs the question here by assuming that some randomly chosen person will necessarily take up the problem. This sort of justification would have no force for the person who in fact does not already value rationality — for instance, the person who looks at the question, “Why be rational?” and says, “beats me,” or “who cares?” Yet it would seem that we would want the justification of rationality, and hence of critical thinking, to do more than just preach to the converted. 

These unproductive, analytical, justificatory traps seem to be the result of attempting to justify the disposition to think critically without having previously justified the singular acts of thinking critically, that is, critical thinking understood episodically. It seems, then, that the initial question ought to be: should one, when given some particular problem, think about it in some particular way, namely, critically, rather than in some other way? And if so, why? The third question (and the one that is the most difficult to answer) would then be, which particular way (or ways) of thinking about any particular problem ought one to adopt? That is, what particular acts of thinking are to be counted as critical. It seems clear that we are not in a position to justify any proposed answers to the third question without having first answered the first and second. 

In the discussion that follows I will be concerned with only the first two of these questions, which seem relatively simple, but which in fact turn out to be rather controversial. Stipulating that the one particular way of thinking we have in mind will be termed “critical” thinking, these questions can be rephrased, as, first: is there a value to critical thinking in any particular problem, and second, if so, what is that value? I address these questions next. 

III. THE VALUE OF EPISODIC CRITICAL THINKING 

When critical thinking is taken to be a dispositional trait, co-extensive with rationality, that is, neither more nor less than rationality itself, the justification of one’s commitment to critical thinking seems to rest on the fact that one is committed to rationality? But this claim, even if true, would only change the terms of the question, which then becomes, why be rational. And this seems a more difficult, not a less difficult question. I will take a different route to the justification of critical thinking, interpreting critical thinking as an episodic activity, and rationality as a dispositional trait of persons, specifically, the disposition to think critically. Critical thinking and rationality are thus held to be conceptually distinct, although related. 

Consider an analogy. If thinking is indeed an activity, a difficult mental activity, then it might be considered analogous to any difficult physical activity, let us say, to rock-climbing. Suppose it were proposed that we add to the curriculum a required course in Careful Rock-Climbing. The question, “Why should one learn to rock-climb carefully?”, would probably not arise although the question, “Why should one learn to rock-climb at all?” very well might. In this respect the physical activity differs from the activity of thinking, since, in the case of thinking, it seems that it is the very basic question, “Why do it at all?” that would seldom arise. There are several possible reasons for this. First, thinking seems to be something we cannot help but to do (although sometimes, admittedly, to little effect). But second, and more importantly, it would seem that in most situations thinking is regarded as unquestionably useful — it helps one to solve existing problems, to predict and to avoid problems, to achieve one’s desires, and even to evaluate the merit of those desires, so as to predict and perhaps avoid any potentially catastrophic consequences that would follow on the achievement of those existing desires. 

Still, the question “Why should one think critically?” evidently does arise, or at least would seem to, given the perceived need for a justification of critical thinking. Now, oddly enough, in the rock-climbing analogy, if one were to accept that one does indeed have a need for the basic activity, very few people would go on to ask, “Why do it carefully?” It would, I believe, be abundantly clear to any person at the base of a cliff, about to ascend, that some ways of proceeding must be superior to others. And one would actively, perhaps avidly, seek out generalizations that have in the past proven to be useful, that is, one would look for principles of rock-climbing, and one would work diligently to make one’s own practice conform to theory. For the person about to embark on a lifetime of rock-climbing, the disposition to climb carefully would not seem at all hard to acquire. 

It seems odd, then, for there to be grave concern that our students, knowing that there is a need to think, and having acquired an understanding of the principles of critical thinking, might nevertheless fail to acquire the disposition to actually engage in critical thinking. 

It seems unarguable that the ultimate aim that one has in teaching critical thinking is the dispositional aim. As would teachers in any field, we would like our students to appreciate the significance of what is learned, and to choose, regularly and habitually, to think critically. But, it would seem that teaching a disposition can best be achieved, if it is going to be achieved at all, by focusing one’s effort on thoroughly teaching the subject matter, the what and the how, while strong-mindedly ignoring the temptation to somehow directly teach the disposition. What seems to be lacking in persons who learn that which is valuable, but fail to develop the disposition to use what they’ve learned, is either an understanding of full import of the subject matter for their projects, interests, and desires, or a lack of concern for these. 

Consider, for instance, the person who possesses a detailed knowledge of the principles of careful rock-climbing, who knows what the common pit-falls are and how to avoid them, who recognizes the potentially serious negative consequences of slipping-up — but who nevertheless habitually, regularly, and deliberately chooses not to actually employ this knowledge when climbing. What can be said to the person who says, “I fully understand all this, and I don’t care.”? 

It would seem that there is nothing that the rock-climbing instructor, or the educator, could say to this person, no way — or at least no ethically acceptable way — to cause in him or her the appropriate disposition. It would seem that only “caring more about his or her own life”, or life-projects, would induce the person to actually take the steps that he or she understands to be necessary. 

The teacher of critical thinking, despite having the dispositional goal in mind, should thus direct attention primarily to the advantages of critical thinking in particular problems, and to the real life consequences of failing to think critically, in order to achieve that dispositional goal. 

Moreover, when one attempts to directly teach dispositions, certain ethical problems arise. Suppose, for instance, that one sets out to create in someone a tendency to act by repeatedly modeling the desired actions. Though demonstration would of course be a significant part of one’s teaching others how to think critically, when used as a means of imbuing the student with a disposition to act in a like fashion, it seems problematic. Is it necessary or desirable, in order to promote the students’ tendency to practice critical thinking, to ensure that the teacher of critical thinking is charismatic enough to inspire his or her students with the desire to be like that? It would seem, first, that this is not necessary, since if the student were to come independently, autonomously, to an awareness of the value in critical thinking, that by itself would be sufficient to establish a tendency to actually do critical thinking, regardless of the students’ positive or negative evaluations of the teacher’s virtues. 

Second, though the charismatic teacher could certainly induce students to emulate his or her practice, and hence could create in them the disposition to think critically, it is equally true that the same could be done with virtually any sort of tendency to act, regardless of the value of that tendency. But, if a student acquires a disposition to act in a particular way for any reason other than his or her own recognition of the positive value of that way of acting, then that student has been indoctrinated. And this, it seems, would be unethical practice. 

One should then eschew inspirational devices, and rely instead on the students’ appreciation of the significance of the subject matter to accomplish the dispositional goal. But that appreciation may be a long time in coming. That is, it may only be long after one’s course in critical thinking, after a considerable period of real life trial and error in thinking, that any particular student begins to actually recognize the value in thinking critically, as a result of occasionally using the skills that were learned. Thus, a student may not be rational after having completed a course in critical thinking, but, that course nevertheless should be considered successful if the student leaves in possession of the knowledge necessary for the later development of rationality. It would thus be neither necessary nor useful to attempt to design tests to measure the students’ improvement in rationality as a gauge of a course’s success. 

In these observations much hinges on the maintenance of the conceptual distinction between rationality, understood as a dispositional trait, or the tendency to think critically, and critical thinking, understood as an episodic activity. In the next section I will discuss more fully the relationship between critical thinking, rationality, and the relationship of both these concepts to the concept of morality. 

IV. THE RELATION OF CRITICAL THINKING, RATIONALITY, AND MORALITY 

There are several interpretations extant of the relationship of critical thinking to rationality and to morality. For Siegel, critical thinking is coextensive with rationality. To understand critical thinking fully, then, one would need to understand rationality itself. And, since rationality is taken to be coextensive with the relevance of reasons, then to be rational, as well as to be critical, is simply to believe and act on the basis of reasons. 

McPeck, on the other hand, maintains that critical thinking is a subset of rational thinking. Rational thinking, he writes, is “the intelligent use of all available evidence for the solution of some problem.”8 In contrast, critical thinking occurs only when one encounters a difficulties in using that available evidence. McPeck gives as examples of such problems, the need to decide what is to count as evidence, or the decision to disregard some portion of the available evidence. Critical thinking is simply the “disposition and skill to find such difficulties in the normal course of reasoning.”9 

Neither of these positions recognizes any distinction between the dispositional sense of rationality and the episodic. In the dispositional sense, we speak of a person’s being rational, and we mean, I take it, that he or she habitually, generally acts in a way that is rational. But here, we have introduced an episodic sense of rational. Logically, we must be able to describe a particular instance of acting as being rational before we can attribute a dispositional rationality, that is, a tendency to so act, to a person. 

I would suggest that critical thinking is best understood in the episodic sense, and that rational action is simply action taken upon critical thought. Rationality, in contrast, is a dispositional trait; it is the tendency of a person to act rationally, which is to say, the tendency to act upon critical thought. Critical thinking, then, is neither coextensive with rationality, nor is it a special class of rational thought; rather, critical thinking is a necessary condition of rationality. 

The relation of rationality and critical thinking to morality is also of interest. Ennis, in 1979, suggested that morality is a necessary condition of rationality, so that an action cannot be rational and at the same time be really immoral. “To assert of an action that it is both unqualifiedly rational and immoral does not make sense, it seems.”10 To put the point a bit more formally, 

Rational action — > moral action; or, 
The rationality of an action — > the morality of an action. 

Note that in this locution rationality must be episodic, a feature of a single action. A generally irrational person could, then, perform at least one rational action in this sense. 

The implication in Ennis’s hypothesis is that an action must be morally correct in order to be a rational action. But suppose, for example, that the only rational action ever taken by an otherwise irrational and morally depraved person was to invest wisely in the stock-market. Would that investment be considered morally good, because rational? It would seem not. Rather, it would be considered morally neutral. 

I will sketch out a somewhat different interpretation of the relation between morality and rationality. I would suggest that a morally good person is just the person who has the disposition to think critically, that is, who is rational, in problems in the moral realm. These are problems in which one’s actions will significantly affect the lives of others. This would be a dispositional sense of moral according to which a person is moral who is rational in the moral realm. A morally good action, similarly, would be any action taken with respect to a moral realm problem that is based upon critical thought with respect to the problem. This is the episodic sense of moral according to which the action is moral just in case it is taken pursuant to critical thought. 

On this interpretation, morally good action would be, contra Ennis, a subset of the broader category of all rational action, since the moral realm is simply a particular set of problems with respect to which one could and should think critically. If this is so, then it would be rationality and critical thought that stand as necessary conditions for morality, in the dispositional and episodic senses respectively, rather than vice-versa. Again, more formally, 

Morality of a person — > rationality of that person, and 
Moral action — > critical thought. 

However, within the set of moral problems, critical thought would be both necessary and sufficient for morally good action. And, hence, morally good action would be both necessary and sufficient for critical thought. In other words, one could not think critically about a moral problem without the resultant action being moral, nor could one act morally without thinking critically. 

On this account it would not be correct to say that morality, in the dispositional sense, is a necessary condition of rationality, since not all problems are moral problems. One could be fully rational outside the moral realm, yet be fully irrational within that realm. One could also conceivably be rational only within the moral realm, that is, think critically only about moral problems, and be entirely irrational in other matters. Hence a generally irrational person could, logically, be a moral person, although this seems, empirically, an unlikely combination. 

If this is correct, and if morality itself, that is, morally good action, is desirable, then the ability to think critically in moral problems would be justified as a necessary condition of morality. This is so because it is critical thinking that enables one to solve particular moral-realm problems. 

Similarly, outside the moral realm, rationality can be justified pragmatically, in the Deweyan sense, as the tendency to employ the means by which one is able to solve problems, rather than merely self-justifying, as Siegel claims. And critical thinking would thus be justified as an instrumental value, the activity necessary to achieve desired ends, including the generally desired ends that such achievement not lead to disastrous consequences. 
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For responses to this essay, see , Siegel and Ennis. 
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