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Abstract

The notion of critical thinking means the intellectual skills and propensities required to actively
carry out reflective and evidence-based belief-formation, decision-making and judgment. This
doctoral dissertation comprises of three studies with their self-contained lines of argumentation.
Article I, The Conflicting Ideals of Democracy and Critical Thinking in Citizenship Education,
assesses the dormant tensions between the two educational goals of critical thinking and
democracy, arguing that we should prioritize the former in the cases where they pull in opposite
directions. Article II, De-Idealising the Educational Ideal of Critical Thinking, argues that the
philosophical accounts of an ideal critical thinker are excessively idealized in the light of current
empirical research on human cognition. I then ruminate on what this might mean for our
theoretical understanding and the pedagogical applications of critical thinking. Article III, From
Critical Thinking to Criticality and Back Again, reviews in critical spirit certain recent proposals,
which attempt to overcome the weaknesses of the two research programs of critical thinking and
critical pedagogy in the form of a new and improved educational objective called criticality. 

Keywords: citizenship education, critical thinking, democracy, philosophy of education
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Tiivistelmä

Kriittisellä ajattelulla tarkoitetaan niitä yksilön henkisiä kykyjä ja taipumuksia, jotka saavat
hänet harjoittamaan perusteisiin perustuvaa uskomustenmuodostusta ja päätöksentekoa. Tämä
artikkeliväitöskirja sisältää kolme osatutkimusta, joilla on omat johtopäätöksensä. Artikkeli I,
The Conflicting Ideals of Democracy and Critical Thinking in Citizenship Education, tarkaste-
lee kriittisen ajattelun ja demokratiakansalaisuuden kasvatustavoitteiden välillä piileviä jännittei-
tä argumentoiden, että meidän tulee asettaa ensin mainittu etusijalle niissä tilanteissa, joissa
nämä kasvatuspäämärät vetävät vastakkaisiin suuntiin. Artikkeli II, De-Idealising the Educatio-
nal Ideal of Critical Thinking, argumentoi kriittisestä ajattelusta annettujen filosofisten kuvaus-
ten olevan kohtuuttoman idealisoituja, kun huomioimme ihmiskognitiosta tehdyt empiiriset tut-
kimukset. Pohdin tältä perustalta sitä, miltä kriittistä ajattelua koskeva teoreettinen ymmärryk-
semme ja sille rakentuvat pedagogiset sovellukset saattaisivat näyttää empiirisen tietämyksen
valossa. Artikkeli III, From Critical Thinking to Criticality and Back Again, arvioi kriittisessä
hengessä eräitä tuoreita puheenvuoroja, jotka yrittävät ylittää kriittisen ajattelun ja kriittisen
pedagogiikan tutkimusohjelmiin sisältyviä heikkouksia kriitillisyydeksi nimetyn uuden ja
paremman kasvatustavoitteen nimissä.

Asiasanat: demokratia, kansalaisuuskasvatus, kasvatusfilosofia, kriittinen ajattelu
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1 Introduction – Reconsidering critical thinking 
and education 

In his 1988 book Educating Reason, Harvey Siegel proclaimed that it was “a good 

time to be in the critical thinking business” (Siegel 1988, p. 1). Writing a decade 

later, William Hare (1998, p. 38) in turn offered his estimate that “critical thinking 

has received far more attention over the past two decades than any other educational 

aim.” Twenty plus years further down the road, I feel these sentiments must be as 

fitting now as they were at the respective times of their writings: Critical thinking 

continues to be a target of spirited attention in the domains of educational theory, 

policy, and pedagogy.1  The three essays compiled in this dissertation aspire to 

contribute to these ongoing conversations by bringing an ounce of further clarity to 

certain threads within this rich field—and as a result, perhaps even making a little 

headway in a constructive future direction. Let me elaborate. 

The notion of critical thinking, in short, denotes the intellectual skills and 

propensities required to actively carry out reflective and evidence-based belief 

formation, decision making, and judgment. In other words, a critical mindset 

enables and motivates us to identify and dismiss unfounded claims, unsound 

reasoning, unstated assumptions, fuzzy concepts, and hasty generalizations. Aided 

by such reflection, we can also make a convincing case for our own beliefs and 

conclusions when called upon to do so. As such, the capacity for critical thought is 

widely heralded in modern Western culture as one of our foremost educational 

objectives, underpinning more or less all forms and levels of schooling. It can be 

described as the linchpin that ties together our entire network of educational aims 

or—to use another equally poetic metaphor—as the first language in which the 

ultimate justifications of all our other educational practices and arrangements are 

articulated. Without the omnipresence of critical thinking in our educational system 

at large, our pedagogical pursuits are in danger of collapsing into crude 

indoctrination, as they are then left without means for our students to ask for and 

to receive reasoned and transparent justifications for our decisions and actions in 

the classroom.  

 
1 For a slightly contrasting take, Matthew Lipman (2003, pp. 3–5) suggests that by the turn of the 
millennium, the momentum of critical thinking was already slowing down. He felt that much of the buzz 
surrounding this phrase turned out to be mere empty talk without any tangible effect on educational 
practices. However, Lipman does not intend to devalue the actual phenomenon of critical thinking here, 
only the superficial and inconsequential way educators and educational policy makers were merely 
paying lip service to this idea without truly translating it into educational practices.  
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In the philosophical discourses on the topic, the main push for critical thinking 

instruction traditionally stems from its promise to facilitate the most cherished 

value at the heart of our liberal worldview, descending to us from the philosophers 

of the Age of Enlightenment in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (and in 

some proto forms even further back in time than that). To wit, the promotion of the 

maturation of our students’ rational capacity for autonomous self-determination and 

will formation in their lives. As educators with at least some degree of authority 

over our pupils, our prime obligation is to respect them as unique persons in our 

interactions with them. This imperative means we cannot simply imprint our 

unchallengeable views on them or shepherd them into pre-determined roles in the 

existing social order—as outright indoctrination and straightforward socialization 

might end up trying to do. The educational means to honor this beautiful promise 

is to provide our students with the intellectual means to carve their own paths in 

life and seize their own destinies. By one popular reckoning, the master key that 

can unlock this rational self-ownership is best rendered as the skills and intellectual 

tendencies of critical thinking. 

In a wider socio-political sense, critical thinking instruction also benefits 

society at large by equipping new generations with intellectual aptitudes and 

attitudes that are conducive to deliberative democratic citizenship. Through this 

type of reflection, citizens can assess the proposals presented to them in the public 

fora and come to their own considered conclusions regarding the communal matters 

under discussion. More specifically, creating a critical citizenry is often seen as a 

promising remedy for certain emerging maladies currently testing the stability of 

Western democratic societies, such as polarization, worsening political apathy 

among the youth, and the rise of ideological populism and extremism. All in all, 

the two educational ideals of democracy and critical thinking are linked together in 

the literature on democratic citizenship to the extent that they can even appear 

inseparable. Can they ever come at odds forcing us to choose between them? 

The modern mainstream theorizing on the question of what good critical 

thinking consists of has taken place predominantly within the subdiscipline of 

analytic philosophy of education. The methods and viewpoints used are thus 

distinctive to this type of inquiry: The standard operating procedure in the field has 

been to analyze the normative criteria for proper thought through a host of various 

philosophical considerations, arguments, and scenarios. Following this kind of 

“armchair” elucidation, analysts have by now identified many of the constituent 

logical, epistemological, and moral elements contributing to the critical cast of 

mind. Taken together, the sum of these elements paints us a well-rounded image of 
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an ideal critical thinker as a person. This educational ideal is not only a list of what 

she can do but more accurately a description of who she is. This vision then 

determines the benchmark we aim for in our critical thinking instruction and 

assessment: what is our chosen pedagogy and how its effectiveness is to be 

measured.  

After this brief overture the board is now set with all the key pieces at play in 

the three individual articles bundled together in this doctoral dissertation. The main 

thesis arising out of my thinking has two contrasting sides. This duality is also 

reflected in my chosen subtitle for this work: I chart the prospects and limitations 

of critical thinking as an educational ideal—or at least some parts thereof. The first 

half of my outlook could be described as being orthodox in its spirit, as it maintains 

that the received view of critical thinking is largely correct in its broad lines and 

thus continues to serve as a helpful point of departure for any future work on the 

topic—both in educational theory and practical pedagogy. Relatedly, I hold that two 

of the main justifications for critical thinking—that is, its integral role as the 

linchpin of our educational system and the advancement of autonomous agency in 

our students—remain paramount. In these regards my project is decidedly on the 

side of critical thinking as it has been promoted within the mainstream of critical 

thinking scholarship during the past century, especially in the influential works of 

Harvey Siegel (1988, 1997, 2017). From this standpoint, I argue defensively against 

certain recent proposals under the label of criticality that seek to expand or 

transform our traditional account of critical thinking beyond its familiar core 

elements. I contend that such a move would be a misstep and actually move us an 

inch closer to indoctrination, the cardinal sin of liberal education.  
With this being said, the other half of my thinking, in contrast, resonates a more 

unorthodox tenor vis-à-vis the mainstream account of critical thinking. I contend 

that we must acknowledge the potential limits of this educational goal and adjust 

our expectations for critical thinking instruction accordingly. First, I find the 

reciprocal link between the two ideals of critical thinking and democracy to be less 

straightforward—and potentially even more problematic—than what has been 

generally assumed in the literature. If we see critical thinking as the protector of 

democratic social order and a key ingredient in raising new generations of vigilant 

democratic citizens, this might tempt us to restrict the critical thinking syllabi from 

including arguments and considerations regarded as anti-democratic (as they do not 

sit well with our preferred pro-democracy message). In response to such 

suggestions, I argue that we must put critical thinking first when these ideals pull 

in opposite directions. The connection between critical thinking and democracy is 
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not severed, but it does become more nuanced. Second, I have suggested in my 

research that the philosophical image of an ideal critical thinker is too abstract and 

overly idealized. This becomes apparent when we consult the current psychological 

knowledge of how individuals actually reason and form beliefs. I argue that by 

looking at this line of empirical research, we stand to gain insights about how to 

conceptualize critical thinking and the obstacles situated in the way of critical 

thinking instruction. 

Both of these qualms thus identify some problematic issues within the 

mainstream account of critical thinking—although I hasten to stress that when all 

is said and done, I firmly consider myself as a card-carrying member of the critical 

thinking fan club. Taken as a whole, my work is meant to push the scholarship on 

critical thinking forward, not to undermine it. I feel the need to state this 

commitment for the record since I have, on some occasions after presenting my 

ideas, been perceived as a critic of critical thinking. In hindsight, I can now see 

how some of these confused receptions were of my own making, as I perhaps was 

not always sufficiently clear in communicating my allegiances or broader vision. 

This introductory essay thus offers a welcome opportunity to provide more context 

on my motives and how my ideas are connected in this larger project. 

This work consists of three studies with their own self-contained lines of 

argumentation. Throughout the rest of this text, the three articles are referred to 

using the Roman numerals given here. Article I, The Conflicting Ideals of 

Democracy and Critical Thinking in Citizenship Education, explores the possible 

tensions between the two educational goals of critical thinking and democracy, 

arguing that we should prioritize the former in the potential cases where they appear 

to pull in opposite directions. Article II, De-Idealising the Educational Ideal of 

Critical Thinking, makes the case that the philosophical accounts of a critical 

thinker are excessively idealized in the light of current empirical research on human 

cognition. Then I ruminate on what this observation might mean for our theoretical 

understanding of critical thinking and its pedagogical applications. Article III, 

From Critical Thinking to Criticality and Back Again, considers certain recent 

proposals that attempt to overcome the weaknesses of the two research programs 

of critical thinking and critical pedagogy in the form of a new and improved 

educational objective, called criticality. In my assessment, critical thinking in its 

original form can already do the desired pedagogical work that the new criticality 

is brought in to do while the extra elements within criticality in fact threaten to 

move critical thinking toward indoctrination.  
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The three articles are rounded up by this introductory essay. It serves first as a 

stand-alone initiation to all the themes mentioned above, and second, as a summary 

of my texts and their conclusions. This occasion also provides an opportunity to 

revisit the articles with hindsight and document how my views have matured since 

their initial writing. At the same time, it also allows me to double down on some 

points I strongly believe in. However, this is not the place to make new arguments. 

Ultimately, the three articles must stand on their own. But before I proceed on to 

these matters, the next two subchapters will state my research aims and present the 

theoretical framework of this thesis.  
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2 Research aims  

All my articles strive to further our understanding of the nature of critical thinking 

as an educational goal—how it should be conceptualized, what it can do for us, and 

what it cannot do. Asking these questions involves critical rethinking of certain 

received wisdoms within the scholarship on the topic but also defending critical 

thinking when called for. This can be regarded as my overarching research mission, 

motivating me from the start of this project. 2  More specifically, it is pursued 

through three sub questions, which are present to varying degrees in all three of my 

studies. The first of these research questions is:  

RQ1: If we take our commitment to the educational objective of critical 

thinking seriously, what does this entail for our views on democratic 

citizenship? 

In some fashion all my articles tackle the nature of the relationship between the two 

educational ideals of democratic citizenship and critical thinking. When we educate 

the future generations to one day participate as active citizens in their communities, 

how does critical thinking figure into this equation? How does an ideal critical 

thinker behave in society? Is there a mismatch between our expectations and reality? 

Critical thinking is widely regarded as an instrumental ingredient of public 

deliberation and socio-political decision-making in democratic societies. Are there, 

however, certain constraints to what we can expect the outcomes of these 

deliberations to be—constraints that are not perhaps recognized in the existing 

discussions on the relationship between critical thinking and democratic citizenship? 

Articles I and III deal with these issues head on while Article II has comparatively 

less to say directly on this theme (although the conclusions therein have some ripple 

effect to this topic, even if they are not pursued in that text).  

The second sub question is:  

RQ2: How does an actual critical thinker look beyond our abstract ideals? 

Article II offers the most direct answer to this question by contrasting the traditional 

philosophical images on critical thinking with certain results drawn from the 

empirical research on human thinking and reasoning. The resulting new picture is 

more grounded and realistic, giving us a better grasp of not only the obstacles 

standing in the way of successful critical thought but also the pedagogical means 

 
2 I gratefully acknowledge the help of Tuukka Tomperi in rearranging my thoughts here.  
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to remedy them. From another angle, articles I and III assess the relationship 

between a critical thinker and certain socio-political conclusions, such as favoring 

democratic governance or furthering the causes of social justice. The issue here is 

that when we delve into the core of what critical thinking is as an epistemic ideal, 

we notice that it might not automatically take the side of these specific socio-

political ideas—as has often been assumed in the literature. Overall, it can be said 

poetically that my work strives to measure the distance between the promises of 

our philosophical accounts of critical thinking and the actual reality—even when 

the outcomes of these investigations might not conform to our ideal expectations.  

Finally, in their own ways, all my articles advocate critical thinking as a 

valuable educational desideratum. My third research aim can thus be phrased as:  

RQ3: How can critical thinking be motivated as an educational goal? 

While at first glance it can seem like my dissertation is critical of critical thinking, 

undermining its usual selling points somehow, this is only the first act of a longer 

story. In the end, my examinations are meant to strengthen the case for critical 

thinking as an educational goal by explicating its essence and by putting its 

pedagogy on a firmer footing. When we pitch critical thinking to educators and 

educational policy makers, we want to be clear what we are talking about, what it 

entails, and how it should be best implemented. Hopefully, my ideas can make a 

modest contribution here.  

 But why these specific research aims for a doctoral dissertation? Has not 

enough ink been spilled already on these issues—especially if in the end I am, 

according to my own words, on the side of the mainstream account of critical 

thinking? What further illumination can these new examinations hope to provide in 

the already crowded literature? I believe that my contributions can justify their 

existence. Regarding articles I and II, the viewpoints entertained in them have not, 

to the best of my limited knowledge, hitherto been considered in the literature. As 

for Article III, here I reply to a particular ongoing discussion; that is, the one 

regarding the proposed new educational goal of criticality, which has up to now 

been one sided without a clear vindication of critical thinking, as traditionally 

understood. But these remarks about the contents, aims, and backgrounds of my 

articles are now only brief explications of how they fit in the larger context of this 

dissertation. I return more thoroughly to the individual articles and their particular 

backgrounds in the seventh chapter, at the end of this introductory essay. 
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3 Theoretical framework 

If we compare the philosophy of education to other academic disciplines, drafting 

a methodological introduction to a doctoral dissertation is a less straightforward 

affair than otherwise might be the case (Ruitenberg, 2010). Especially in contrast 

to the established special sciences, one curious feature of philosophizing is that the 

foundational questions of its proper method, subject matter, and ultimate aim 

remain wide open for internal debate, provoking differing approaches even today, 

over two millennia after the dawn of this discipline (Glock, 2008, p. 7). This 

peculiarity is to some extent also manifest in this work, where the views put forward 

in Article II extend to the deepest meta-theoretical level pertaining to the question 

of how the nature of critical thinking should actually be approached in our 

educational theory building. In another sense, Article III aims to bring two 

educational traditions, those of critical thinking and critical pedagogy, into a 

constructive conversation, even when this pair has conflicting—perhaps ultimately 

irreconcilable—views on the correct starting points of such a dialogue. Despite 

such unusual complications, in the following two chapters I do my best to situate 

my dissertation and its subject matter on the academic playing field—not only in 

terms of the relevant methodological and theoretical frameworks used but also 

sociologically in terms of introducing the living research tradition responsible for 

the central insights in our present understanding of critical thinking.  

3.1 Methodological reflections  

This study falls under the classification of educational science and, when we zoom 

in a bit closer, philosophy of education. Here the deep controversies rear their heads 

before we have even gotten past the opening sentence. In an institutional sense, the 

subdiscipline of philosophy of education, as profiled in the main text, can be 

regarded as a product of the twentieth century Anglo-American academic culture. 

In those concurrent traditions of educational thinking, which maintain a tighter 

historical continuity with the older intellectual discussions of the European main 

continent in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, this designation is not 

commonly recognized. Especially within the German-speaking part of the world, 

educational theorists prefer to speak of General Pedagogy (Allgemeine Pädagogik) 

to refer to similar types of reflections. This issue is not, however, a matter of mere 

terminological difference, as the contemporary “continental” thinkers describe this 

General Pedagogy as being more integrally a part of theorizing on education, 
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positioned at its heart with its own concerns and methods (see Benner, 1987). To 

them, this field is not about applying philosophy to educational matters from 

somewhere “outside” of education but rather the inseparable “deep end” of 

educational thinking itself. Be that as it may, all philosophers of education and 

general pedagogues alike, regardless their broader educational affiliation, can be 

interested in the theme of critical thinking and what I have to say on it. So, as far 

as I can see, this cultural rift does not cause any insurmountable difficulties on the 

theoretical level of this work.3   

Back to philosophy of education then. This is the branch of inquiry that brings 

relevant methods, questions, and theories from the parent discipline of philosophy 

proper to bear on educationally significant topics, such as the nature of education 

and the aims and practices underpinning our pedagogical pursuits (Noddings, 2016). 

One popular way to frame this relationship is to say that philosophy, by its nature, 

is an abstract second-order study that can be applied to any given first-order 

domain—which in our present case is that of education (Siegel, 2014). This 

situation can be compared with the similar cases of philosophy of physics, 

philosophy of biology, philosophy of historiography, and so on (the list of such 

subdisciplines goes on all the way to the peak of self-reflectivity: philosophy of 

philosophy; see Williamson, 2007). 

However, other theorists would like to give educational matters a more 

prominent position in this arrangement. For them, it would severely devalue the 

importance of these matters to designate them merely as one branch of “practical” 

or “applied philosophy”—as philosophy of education is standardly described 

(Siegel et al., 2018, para. 1). 4  One heavyweight thinker who would balk at 

designating these inquiries as a mere provincial branch of applied or practical 

philosophy is John Dewey (1916). Dewey had a more organic view regarding the 

relationship between education and philosophy. To him the context of education 

was the fertile soil in which many of his most significant insights first bloomed. 

For Dewey, our viewpoint here should thus be outwards from education toward 

philosophy and not the other way around. It is not sensible to simply transplant 

decontextualized “abstract wisdom” from the realms of epistemology, metaphysics, 

and ethics to educational settings. Dewey (1916, p. 338; emphasis in the original) 

 
3 For background, see Biesta (2011).  
4 In more recent times, John White (2013), Harvey Siegel (2014), and Stefaan Cuypers (2014) have 
exchanged views on the stature of philosophy of education. While I think this question is interesting and 
worthy of our attention, I do not believe its outcome affects the conclusions of my dissertation 
significantly. 
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summarizes his position beautifully here: “If we are willing to conceive education 

as the process of forming fundamental dispositions, intellectual and emotional, 

toward nature and fellow men, philosophy may even be defined as the general 

theory of education.” But such meta-level disputes regarding the ultimate nature 

and status of philosophy of education vis-à-vis the parent discipline are beyond the 

immediate scope of this dissertation. It more than suffices to say here that my work 

is located somewhere in the ambiguous borderland where educational concerns and 

philosophical procedures meet. One rough way to describe this marriage is to say 

that the arguments in the following pages of this text are philosophical while the 

conclusions are educational—although educational topics and emphases 

characterize the contents of this thesis so strongly that I suspect it would be a rather 

unrewarding experience to read this thesis as a piece of “pure first-order 

philosophy.” Additionally, my argumentation makes some brief use of certain 

source types that would be uncommon for philosophical studies, such as curricula 

and educational policy documents. In these regards, the intended primary audience 

of this thesis is educational theorists and educators, and in the best of all possible 

worlds, my work would ultimately help to influence the educational policies and 

practices related to critical thinking. 
In any case, onwards to the more specific methodological framework of this 

study. The landscape of philosophy of education, like philosophy more generally, 

splinters into numerous intellectual schools, traditions, and movements—not only 

on the diachronic axis in the form of successive paradigms, but also on the 

synchronic axis with coexisting understandings of what philosophy of education is. 

Often these phenomena have their own views of the proper method and aim of 

philosophical inquiry. Expressed in these terms, my work belongs principally to the 

living tradition of analytic philosophy of education (Curren et al., 2003), which is 

an offshoot of the more general movement of analytic philosophy, sometimes called 

analytical philosophy (Beaney 2013, p. 3). In its original pure form analytic 

philosophy was the dominant force especially within the English-speaking 

academic world during the two middle quarters of the twentieth century, originating 

a little earlier (Beaney, 2017; Glock, 2008; Noddings, 2016, p. 44). The task of 

enumerating the defining features of analytic philosophy of education can be 

approached methodologically, sociologically, stylistically, and—as is perhaps 

ultimately necessary for comprehensive understanding—as some mixture of all the 

dimensions mentioned here.  

In a sociological sense, this collective noun denotes a specific family tree of 

philosophers, tied together by lines of interaction, communication, and influence. 
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The foundational phase of analytic philosophy of education consisted of American 

(Israel Scheffler, B. Othanel Smith), British (R. S. Peters, Paul Hirst), and 

Australasian (C. D. Hardie, John Passmore) thinkers. The contemporary analytic 

philosophy of education, as an evolving philosophical tradition, descends from 

their work and the subsequent discussions (similar genealogical approach is used 

by Rorty to define Western philosophy itself; see the quote in Pyke 2011, p. 155).5 

With some reservations, this is also true of the mainstream scholarship on critical 

thinking (as I detail in the following subchapter). 

Stylistically, the writings of the analytic philosophers of education can be 

thought to form a subgenre within educational literature. Its preferred style of 

expression is often described through the virtues of “argumentativeness,” 

“precision,” “attention to detail,” “rigor,” and “clarity” (although I am sure most 

readers without a background in analytic philosophy would find this description 

unintentionally humorous, as these writings can be as obscure as any in the field of 

philosophy; see also Noddings 2016, p. xiv). It engages educational issues with a 

problem-centered and piecemeal approach instead of system building and sweeping 

cultural analyses. Its outputs are published typically as short research articles rather 

than as long monographs written in prosaic style. The dominant language is English. 

In contrast to the comparatively more past-oriented traditions within philosophy of 

education, analytic philosophy of education does not usually engage as closely with 

the ideas of pre-twentieth century historical thinkers.6 

Although these sociological and stylistic dimensions are apparent in the present 

work, we should focus on methodological matters. As Israel Scheffler (2014, p. 10) 

observes in his foundational text on the topic, first published in 1954, analytic 

philosophy of education is primarily “unified by method rather than by doctrine.” 

The same observation has been later echoed by Randall Curren et al. (2003, p. 176), 

who state that analytic philosophy of education must be regarded as a  

loosely defined style of investigation employing a variety of logical, linguistic, 

and epistemological methods, predicated on the belief that such methods are 

useful in solving a variety of philosophical problems, or dissolving 

philosophical confusions. 

What would that unifying method be, then? The first clue is written in the name of 

this movement, which, alas, is not as informative as it might initially promise. 

 
5 For a historical review of analytic philosophy of education, see Curren et al. (2003) and Cuypers (2018).  
6 See Noddings (2016) and Cuypers (2018).  
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Namely, despite its purely descriptive appearance, the label of “analytic philosophy 

of education” does not pick out a specific and clearly defined analytical method, 

doctrine, or research program. Moreover, as Nel Noddings (2016, pp. 43–44) notes, 

another complicating observation here is that even if we did locate a singular 

method of analysis, it would be unclear how this methodological approach truly 

distinguishes the twentieth-century analytic philosophy of education, as a new and 

revolutionary movement, from all the historical precedents of investigating 

educational matters through an analytic lens, beginning all the way from the days 

of Socrates (as noted already by Scheffler; see Scheffler, 1954). To complicate these 

matters even further, the methodological toolbox of analytic philosophers of 

education is by no means limited only to so-called decompositional analysis of the 

target concepts, unpacking their meaning into necessary and sufficient conditions 

for their application (Beaney, 2014). In addition, these works can include for 

example, invoking transcendental arguments and practicing rational reconstruction.  

As was established above, philosophy of education draws its inspiration from 

the parent discipline. While the topic of critical thinking appropriates elements 

from the core areas of logic, ethics, political philosophy, and even metaphysics, the 

most relevant subfield of philosophical inquiry here is the research program of 

analytic epistemology (Ichikawa & Steup, 2017), originating within analytic 

philosophy during the previous century and then influencing the further discussions 

on the epistemic nature and aims of education (Robertson, 2010; Siegel, 2017, pp. 

130–131; Watson, 2016).7 This mode of inquiry investigates knowledge and closely 

related notions, such as truth, justification, evidence, testimony, rationality, and the 

like, through the use of analytic techniques.8  This amounts to reflecting on the 

phenomena under study and then using philosophical considerations—sometimes 

aided by hypothetical scenarios known as thought experiments to test the putative 

analyses—to lay down the criteria for the normatively correct application of these 

terms. The aim is “at understanding and improving the sets of concepts or 

conceptual structures in terms of which we interpret experience, express purposes, 

frame problems, and conduct inquiries,” as Jerrold Coombs and Le Roi Daniels 

(1991, p. 27) state it. In short, we want to get a clearer picture of the target by 

drawing out conceptual distinctions between closely related terms and eliminating 

semantic ambiguity in the process (Siegel et al., 2018). Here is how Stefaan 

 
7 Notable early works in this genre are Scheffler (1965), Peters (1967) and Hirst & Peters (1970). 
8 One amusing—yet also socially highly useful—illustration of analytic epistemology at work is Harry 
G. Frankfurt’s (1986) analysis of the notion of “bullshit.”  
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Cuypers (2018, p. 634) sums this interplay of producing analyses and counter-

analyses:  

To test whether the analysandum and the analysans are really equivalent, one 

tries to give or construct so-called “counterexamples” to the analysis. A 

counterexample is a coherent (imagined) scenario in which one side of the 

analysis holds but the other does not. For the most part, constructing a 

counterexample comes to the same thing as conducting a thought experiment. 

My explanation of this process is intentionally vague and superficial here, as the 

underlying nature of many of the moving parts in this story are open for differing 

theoretical interpretations. Are we talking about analyzing concepts here? If so, 

what is the ontological status of these concepts (Platonic forms, mental 

representations, social constructs, or something else altogether)? What is the 

relationship between concepts and ordinary language locutions? Is the aim of 

analysis to elucidate our existing concepts, or can this process revise them in the 

name of “conceptual engineering”? What is the epistemic mode of our conceptual 

knowledge (is it a priori or a posteriori)? Do our semantic intuitions play a role in 

establishing conceptual truths? What is the modality of conceptual truths (are they 

necessarily true)? What is the internal structure of concepts? What is the root source 

of the normativity associated with critical thinking? Perhaps concept talk is a 

misguided way of approaching this phenomenon, and critical thinking is actually a 

natural kind (as Hilary Kornblith has suggested for knowledge; see Kornblith, 

2002).9  

Philosophers’ preoccupation with conceptual analysis is most evident in the 

texts produced in the middle decades of the twentieth century. For example, Robert 

Ennis’ (1962) seminal text on the topic is tellingly titled A Concept of Critical 

Thinking. Since then the open concept talk seems to have moved to the background, 

perhaps due to the critical discussions regarding this practice (sparked by the works 

of Ludwig Wittgenstein, W. V. O. Quine, and Saul Kripke, among others). However, 

it is not presently entirely clear what our new “paradigm” is here. Cuypers (2018, 

p. 630) calls the period from the 1960s onwards the “age of eclectic or pluralistic 

analysis”, meaning that philosophers seem to have different ideas about what the 

proper nature and aim of philosophical analysis is. In any case, many authors, such 

as Cuypers, have noted that it still feels more intuitive to speak of evolving 

 
9 For philosophical and empirical issues regarding concepts, see Margolis & Laurence (2019).  
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continuity within analytic philosophy of education rather than transition into a new 

age of post-analytic philosophy of education. 

These questions are as deep as they come. Attempting to answer such puzzles 

is above my paygrade, and readers will not find any novel insights on these matters 

within the pages of my thesis. Fortunately, I find that our analytical investigations 

on critical thinking can proceed “ecumenically.” By this I mean that even if 

different critical thinking scholars might harbor differing takes on the ultimate 

nature of this subject matter, they are still able to exchange ideas with one another 

and work on the shared problems instinctively. This ecumenism does not downplay 

the weightiness of these deep questions, but it does place them outside of the 

present methodological reflection.10 In my defense I can say that I am not alone on 

this, as many theorists engaged in critical thinking scholarship leave “what, why, 

and how” meta-questions such as these unexplored, so at least I am in good 

company.  
With that being said, I do need to cover one specific meta-level issue here, as 

it is integral to the argumentation in Article II. This issue concerns the relationship 

between the fruits of the philosophical analysis and theories from the adjacent 

empirical fields of research, which might investigate this same subject matter by 

the means of experimental methods. It is probably fair to say off the cuff, that the 

majority orientation within the contemporary philosophy of education, across its 

various schools and traditions, has been to keep philosophical and empirical 

investigations distinct. Indeed, this can seem even like a default position of sorts, 

as non-empirical methodology is often highlighted as one of the true hallmarks of 

all philosophical research, which helps to set it apart from the special sciences 

(Noddings, 2016, pp. 1–2). Basically, this outlook entails that no empirical data can 

answer philosophical questions or refute philosophical theories. While there are 

numerous ways how this separation between philosophical and empirical modes of 

research could be motivated, for present purposes the relevant line of thinking here 

is the tenet that philosophy of education considers normatively laden issues, or how 

things should be (for example, in the specific case of critical thinking, we are 

talking about a case of epistemic normativity, as this notion functions as a regulative 

ideal, which then prescribes us the criteria for appraisable thinking). Such 

normative research can be contrasted with the descriptive approach of the empirical 

 
10  After writing quite extensively on another occasion on the importance of metaphilosophical 
reflections, I should be the last person on Earth to trivialize the importance of such matters (see 
Pettersson, 2019). 
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sciences, which explain (and predict) how things actually are in the world (Siegel, 

1997, p. 5). In other words, empirical research on human cognitive activities can 

reveal how our minds actually work, but this data alone will not tell us whether this 

is good or bad thinking—philosophy is needed to resolve this. To summarize, we 

cannot derive normative recommendations from empirical observations—“no 

ought from is,” as David Hume (1739) put it three centuries ago. To disregard this 

fact-value distinction would amount to committing a Moorean “naturalistic fallacy,” 

that is, trying to draw normative conclusions from facts (Moore, 1903).  

I agree in broad terms with these traditional sentiments, and it is not my 

suggestion to crudely rewrite our principles of good critical thinking based on 

empirical data, as certain psychologists appear to suggest (see Gigerenzer et al., 

1999). Truth and epistemic justification are obviously epistemological notions, so 

psychology will not tell us their story. We need philosophy here. However, it is also 

my conviction that the sharp separation between philosophical and empirical 

inquiries is a mistake and does both sides of this divide only harm. Concentrating 

on “purely” philosophical considerations and arguments leads to idealized models 

of the phenomena under study, which provides unrealistic normative expectations 

and sets our pedagogy on the wrong path. Again, a full case in favor of this 

polemical meta-theoretic position would require a dissertation of its own armed 

with a barrage of arguments, engaging with a wholly separate body of literature far 

removed from the immediate concerns of philosophy of education. And to be 

entirely honest, I really do not have a decisive knockdown argument for my position 

(if I did have such an ace up my sleeve, I would probably have played that card 

somewhere else than as a part of this introduction). But to be fair, I do not think 

that the opposite position has an undeniable proof for their view either. Ultimately, 

it might be unrealistic to expect philosophers to ever provide such conclusive 

arguments for their positions, as David K. Lewis (1983, p. x) suggested. Such is the 

open meta-theoretic nature of philosophical inquiry. In any case, it will be easier to 

see how the interplay between philosophical and empirical considerations is 

supposed to play out in the actual context of my thesis when we reach the relevant 

discussions as they appear in Article II—the proof of the pudding is in the eating, 

so to speak. Therefore, I motion to table this discussion for the moment.  

One lesson of this chapter was that philosophical inquiry does not mean 

following strict methodological protocols, as the research process generally does 

within the exact sciences. As we saw, it is no easy task to outline what the relevant 

methods and their steps are supposed to be. In some sense it is more illuminating 

to understand philosophical research generally as a continuing conversation where 
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philosophizing means adding one’s voice to that previous discussion. In that spirit, 

the following section documents the particular research program responsible for 

most of the work in contemporary critical thinking scholarship.  

3.2 The research program  

Reviewing the voluminous literature on critical thinking, which consists of 

theoretical scholarship and the more pedagogically oriented textbooks, it is possible 

to identify a distinct research program consisting of numerous researchers and 

educators conversing with each other and trying to work on commonly recognized 

issues in the field. In what follows, I refer to this loose and informal research 

program as the mainstream of critical thinking scholarship (see also Ennis, 2016).  

After over a century’s worth of continuing discussion, this line of research has 

converged on an account that holds that the phenomenon of critical thinking has 

two interrelated and mutually supportive halves. In this bipartite model, critical 

thinking is composed of intellectual skills and dispositions to actively practice 

evidence-based and reflective belief formation, decision making and judgment.11 

One of the driving beliefs of my work is that this two-part skills-and-dispositions 

template should be regarded as a non-controversial working definition for our 

future theorizing on the topic. This sentiment is reflected, for example, in the fact 

that I have not felt a pressing urge here to offer my own novel definition of critical 

thinking from square one. Instead, I work within the prevailing mainstream account 

and reflect its features and ramifications. 

However, the impression that there really exists such a mainstream view is not 

universally shared, it seems. If one surveys the overviews and introductory texts on 

critical thinking, authors often decry how there still exists no stable consensus on 

the correct definition of critical thinking, as the competing conceptualizations 

 
11 Certain approaches posit an additional third component here besides the skills and dispositions 
components, comprised of the propositional knowledge that a critical thinker will need to use her skills 
and dispositions (Bailin et al., 1999a). See, for example, the tripartite definition of critical thinking by 
Edward Glaser (1941) and the model proposed by Heidi Hyytinen (2015). Speaking more generally, 
this approach seems to mirror Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi’s pedagogical ideas, where matters of 
education always involve “head,” “hand,” and “heart”, that is, knowledge, skills and attitudes 
(Pikkarainen, 2014)—indeed, the same way of looking at things can be used to illuminate the nature of 
numerous educational phenomena. Other critical thinking theorists might agree that the skills involved 
in this phenomenon cannot be understood comprehensively as procedural knowledge (“know-how”) but 
also require at least some propositional knowledge. However, they still see this propositional knowledge 
as infused into the skills component (Siegel, 1988, p. 32). I leave the question of the ultimate relationship 
between procedural and propositional forms of knowledge to the experts in these matters.  
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allegedly differ too widely from one another. On the face of it, this idea does have 

some initial support. For instance, Robert Ennis (2016) catalogs with illustrative 

quotations a selection of seventeen different definitions of critical thinking found 

in the literature—which actually still leaves a lot of potential candidates out. It thus 

appears that if one is looking for a concise and informative articulation of critical 

thinking’s meaning, there is an abundance of competing candidates to choose from. 

As a consequence, educators who would like to implement critical thinking in a 

curriculum can have a hard time determining where to start, as the available 

literature is filled with cognitive dissonance and semantic noise (Lipman, 2003, p. 

2). This predicament has prompted Martin Davies and Ronald Barnett (2015, pp. 

2–3) to write: “With all of these multiplying interpretations and perspectives, and 

after more than four decades of dedicated scholarly work, critical thinking remains 

more elusive than ever.” Similar expressions of frustration can be found in other 

texts as well. For instance, Keith Stanovich and Paula Stanovich (2010, p. 195) 

write how, in the past “the area of critical thinking” has been “notorious for its 

conceptual difficulties.” D. Alan Bensley (2011, p. 2) opines that critical thinking 

“remains a loose conglomeration of concepts without a clear claim to scientific 

legitimacy.” He continues that this “has impeded progress in the scientific study of 

CT, in general, and in the determination of what are the most effective ways to teach 

and assess it, in particular.” 

In my more hopeful estimate, the state of critical thinking scholarship is not 

really that disordered, and these pessimistic situation analyses are either overly 

dramatic or outdated. Here I agree with Ennis (2016, p. 8, emphasis in the original), 

who writes in his aforementioned survey:  

It is daunting for someone who is becoming acquainted with the field of critical 

thinking to find the assortment of definitions provided by long-time 

participants in the field. It might seem from this assortment of definitions that 

the field of critical thinking is in chaos. But I do not think it is. What seems 

more reasonable to me is that the set of definitions […] are different 

descriptions of the same concept, as used by philosophically-oriented people 

in the field – and in the media – which I hold is the “mainstream” concept of 

critical thinking. 

Under closer assessment, many of the competing conceptualizations seem to 

simply iterate the same basic core notion of active evidence-based belief formation, 
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decision making, and judgment, guided by epistemological and logical abilities.12 

What does vary in these suggested definitions is the choice of verbs and conceptual 

distinctions—especially when it comes to the constitutive elements in the 

component of critical thinking attitudes, dispositions, and virtues. As academic 

publishing prizes originality, it is understandable that authors prefer to introduce 

their own terminology when articulating the familiar core ingredients driving active, 

evidence-based belief formation—instead of relying on someone else’s 

groundwork.13 But in actuality, I feel there is much more agreement about the core 

of critical thinking than what the superficial level of language might imply. In fact, 

I would even claim, slightly provocatively and with a wink, that our present 

understanding of critical thinking is in better shape compared to numerous other 

theoretical notions discussed in philosophy of education. 

This promising start of a consensus is also manifest in the fact that various 

authors seem to agree about what the bare bones version of critical thinking is—as 

exemplified by the introductory textbooks on critical thinking, which typically 

cover much of the same topical ground (see, for example, Fisher 2011; Halpern 

2014). It seems that in this regard, critical thinking is not an essentially contested 

concept, to use the term introduced by W. B. Gallie (1956), with different 

definitions having significantly non-overlapping extensions. On this basis I contend 

that the comments describing the chaos in the field should be best seen as rhetorical 

devices used habitually by philosophers to set the scene in the opening paragraphs 

of their writings—akin to the familiar literary clichés such as “it was a dark and 

stormy night.” So, we should not read too much into them. 

Following this statement, three things need to be made clear, however. First, 

although I rely on the notion of a mainstream account of critical thinking, this 

should not be taken to commit me to a dogmatic stance where I allege that we have 

now reached the endpoint in our theorizing on this topic. Far from it—and luckily 

so, for otherwise I would be out of job! The scholarship on critical thinking is a 

living conversation, with a lot of work still to be done to iron out many of the 

 
12 David Hitchcock (2018, introductory section, para. 1) offers a similar diagnosis when he writes 
that ”the competing definitions can be understood as differing conceptions of the same basic concept.” 
Moreover, here is an assessment from Diane Halpern (2014, pp. 7–8) along the same lines: “Although 
many psychologists and others have proposed definitions for the term ‘critical thinking,’ these 
definitions tend to be similar with considerable overlap among the definitions.” 
13 Here Deanna Kuhn (1999, p. 18) has expressed her sharp criticism, that definitions of critical thinking 
often just move the problem one step forward by including terms that are themselves in need of 
explication. Of course, the same critique could be applied to numerous other definitions of theoretical 
terms.  
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underlying theoretical issues and their ramifications. Knowing how philosophical 

puzzles work, this discussion will never end. Moreover, it is not entirely 

inconceivable that one day these conversations will take us far from our present 

understanding to someplace completely different and unpredictable. All I mean to 

say here is that, presently, the so-called mainstream account of critical thinking is 

the theoretical framework where the most promising conversations seem to be 

going on.  

Second, besides philosophers and logicians, critical thinking and rationality 

have also been studied by other fields of inquiry. Notably, psychologists, 

economists, and cognitive scientists have made their valuable contributions to our 

understanding of these phenomena. Here, however, I exclude these developments 

from what I call the mainstream conception of critical thinking, although I refer to 

some of these outputs in my argumentation. It is my firm conviction that the 

philosophical and empirical lines of research should practice more reciprocal 

dialogue.    

Third, even now, there are major internal disagreements within mainstream 

scholarship, most notably regarding the question of whether the criteria of good 

critical thought is universal or domain-specific (see Subchapter 7.1). However, I do 

not think these quarrels amount to there being mutually incompatible A and B 

theories of what the extension of critical thinking is, but rather, they can be regarded 

as different variations of the basic idea that I label here as the mainstream account. 

The same observation goes for many other major disagreements within critical 

thinking scholarship, where the discussions are about determining the scope of 

critical thought. In short, the different positions feel like different reactions to the 

mainstream account rather than entirely deviating theories of what critical thinking 

is about. Maybe I am reading the situation wrong, but this is my take on where the 

frontline currently resides in the scholarship. 
In the previous section I wrote that philosophical inquiry often comes down to 

continuing a specific discussion. Before I move on to describe the theoretical 

contents of the mainstream account itself, I close this chapter by charting the road 

to this present understanding. How did we get here? This is, however, a highly 

condensed version of the story. It is possible to chronicle the history of critical 

thinking in two ways. The narrow option is simply to document the origins and 

subsequent spread of the label “critical thinking” as the distinct name for this 

educational objective. When told in such a way, the story would begin with the 

writings of the American philosopher John Dewey in the early twentieth century 

and proceed from there to recount the rising popularity of this particular phrase in 
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later educational parlance all around the world (Lipman, 2003, p. 32).14 The more 

expansive strategy, in comparison, is to trace the development of the philosophical 

threads interwoven in this epistemic idea. Such a project extends back in time well 

beyond the present usage of “critical thinking.” The demand that we should try to 

support our views with reasons is already embodied by the colorful character of 

Socrates (at least as Plato describes Socrates’ style of discourse in his dialogues). 

In the same broad reading, any attempt over the centuries to outline the principles 

of good reasoning can be seen as a step forward in clarifying the aspects of critical 

thinking—as the likes of Aristotle, Bacon, Descartes, Leibniz, and Mill show in 

their own classic works. However, here I will take the first, narrower route and 

focus solely on the recent developments.15 

The present-day scholarship on critical thinking can be said to begin at the 

dawn of the twentieth century with the American pragmatist John Dewey, who 

introduced this phrase as the name for this specific educational objective—although 

he ultimately came to prefer the alternative name reflective thinking (Kauppi & 

Pettersson, 2023). By examining examples (and non-examples) of critical thought 

in his book How We Think (1910), Dewey was able to pin down the distinctive 

attributes of this phenomenon. In his view, critical thought is an “active, persistent 

and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light 

of the grounds that support it, and the further conclusions to which it tends” (Dewey, 

1910, p. 6). We can thus see how Dewey’s characterization already contains in 

embryonic form the two constitutive halves of evidence-based belief formation, 

namely, the skills and dispositions of critical thinking. An important part in 

Dewey’s legacy was his way of connecting critical thinking, collective inquiry, and 

democratic citizenship intimately together (developed later by other critical 

thinking scholars, especially Matthew Lipman). 

After Dewey, there were several important steps forward in the budding critical 

thinking scholarship, such as Edward Glaser’s (1941) efforts on establishing critical 

thinking assessment (together with Goodwin Watson), Max Black’s (1946) 

pioneering textbook on the topic, and B. Othanel Smith’s (1953) work on the 

 
14  Moreover, even in the post-Deweyan era, similar educational themes have been developed and 
championed under other terminologies by various intellectual traditions and research programs—
consider the attention on the notion of “media literacy” or the important work carried out by F. H. van 
Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst together with their followers on the pragma-dialectical theory of 
argumentation. 
15 For other overviews of the historical development of the research on critical thinking, see Fisher 
(2011), Hitchcock (2018), Lipman (2003), and Paul (2011). 
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definition of critical thinking. Here is how Smith (1953, p. 130) characterized 

critical thinking: 

We shall consider thinking in terms of the operations involved in the 

examination of statements which we, or others, may believe. A speaker 

declares, for example, that “Freedom means that the decisions in America’s 

productive effort are made not in the minds of a bureaucracy but in the free 

market”. Now if we set about to find out what this statement means and to 

determine whether to accept or reject it, we would be engaged in thinking 

which, for lack of a better term, we shall call critical thinking. If one wishes to 

say that this is only a form of problem-solving in which the purpose is to decide 

whether or not what is said is dependable, we shall not object. But for our 

purposes we choose to call it critical thinking. 

During this same timeframe, analytic philosophy of education was starting to find 

its identity as a new school of thought. Many of its first-wave advocates, notably 

Israel Scheffler, also wrote in defense of rationality and critical thinking as the 

central ideals of education. In contrast to their American colleagues, the British 

branch of analytic philosophy of education did not necessarily focus on the labels 

of critical thinking or rationality, but their work was instrumental in bringing in the 

emphasis on rational autonomy as the true endpoint of education (for example, the 

thinking of R. S. Peters, Paul Hirst, and R. F. Dearden). 
If we are looking to name a founding father for our present understanding of 

critical thinking, Dewey is the obvious answer. After Dewey, the other candidate 

for this title is Robert Ennis, a student of Smith and a teacher of logic (Shpeizer, 

2018). Ennis’ (1962, p. 8) early definition of critical thinking as “correct assessing 

of statements” was highly influential if not entirely unproblematic (it was later 

heavily criticized as too narrow, by Ennis himself as well). What Ennis’ text did 

was reinvigorate research on the topic, pursued primarily by persons working in 

American philosophy departments (Ennis, 1962, 1980; Lipman, 1987, 2003; Paul, 

1981; Scheffler, 1973; Siegel, 1988, 1997, 2017). Later this research program was 

dubbed the informal logic movement. The name derived from the conviction that 

mere symbolic logic and its formal exercises alone are not enough to foster thinking 

optimally (during the earlier parts of the twentieth century, the labels of “critical 

thinking” and “logical thinking” were used almost interchangeably; this link has 

not disappeared even in more recent times, see Salmon, 2012).16 In addition, to 

 
16 An important spiritual precursor here was the work of Stephen Toulmin (1958). 
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achieve critical thought we need increased focus on informal logic (also known as 

argumentation theory) and everyday settings of “marketplace argumentation” 

where we are to actually use these skills. This movement also stressed that critical 

thought is not just about employing certain skills in our thought but also about 

having certain deep-seated character traits, which guide the normatively proper use 

of these skills. The Informal Logic Movement also started its own association, 

newsletters (later evolved to the still-published journal Informal Logic) and annual 

conferences to further the study on this topic. There has thus been clear historical 

self-consciousness within the members of this movement about its shared topic and 

purpose. 

In the arena of educational policy, especially in the United States, critical 

thinking has become a “national educational phenomenon” (Curren et al., 2003, p. 

181). Christopher Winch and John Gingell (1999, p. 47) argue that this 

development has had implications for the whole field of philosophy of education: 

The idea of critical thinking has provided the impetus for one of the great 

growth areas in philosophy of education over the last thirty years, especially in 

America. From modest beginnings (see Ennis 1962) it has developed into a 

multimillion dollar industry producing materials (e.g. books, courses, 

pamphlets) which aim to teach people to think critically whatever the actual 

content of their thoughts, e.g. history, science, literature or simply the problems 

of practical life. Whole departments in universities are devoted to the 

investigation and dissemination of such critical thinking. 

Some examples of definitions of critical thinking from this period are Ennis’ (1985, 

p. 45) later formulation of critical thinking as “reflective and reasonable thinking 

that is focused on deciding what to believe or do.” John McPeck (1981, p. 8) argues 

that critical thinking is “a propensity and skill to engage in an activity with 

reflective skepticism.” For Matthew Lipman (1987, p. 5, emphases removed), this 

phenomenon is “skillful, responsible thinking that facilitates good judgement 

because it (1) relies upon criteria, (2) is self-correcting, and (3) is sensitive to 

context.” Harvey Siegel (1988, p. 2) sums his position by stating that a critical 

thinker is “appropriately moved by reasons.” Connie Missimer (1990, p. 145) 

regards critical thinking as “the consideration of alternative theories in light of their 

evidence” (her definition is notable here for leaving out the collection of critical 

dispositions entirely). Richard Paul and Jane Willsen (1994b, p. 20) state that 

critical thinking “is a systematic way to form and shape one’s thinking. It functions 

purposefully and exactingly. It is thought that is disciplined, comprehensive, based 
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on intellectual standards, and, as a result, well-reasoned.” These definitions are all, 

of course, rather terse. Taken alone they would be poor guides for educators trying 

to figure out how to implement critical thinking into their courses and study 

modules. But I feel that even this superficial survey is enough to demonstrate that 

they are tapping into the same source. 

A noteworthy amalgamation of the mainstream view of critical thinking is 

present in the Delphi-report17 “Critical Thinking: A Statement of Expert Consensus 

for Purposes of Educational Assessment and Instruction,” commissioned by the 

American Philosophical Association and compiled by Peter Facione (1990, p. 2) on 

the basis of how an expert panel of 46 philosophers and other academics understood 

this phenomenon. I quote at length the central statement of that document:  

We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory judgment 

which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference, as well as 

explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, 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 personal 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, 

openminded, flexible, fair-minded in evaluation, honest in facing personal 

biases, prudent in making judgments, willing to reconsider, clear about issues, 

orderly in complex matters, diligent in seeking relevant information, 

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 consistently yield useful insights and which are the basis of a rational 

and democratic society 

Of course, this word salad has a certain “design by committee” quality to it, as is 

perhaps to be expected from a consensus statement gathered from the views of 46 

individuals (for criticism of the clarity of the quoted passage, see Davies, 2015, p. 

48). The basic idea here, despite all the verbiage, is simple: The Delphi definition 

encapsulates the basic mainstream conception of critical thinking as a composite of 

 
17 The Delphi method references a procedure that uses a panel of experts to reach a consensus. The 
experts go through several rounds of questionnaires, after which a facilitator summarizes the results. 
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skill and propensity elements. This transitions us to the next chapter, where I 

unpack these two components of the mainstream account of critical thinking. This 

should also help us to see what is really going on beneath the surface in the short 

definitions quoted above. 
  



40 

 



41 

4 The mainstream account of critical thinking 

The following three sections summarize the rudiments of the mainstream account 

of critical thinking. As was already established, the “textbook view” in the literature 

is that this phenomenon divides into two interrelated and mutually supportive 

halves, the skills and dispositions of critical thought. Next, I outline the core 

ingredients of these two parts in their respective sections. Then the third and final 

section in this chapter examines the nature of the kinship between the notions of 

critical thinking and epistemic rationality. 

4.1 Skills 

Critical thinking is clearly something that we do—it means to act in a certain 

normatively proper way, not to memorize and recite a static compendium of facts. 

For this reason, a typical instrument designed to measure critical thinking prowess 

does not request the candidate to recite the Latin names of logical fallacies from 

heart but rather to think critically with the provided test materials. Critical thinking 

is a verb, not a noun. With this quality in mind, it is understandable that the 

theoretical and pedagogical breakdowns of critical thinking standardly begin by 

itemizing the constellation of cognitive skills, abilities, proficiencies, and 

competences contributing toward the mastery of this special kind of reflection.18 

The immediate thing to notice here is that we are indeed speaking in terms of 

skills, plural, as it seems that critical thinking cannot sensibly be narrowed down to 

just one single trick to be perfected through rigorous training. Via a sports analogy, 

in this regard carrying out critical thinking is more like taking part in decathlon 

than, say, archery. Another complicating factor is that this critical skill set cannot 

be algorithmized into a checklist or flowchart to be followed step by step like a 

cooking recipe. This is due to the fact that the range of potential real-life situations 

where we are to apply these tools is so diverse with the relevant contextual cues 

and other case-sensitive moving parts often get fuzzy—as was stressed by the 

informal logic movement whose members noted that mere formal logic alone 

cannot capture what reasoning is like in actual situations.19   

 
18 Even if it might appear that there is no consequence whether we speak of skills or abilities here, certain 
theorists see important differences in this terminology. Siegel (2010, p. 60), for example, suggests that 
“ability” might better signal that we are indeed talking about normatively appraisable behavior. 
19 Although some authors have attempted to do just that, as the cases of OMSITOG (Hitchcock 1983) 
and FRISCO (Ennis 1989) show—other examples of varying quality can be found through a simple 
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Be that as it may, there is considerable agreement among critical thinking 

scholars in the field regarding the question of which aptitudes play a part in critical 

thought. Even if some lists are more expansive or fine grained than others, they 

generally share at least the same nucleus with ingredients drawn from logic and 

epistemology. This is then the first half of the heart of the mainstream account of 

critical thinking. In the literature one can also find various typological suggestions 

of how these elements and their inter-relations could be clustered into a 

taxonomical order with thematic subcategories.20  However, I highly doubt there 

exists one definitively correct way to “carve critical thinking at its joints” (to 

paraphrase Plato), as there seems to be numerous illuminating ways to divide these 

elements—with each alternative having its own strengths and drawbacks (this 

observation applies to the issues in the next section as well). On this point I agree 

with Diane Halpern (2014, p. 51) when she considers critical thinking to be a “fluid 

process,” so it will always be a bit arbitrary how we slice this activity into discrete 

skills. What this move does, however, is make the theory building and pedagogical 

planning in the area “more manageable”—divide and conquer, if you will. We can 

now shortlist the “learning outcomes” of a critical thinking course. With these 

preliminaries duly noted, I introduce a selection of the suggested critical thinking 

skills here under the following six headings: epistemology, formal logic, informal 

logic, semantics, methodology, and metacognition. 21  I begin with the 

epistemological issues and continue the list in order from there. 

First and foremost, a critical thinker must have a minimal grasp of the 

qualitative difference between mere opinions and reasoned beliefs—the whole 

purpose of critical thinking is to aim for the latter (Dumke, 1980; Hitchcock, 2017, 

pp. 486–487). On a closer analysis, this understanding consists of having a versatile 

feel for various evidence sources, of both firsthand (personal experience, memory, 

 
Google search on “critical thinking checklist.” It is certainly clear that the process of carrying out critical 
thinking can be broken down to temporal stages, which usually follow each other in a specific sequence. 
For example, it would be patently uncritical to draw a conclusion before gathering the relevant evidence. 
If you were left wondering, Hitchcock’s OMSITOG stands for the stages of getting an OVERVIEW of 
the message, clarifying MEANING, portraying STRUCTURE of argumentation, checking whether 
INFERENCES are sound, evaluating the TRUTH of claims not supported by argument, and considering 
OTHER relevant evidence and arguments. Ennis’ FRISCO means focus, reason, inference, situation, 
clarity, and overview. 
20 In addition to the Delphi-report on critical thinking (Facione, 1990), taxonomies of critical thinking 
skills are given by Wales & Nardi (1984), Ennis (1987), Halonen (1995), and Davies (2015, p. 54) to 
name a few. 
21 The items in my list are drawn from the theoretical and pedagogical literature on critical thinking. I 
lump these texts together here rather than sprinkle the main text with numerous references: Davies 
(2014), Facione (2014), Fisher (2011), Halpern (2014), Hitchcock (2018).  
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introspection, and so on) and secondhand (testimony) origins. Here a critical 

thinker must also have some practical know-how in amassing new evidence from 

these sources. With the collected data at hand, a proficient critical thinker 

recognizes that the combination of the quality and the quantity of the evidence 

available to her make the relevant belief warranted to a certain degree, so she does 

not automatically think in absolutist either/or terms. Importantly, she recognizes 

and respects the differences in the credibility of layman and expert opinions in 

situations where it counts. She knows how sampling works and resists the lure of 

anecdotal thinking. Finally, she knows how the concept of burden of proof works 

and where it lies in a given discussion.    

Another core area of critical thinking is constituted by the skills of logical 

inference, which help a critical thinker to draw the further implicit conclusions from 

the initial set of beliefs that she has deemed to be epistemologically believable.22 

Here a critical thinker will know how deduction, induction, and abduction work as 

basic modes of reasoning. What such inferential abilities require is an eye for seeing 

the formal structure of the argument and spotting the potential unstated assumptions 

lurking between the premises. She can also pick out the structurally invalid 

arguments, which lead to formal fallacies. Ideally, she also knows how quantifiers 

and various subtypes of modal operators work in formalizations. Beyond pure logic, 

other pertinent formal issues might emerge from the directions of set theory and 

statistics.  

These formal modes of thinking are complemented by viewpoints of informal 

logic, perhaps better known as argumentation theory. Effective critical thinking 

cannot concentrate purely on formal aspects of argumentation, as many (most?) of 

the fallacies in our everyday thinking are actually of an informal nature. Under this 

umbrella one might also include certain elements of rhetorical knowledge to 

identify the verbal cues—code words and phrases—that signal argumentative 

moves in everyday speech.   

Next up are skills pertaining to semantic matters. In this area, a critical thinker 

understands the various ways that the meanings of our linguistic expressions are 

anchored in concepts (for example, how Wittgenstein’s notion of family 

resemblance works for certain multifaceted concepts; see Wittgenstein, 1953/2009, 

 
22 During the mid-twentieth century, formal logic often dominated the discussion on critical theory, both 
the philosophical theory and pedagogical practice (the label “logical” or “logico-critical thinking” was 
used interchangeably with “critical thinking”). It is obvious, as Hitchcock (2017, pp. 487–8) points out, 
that mere logical competence will not work, as it is possible to reason correctly in the formal sense from 
patently untrue premises. Therefore, logic must always be accompanied by epistemological appraisal. 
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§§65–71). This semantic proficiency enables her to practice conceptual analysis 

when required. Importantly, she can recognize and, when needed, eliminate 

ambiguity, vagueness, and equivocation from the expressions involved in her 

beliefs and arguments. In argumentation, she recognizes when a specific quarrel is 

merely verbal; that is, the two sides are talking past each other due to different 

understandings of the key terms involved in the dispute (Chalmers, 2011).  

Under the heading of methodology, we can collect all the distinct skills needed 

in scientific thinking. These abilities take the aforementioned epistemological skills 

further and relate to a more practical process of devising and testing hypotheses. It 

is important to see that such a “scientific way of thinking” does not belong only in 

the hands of professional scientists but is continuous with our quotidian belief 

formation about the objects and phenomena around us—as was already highlighted 

by Dewey (1910) and then later expounded by many thinkers within critical 

thinking scholarship (e.g., Ennis, 2015, p. 41; Halpern, 2014, pp. 330–332). 

Therefore, a praiseworthy critical thinker will know how the relationships between 

causes and their effects are covered by causal explanations—which also means that 

she does not conflate causation and correlation. Certain commentators hold that 

these hypothetical modes of thinking included under the umbrella of scientific 

thinking help to interlink critical thinking with the forms of creative and lateral 

thinking. Some philosophers have also emphasized this dimension of critical 

thinking in their pedagogy by placing the idea of inquiry at the forefront (for 

example, Battersby & Bailin, 2018).  

Finally, related to the phenomenon of metacognition we can list the skills of 

self-reflection needed to monitor and regulate our own epistemic activity. How do 

I know this? Might I be in the wrong here? A critical thinker should ask questions 

like these of herself. Certain researchers, such as Joe F. Y. Lau (2015), have 

emphasized the importance of these metacognitive aspects and suggest that they 

should be allotted an entire third component of their own in our account of critical 

thinking on par with the parts of skills and dispositions.   

That brings us to the end of the list. One important observation that applies 

more or less to all the listed abilities above is the matter that critical thought has 

both constructive and evaluative dimensions. The former means that a critical 

thinker can make use of these skills in her own belief formation and reasoning while 

the latter is about assessing the performance of others.23  In this regard critical 

 
23 Interestingly for Dewey, the father of modern conception of critical thinking, this phenomenon was 
limited to formulating one’s own beliefs and conclusions, rather than assessing the thinking of others 
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thinking differs from certain other highly popular educational goals, such as various 

forms of media and information literacy, which are to a large degree grounded in 

similar skills with critical thinking and are motivated by analogous considerations 

but are primarily concerned with the evaluative dimension.  

Looking at the above list of critical thinking skills, we can see that it starts to 

get very long, very fast—and this quick glimpse just scratched the surface. In reality, 

if all the above-mentioned skills were accommodated within a single introductory 

critical thinking course or a textbook, it would be an overwhelming experience. In 

the end, the student would probably have to pull a double major in philosophy and 

formal logic to get the full experience! To be completely honest, I am not sure I can 

claim to have mastered even the rudiments of all the discussed skills myself. But it 

is important to see the forest for the trees here, as this compilation of critical 

thinking skills is not just a smorgasbord of random things thrown together. On the 

contrary, there is a deep unity in the aforementioned elements, namely the ethos, 

that all these skills contribute in their own way toward evidence-based belief 

formation, decision making, and judgment—what critical thought is all about in 

contrast to other ways of thinking, which might employ these same skills in bad 

faith to serve other, less truth-oriented ends. This remark segues into the theme of 

the next subchapter. At least since the days of Dewey, theorists in the field have 

recognized that no matter how long winded or fine grained our analyses of the 

constitutive critical thinking skills become, our understanding of this phenomenon 

is not complete unless we recognize certain additional intellectual attributes 

belonging to a critical thinker, which animate and guide the normatively proper 

usage of these skills. These intellectual attributes are inseparably intertwined with 

the skills, as without these elements we would not even be able to explain why the 

abovementioned skills are collected under the name of critical thinking. In slogan 

form, critical thinking is not just a skill set; it is a mind-set.  

4.2 Critical spirit  

To guide the normatively proper use of the critical thinking skills, we need specific 

intellectual qualities and character traits belonging to the critical thinker. In the 

scholarship, these personal attributes have been described invariably as mental 

dispositions (Ennis, 1987; Siegel, 1988), propensities (McPeck, 1981), attitudes 

 
(Hitchcock, 2018). Ennis (1962) seems to have the same emphasis in his early definition of critical 
thinking.  
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(Bailin et al., 1999a; Glaser, 1941), habits of mind (Dewey, 1910), emotions 

(Nussbaum, 1997), rational passions (Scheffler, 1977), and epistemic virtues 

(Battersby & Bailin, 2015; Burbules 1995; Paul, 1990; Zagzebski, 1996). The 

terminological choice of what term to use here is not mere inconsequential semantic 

hairsplitting, as there is different theoretical baggage involved with each of these 

options.24 However, I will sidestep these complications here, as I feel the outcome 

of these discussions is not really consequential to my overall position in this thesis 

and its constituent articles—one way or another. As we shall see shortly in the form 

of some illustrative examples, it feels that one cluster of the elements here are most 

intuitively understood as mental dispositions while others seem to function more 

like intellectual virtues.  

In any case, the sum of these dispositions and virtues makes up the second half 

in the mainstream conceptualization of critical thinking. This totality can be called 

critical spirit—to use the name first coined by John Passmore (1967, pp. 25, 197) 

and popularized further by Harvey Siegel (1988). As was true with the alternative 

catalogs of critical thinking skills, here too various scholars have offered their own 

preferred typologies of the subcomponents (for examples, see Facione, 1990; 

Davies, 2015). Again, I am generally suspicious of the idea that there would be any 

hard and fast truths on the matter, but nevertheless, I find it helpful to divide these 

dispositions and other elements roughly into two subtypes, based on their 

distinctive roles within the whole.   

The first subtype can be characterized as momentum, since the idea here is that 

a critical thinker must have an inner drive to actively employ her skills. Without 

this internal animating impulse, a person will not actually think critically, even if 

she knows how to. Taken alone, this minimal observation is still a rather trivial and 

non-controversial supplementary note to the skills, as noted by Nicholas Burbules 

(1995) in his criticism of some of these suggestions. This minimal idea merely 

requires the thinker to use her skills without specifying in detail the nature or aim 

of this usage. To take this idea all the way in the right direction, we must accompany 

it with the specific requirement that the employment of these skills must happen in 

the service of pursuing truth in the form of justified beliefs. Otherwise, we would 

 
24 Tracy Bowell and Justine Kingsbury (2015) argue that these elements must be considered as virtues, 
as they are so clearly and inseparably interwoven with normative elements, whereas intellectual 
dispositions, in contrast, can be more neutral regarding the value of this specific phenomenon. When 
something is regarded as a virtue, it is automatically considered to be a good thing. Mental dispositions 
can also include normatively objectionable behavior. From the opposite angle, Siegel (2017, pp. 129–
130) has resisted the idea of intellectual virtues on the basis that they bring in unnecessary philosophical 
problems with them.   
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leave open possible situations where a person exploits her reasoning skills to push 

her own agenda (as, for example, a political demagogue might do). The intended 

outcome of critical thinking education is not such sophistry; that is, the capacity to 

persuade others as effectively as possible regardless of the veracity of the 

proposition in question (Feldman, 2010). Instead, a critical thinker is always 

committed, to the best of her abilities, on finding the truth on the matter and 

following the argument wherever it might ultimately lead. Siegel (1988) has called 

this inclination critical-spiritedness. To him, it is the “master disposition” within 

critical spirit, setting its overall tone and marking the entire intellectual character 

of a critical thinker (see also Sosa, 2015). Its status as the master disposition is 

based on the fact that the other elements belonging to the critical spirit seem to, in 

their own ways, flesh out this ultimate orientation of critical thinking in further 

detail. We thus have a set of supplementary phenomena here, which are in their 

own ways conducive to rational belief formation, decision making, and judgment 

in the intended truth-seeking spirit.    

A suggestion that comes up often here is the quality of open-mindedness, which 

means that a critically thinking person always keeps her mind open for viewpoints 

and evidence—even when, or, especially when, this might end up challenging her 

own previously held beliefs (Dewey, 1910; Hare, 1979, 2003). Other frequently 

mentioned representatives in the literature on this topic are love for truth (Scheffler, 

1973), fair-mindedness (Bailin et al., 1999a), self-confidence (Facione, 1990), 

intellectual courage (Paul and Elder, 2006), and inquisitiveness (Watson, 2015). As 

was already mentioned in passing earlier, some of these examples behave like 

mental dispositions: They are not just isolated cases of fleeting behavior or 

changing emotional moods, but rather deep-seated character traits that manifest 

time and time again under proper conditions, displaying a pattern. Other frequently 

listed dimensions of critical spirit seem to function more like classic Aristotelian 

virtues in the sense that there is a golden mean in their ideal manifestation, a balance 

point between two excesses. Take, for instance, the diametrically opposing qualities 

of intellectual courage and humility: A critical thinker must have the courage in 

difficult situations to assert herself when she must speak in favor of the things she 

believes to be right. At the other end of the spectrum, this same quality must not be 

taken to the extreme, so that she dominates the discussions at the expense of her 

interlocutors. She must also be humble and know when it is her time to listen. 

Stanovich et al. (2017) note that the application of any given critical disposition 

can be taken to an unreasonable extreme, ultimately twisting it over the boundary 

of irrational behavior. Consider the case of a person who spends all her available 
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time searching for new evidence and identifying possible defeaters for her current 

beliefs, by so doing disregarding her other commitments and general well-being. It 

is clear that we do not wish a critical thinker to behave that obsessively but to 

moderate the expression of her critical thinking dispositions within reasonable 

limits—whatever they might be. 

Adding the elements of critical spirit to the critical thinking skills blurs the 

traditional dichotomy between reason and emotions, which has lived in the Western 

tradition since the days of Plato and Aristotle (Scheffler, 1991; Siegel, 1988, p. 40). 

An ideal critical thinker should use her emotional intelligence in conversational 

settings and make charitable interpretations of her interlocutors’ claims. Trying to 

suppress or inhibit our emotions not only leads to non-constructive behavior but 

can actually influence our conclusions indirectly anyway (Haidt, 2001). 

Many theorists hold that in our bipartite account of critical thinking, the side 

of critical spirit must be at least as important as the set of critical thinking skills—

if not even more important. D. N. Perkins et al. (1993, p. 9) state that the critical 

thinking dispositions are “at least half the battle of good thinking, and arguably 

more.” If we teach a person to use critical thinking skills effectively but without 

fostering the accompanying moral compass provided by the critical spirit, this 

might simply move her to “weaponize” her newfound abilities to skillfully 

campaign for questionable viewpoints, such as conspiracy theories, or to immunize 

her views against criticisms through clever ad hoc rationalizations (Lilienfield et 

al., 2009). Unfortunately, the same philosophers who have highlighted the 

importance of critical spirit have also lamented how the dispositions and virtues of 

critical thinking still remain underdeveloped, both in philosophical theory and in 

pedagogical practice—especially when compared with the attention received by the 

skills of logical reasoning and epistemological appraisal (Bailin et al, 1999a; Holma, 

2015). It is telling that Harvey Siegel (2015, p. 56), who can be regarded as one of 

the most prolific theorists working on the mainstream account of critical thinking, 

has admitted that his work on these issues has been too sketchy. On the other hand, 

it must be said that critics of the mainstream account of critical thinking too 

regularly overlook the literature on critical spirit, and paint too simplistic a picture 

of the target of their criticisms. Indeed, the thesis that in full picture critical thinking 

is more than just mere usage of epistemological and logical skills will be a recurring 

theme in the subsequent sections of this introduction. 

Of my three articles collected in this thesis, the topic of critical spirit is featured 

most prominently in Article II. There I argue that at least part of the reason why 

theorists and educators have had so hard time pinning these phenomena down is 
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that philosophers have often invoked poetic language to describe the dispositions 

and virtues of critical thinking. This makes it difficult to see how they are actually 

supposed to function (a similar criticism was also voiced by Connie Missimer; see 

Missimer, 1990). While these descriptions of open-mindedness and love for truth 

might convey the true ethos of critical spirit and how it contrasts with varieties of 

uncritical thinking, it can still be hard to fathom how these mental dispositions, 

intellectual virtues, and character traits can be fostered through our educational 

interventions in the classroom. In Article II, I suggest that we should look to 

empirical psychology here for some helpful pointers. If we do this, we can see how 

at least some of the proposed elements within critical spirit are meant to counter 

cognitive and affective biases, such as the well-known phenomenon of myside bias 

(Stanovich, 2021). When we look at the critical thinking literature, such as Richard 

Paul’s (1994) descriptions of ego- and socio-centric biases, we can see how these 

discussions seem almost like folk-psychological or pre-theoretical attempts to 

mitigate the uncritical thinking tendencies arising out how our minds naturally 

operate. Here the empirical literature can reveal us where and when these biases 

occur, painting a more accurate picture of uncritical thought.  

The latter part of my proposal is that this approach can also help the cause of 

critical thinking pedagogy, as we can now see how certain so-called debiasing 

strategies work—at least to some degree—as antidotes to such biased belief 

formation (Correia, 2018; Ritola, 2015; Stanovich, 2021). How might this work? 

Continuing with the example of myside bias and open-mindedness, if students are 

taught to routinely consider things from an opposite perspective—what it would 

mean for their assumption to be wrong and how this might be backed up by 

supporting considerations—this might mitigate the effects of these cognitive 

distortions (Lord et al., 1984). In this way we might be able to make at least some 

inroads in our understanding of how to best construe the elements within critical 

spirit and how to effectively teach them.  

4.3 Epistemic rationality 

Critical thinking seems to share at least some theoretical overlap with the 

phenomenon of epistemic rationality, which is also known alternatively as 

evidential rationality (Stanovich, 2011). 25  In the fields of philosophical 

 
25 Rationality should not be conflated with the phenomenon of intelligence (Stanovich & Stanovich, 
2010; Stanovich, 2011).  
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epistemology and empirical psychology, epistemic rationality is defined as the 

individual’s habit of basing one’s beliefs on the best evidence available and, 

conversely, refraining from believing things which are improbable given one’s 

evidence. With the preceding sections fresh in mind, this tune should sound quite 

familiar. In this sense, epistemic rationality is standardly distinguished from the 

forms of instrumental rationality (maximizing the subjective expected utility); that 

is, the ability to achieve our goals as efficiently as possible by using the best means 

available to us. In easy terms, this issue is a contrast between what is rational to 

believe and what is rational to do. Although it is arguable that thriving means-ends 

rationality also often benefits from having epistemic rationality as its foundation, 

since if we truly want to find and choose the best means to achieve our goals, we 

should weight the relevant evidence in favor of our available courses of action 

(Stanovich, 2011). However, in some cases these two forms of rationality can come 

into conflict, for example, when behavior that maximizes epistemic rationality 

hurts our instrumental goals, or the other way around. Especially when we are 

dealing with issues pertaining to motivation, having untrue beliefs can boost our 

performance and thus help us achieve our instrumental goals (see Stanovich 2021, 

pp. 45–48). Most critical thinking theorists would agree here that epistemic 

rationality cannot be subjugated to instrumental rationality. 

But what is the specific nature of the relationship between epistemic rationality 

and critical thinking? Certain theorists maintain that critical thinking is only a 

limited facet of rationality, which encompasses such additional phenomena as 

creativity, problem-solving, and metacognition. In contrast, Siegel (1988, 1997, 

2017) has expounded the thesis that critical thinking is simply the educational 

cognate of rationality, so that these two labels are basically interchangeable in 

linguistic use. It is only in special educational contexts where we use the name of 

critical thinking (perhaps for contingent historical reasons, perhaps because critical 

thinking sounds more like a thing that can be nurtured through education). As far 

as I can see, nothing of importance hinges on this dispute when it comes to the 

ideas in my three articles, as all theorists can agree on the minimal point that to be 

a critical thinker is to be a rational person—even if the scope of rationality might 

extend beyond mere critical thinking. 

After this connection has been established, an obvious follow-up question 

arises: If critical thinking and rationality differ in name only, then why continue to 

speak of “critical thinking” at all—especially when we note that this phrase carries 

certain disadvantages, which are prone to stir unwelcome misunderstandings and 

mix-ups when we are trying to pitch our ideas to educators and the general public? 
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There are, in fact, several sources for these potential misunderstandings. First, the 

modifier “critical” is one of those positive-sounding and overworked terms in 

philosophy’s technical jargon, which has been affixed to all kinds of positions 

across all branches of philosophical inquiry. This becomes apparent if one browses 

a philosophical dictionary for entries beginning with this keyword (see, for example, 

the Encyclopedia of Educational Philosophy and Theory, edited by Michael A. 

Peters). Among these results are several widely known usages, ranging from Kant’s 

critical philosophy and the critical theory of the Frankfurt school to Popper’s 

critical rationalism. Especially in the field of education, this term comes up in the 

name of critical pedagogy. Second, in everyday language the phrase “critical 

thinking” can have cold and negative connotations (Fisher, 2011, p. 14). If we 

describe a person as being “critical,” this is not generally considered a positive 

description. These persons can sound “joyless and repressed” (Pinker 2021, p. xv). 

However, this usage loses the original intention behind this expression, as its 

etymology derives from the Greek words for reflectively determining the truth on 

a given matter. Third, in our discussion culture, the identification of “critical thinker” 

is currently appropriated more and more by people who seem to evoke it for the 

purposes of empty virtue signaling when they self-identify with this label in public 

discussions. The intention of these soi-disant critical thinkers seems to be to simply 

highlight the fact they are independent contrarians, unlike the blind sheep of the 

mass populace. Their aim is not to practice evidence-based belief formation, 

grounded on the best available reasons (including testimonies by the scientific 

experts on the subject) but rather to “think things through with one’s own brain” or 

calls to “do one’s own research,” which amounts to cherry-picking the “evidence” 

to fit their predetermined conclusions. Needless to say, this is deeply antithetical to 

the true spirit of critical thought. Finally, certain theorists maintain that the 

literature on critical thinking has become so crowded with misunderstandings that 

a rebranding is in order (Davies, 2014, p. 62–63). Some proposed alternatives to 

the label of critical thinking are “reflective thinking” (Dewey, 1910), 

“reasonableness” (Burbules, 1991) and “criticality” (Davies, 2015).    

From the opposite angle, certain considerations speak in favor of continuing to 

use the label “critical thinking” in educational contexts. For better or worse, it has 

already entrenched its place in our educational language, so the PR challenge before 

us is to make this notion better and equivocally understood—not to replace it. 

Additionally, speaking of critical thinking better conveys the impression that these 

skills and dispositions are something that can be taught and learned through our 

pedagogical instruction, whereas rationality sounds more like a fixed inborn quality 
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(it somehow feels “off” to announce rationality as our highest educational ideal 

even if it is accurate in spirit). In other words, critical thinking is an activity that 

we do while rationality is a property that describes us (like intelligence and IQ). 

In any case, even if we keep “critical thinking” in our educational terminology, 

it is still important to recognize the underlying link between critical thinking and 

rationality. It helps us to better link the philosophical scholarship on critical 

thinking terminologically to the psychological research on epistemic rationality 

(instead of seeing them as two isolated areas of research). This is the overarching 

theme in Article II.  
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5 Critical thinking as an educational ideal 

It is possible to survey the constitutive aspects and norms of rationality with strictly 

theoretical research interests in mind, as rationality is a significant epistemological 

phenomenon already in its own right. However, the topic gains extra weight from 

the observation that critical thought also performs a practical role as an educational 

goal. Obviously, the same can be said of countless other academic topics as well, 

which make appearances in curricula and syllabi as school subjects and learning 

objectives. But in critical thinking’s special case, there seems to be far bigger things 

at stake here, affecting the very way we understand the nature, purpose and limits 

of education itself. Next, I explore the various dimensions of critical thinking as an 

educational ideal. Taken together, the following subchapters explain and justify 

why critical thinking should always be placed at the dead center of our educational 

arrangements. Some of the following issues are also discussed directly in my 

articles, so we can see how my ideas aspire to join the existing debates here. 

5.1 The prime directive of all education?   

Our first instinct might be to classify critical thinking as a foundational meta-

competence on par with the comparable basic skills of reading, writing, and 

arithmetic. In this sense, critical thinking is a transversal skill that is put to use 

throughout our curriculum in a wide range of contexts and topics. There is certainly 

a kernel of truth in this description—on the superficial level that is precisely what 

critical thinking seems to do.26  Being a meta-competence is without a doubt a 

prestigious role, but even so, this highly flattering description would still only be a 

partial truth of the matter—or an understatement at best (Lipman, 2003, pp. 189–

190; Siegel, 1988, p. x). Namely, critical thinking is also a regulative force, 

meaning that it acts as an organizing principle in our entire network of educational 

objectives, tying and keeping everything together like a linchpin. An oft-quoted 

expression of this view is Scheffler’s (1989, p. 1) statement, that “critical thought 

is of the first importance in the conception and organization of educational 

activities.” The same angle is also highlighted prominently by Harvey Siegel in his 

defenses of critical thinking as the supreme educational ideal (Siegel, 1988, 1997, 

2017; see also Goldman, 1999). In this central position, critical thinking is the “first 

language” we use to formulate and defend all our other educational goals, whether 

 
26 For a more reserved take on this suggestion, see Subchapter 6.1. 
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they are of epistemological, moral, or social in nature. Its indispensability becomes 

clear when we imagine how our educational efforts would look if we tried to 

surgically remove all traces of critical thinking from the equation. Such a move 

would end up being self-undermining, as it would leave us with no sensible way to 

justify our practices to a potential inquisitor. Why are the things we teach important? 

Why must our pupils submit to our authority? If we cannot sensibly answer such 

challenges by providing reasons for our choices and actions, our education will 

lapse into indoctrination, an anathema of educational theories in the liberal tradition. 

Indeed, this deep connection between critical thinking and liberal education is 

frequently brought up as a defensive move against criticisms of critical thinking, 

which entertain the idea of discounting it in some way—or, even more radically, 

discarding it altogether (this same basic line of motivating critical thinking comes 

up as soon as in the next subchapter, and more of this can be found later in Chapter 

6). Of course, being at the receiving end of this “the only game in town argument” 

can feel frustrating, but as Steven Pinker (2021, p. 39) notes, “[w]hen it comes to 

arguing against reason, as soon as you show up, you lose.” The only alternative is 

to not show up and embrace some kind of epistemic quietism or skepticism 

regarding rationality, which is not a steady foundation for educational theorizing. 

It is important to notice that here critical thinking is given intrinsic value. Its 

worth is not measured through its instrumental utility but through its place at the 

heart of our educational system. We will see in later sections attempts to evaluate 

critical thinking through its benefits to society and the economy. For example, we 

might try to calculate what the costs of irrational behavior are to taxpayers27 or how 

critical thinking education gives national economies a boost by training an adept 

workforce. But even if these remarks are generally true, they are still not the reason 

why critical thinking is held in such high regard among critical thinking theorists. 

Putting critical thinking decidedly at the heart of our educational undertakings 

also sets the tone for our pedagogy, that should strive to make the reasons behind 

our beliefs transparent. In this sense education that emphasizes critical thinking 

contrasts somewhat with the classical idea of liberal arts education, which is 

oriented more around the learning objective of teaching the canonized Great Books 

of the Western World and the ideal of “what every educated person should know” 

(in his famous criticism, Paulo Freire described this as the banking model of 

education; Freire, 1970). Of course, critical thinking and liberal arts education are 

not inherently in direct conflict in the sense that they could not coexist in the same 

 
27 For such an attempt, see Pinker (2021, pp. 321–322). 
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syllabus. Thinking so would be a false dichotomy, as if we were forced to choose 

between the two. However, taking critical thinking seriously means giving this 

attitude top billing over our allegiances to conserve cultural traditions. Generally 

speaking, our educational culture seems to be steadily shifting from content-based 

curriculum design to a more competence-based approach, and the rise of critical 

thinking’s popularity in educational policy can be linked to this trend (Noddings, 

2016, p. 86–87; Pikkarainen, 2014; Shpeizer, 2018). 

If we focus in a slightly narrower sense on the question of what the ultimate 

epistemic aim of education should be, there have been other proposed candidates 

besides critical thinking as well (for overviews, see Robertson, 2010; Lane, 2016). 

Some of the main contenders here are understanding (Elgin, 1996, 2007) and truth 

(Goldman, 2011). This is not the proper place to review these debates in detail. 

Based on the literature, it feels that such proposals ultimately circle back to the 

fundamentality of critical thinking, even if the basic sentiment is expressed in other 

terms. 

To conclude this section, one final issue must still be clarified. While critical 

thinking has been elevated here as the most important educational ideal, this 

assessment does not entail that it would be the sole aim of our education, to which 

everything else could be reduced. Critical thinking is not meant to be an educational 

“grand unified theory of everything,” giving us an answer to all questions we might 

have about education. The Delphi report on critical thinking, commissioned by the 

American Philosophical Association, already highlights that critical thinking 

should not be regarded as synonymous with all good thinking (Facione, 1990). For 

example, besides critical thinking, philosophers of education have named caring 

(Noddings, 1984) and creative thinking (Lipman, 2003) as highly important 

educational goals. This admission, however, does not mean that these other aims 

could trump critical thinking in potential situations of conflict. One way to describe 

this predicament is to say that critical thinking is primus inter pares—while other 

high-ranking educational goals can be considered to be equal with it, critical 

thinking is still, in some sense more foundational, than them (Siegel, 2017, p. 116). 

The above viewpoint in this subchapter highlighted the value of critical 

thinking as the linchpin of our educational system, which holds it together. The 

following sections move on from this abstract philosophical perspective to consider 

what the promotion of critical thinking can do for an individual, seen from a first-

person point of view. 
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5.2 Subjectification and rational agency   

Let me start with an attempt to condense a few centuries of intellectual history into 

a few sentences: The European Age of Enlightenment of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries was a watershed moment for Western educational thinking, 

ushering it to its modern phase. Many of our most cherished educational ideals 

were first articulated during this momentous timeframe. Notably, this period marks 

the emergence of the notion of the sovereign individual—a self-sufficient subject 

with her own set of inviolable basic rights.28 This progress was accompanied by the 

related educational notion, that the maturation of an individual’s autonomous 

agency—meaning independent character creation and will formation—could be 

furthered through efforts to cultivate her capacity to reason well.29 Many of the 

subsequent traditions within the Western educational tradition have pursued this 

theme of self-ownership further, proposing their own takes on the key concepts in 

this equation.30 It is also the bedrock for the present-day critical thinking movement, 

and the paradigm of critical thinking provides one attempt to render the three-way 

union between the concepts of rationality, autonomy, and education. 

Ultimately, this line of thinking rests on a central tenet crystalized best in 

Kant’s (1788/1996) moral theory: In our dealings with other individuals, we always 

have a universal duty to respect their unique personhood. This moral imperative 

requires that we must always treat others as an end in themselves and not as a means 

to some purely instrumental purpose we might have in mind. Various forms of 

education and schooling are one significant area where we must pay heed to our 

Kantian values. Since we usually have at least certain authority over our students, 

 
28 As I said in the main text, this condensed account is making a very long story short. In truth, the 
changes of course were not this stark, as the ancient idea of flourishment (eudaimonia) and Renaissance 
humanism had already developed similar themes. See Blake & Masschelein (2003, p. 42): “The legacy 
of Enlightenment thinking informs the modern tradition in education quite comprehensively. Its deep 
influence extends far beyond educational progressivism. Rousseau’s concern at least to respect the 
“natural” freedom of man and Kant’s response, to attempt to ground respect for persons as a categorical 
imperative, inform liberal and even conservative attitudes to education no less than the progressive or 
radical. They are the moral lingua franca of modernity.” 
29 The classic articulation of this ethos is Kant’s 1784 essay What is Enlightenment? (see Kant, 1996). 
30 In the Continental tradition, this line of thinking has been pursued under the concept of Bildung 
(whereas the process of attaining this goal is known as Bildungsprozess). In the context of American 
pragmatism, it is described through growth (Dewey, 1916). The so-called London school of analytic 
philosophy of education (represented by R. S. Peters, Paul Hirst and R. F. Dearden) emphasized rational 
autonomy in Kantian terms as the prime objective of education in the 1960s and 1970s, even if analytic 
philosophers of that time period, speaking generally, were not particularly receptive to Continental (or 
Kantian) influences. 
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it would be tempting to take advantage of this power imbalance by imposing our 

unquestionable will on them. 

This schema becomes clearer when we separate various modes of education 

from each other. Educational theorists have suggested different names to draw these 

distinctions, but here I use Geert Biesta’s (2013) terminology. In Biesta’s terms 

subjectification is the process of maturation through which our pupils can reach the 

full extent of their autonomous agency and express their individuality by forming 

epistemic and moral judgments—including on their own conception of good life. 

Rationality, or critical thinking, is taken to be the master key to unlock this state. If 

a person is incompetent to reflect on her beliefs and decisions, she cannot develop 

and express her own interests in a considered and consistent way, thus limiting her 

sphere of freedom—simultaneously making her gullible and dependent on external 

authorities. This subjectification differs qualitatively from socialization; that is, the 

lifelong process where a person absorbs the relevant knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes needed to function in her surrounding society and culture.   

Among critical thinking theorists, the fundamentality of this connection has 

been advocated pointedly by Harvey Siegel. Here he (Siegel, 1988, p. 54, emphasis 

in original, endnote removed) writes:  

If we accept critical thinking as a fundamental educational ideal, we explicitly 

acknowledge the desirability of the attainment by students of self-sufficiency 

and autonomy. [...] The critical thinker must be autonomous—that is, free to 

act and judge independently of external constraint, on the basis of her own 

reasoned appraisal of the matter at hand. Relatedly, if we take the ideal of 

critical thinking seriously, we must endeavor to render the student self-

sufficient and capable of determining (insofar as possible) her own future.  

Siegel and other like-minded philosophers maintain that while critical thinking 

education certainly has other instrumental benefits as well, we must not lose our 

focus. The promotion of subjectification and rational agency must remain first in 

our minds. 31  One possible way to classify various educational aims is due to 

Christopher Winch and John Gingell (1999, p. 11): 

 
31 The elephant in the room—or in this case, in the footnote—is the question of how this Kantian 
imperative is itself justified. Siegel (2017, pp. 42–43) is silent on the matter, leaving it to moral 
philosophers to figure out the ultimate philosophical justification for this ideal. It should be noted 
however, that although Siegel holds that the two ideals of critical thinking and personal autonomy are 
closely linked, under closer scrutiny they remain distinct. Autonomy is the necessary condition of 
critical thinking, but on its own it is not a sufficient condition. An individual can be autonomous yet 
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There are different ways of categorising aims of education. One tradition 

emphasises the importance of education as an individual, liberal good with 

intrinsic value. Another tradition sees education as a public, as well as an 

individual good, with instrumental, as well as, or in contrast to, intrinsic value. 

Broadly speaking, the former tradition is called 'liberal', the latter 'instrumental'. 

Instrumental aims can be further classified into vocational, societal and 

personal. 

Expressed through the language of this division, critical thinking is fundamentally 

an intrinsic good (this idea was already touched upon above, for example, in the 

discussion on the differences between epistemic and instrumental forms of 

rationality). I share this conviction and reference this idea in some form in all my 

articles contained in this thesis but especially in articles I and III. 

Two issues merit further discussion here, as they are germane to the 

argumentation in my studies. The first of these is the phenomenon described as “the 

beautiful risk of education” by Biesta (2013). With this poetic phrase, Biesta means 

that in the process of subjectification, the endpoint is undeterminable in advance, 

making the outcome of our education also unpredictable. This contrasts with strong 

forms of emancipation, which often have a more detailed teleological account in 

mind of how the liberation process plays out. Article III argues that certain recent 

reimaginings of critical thinking that seek to expand its traditional model with 

influences brought in from critical pedagogy fall prey to this very problem. When 

they place critical thinking (or criticality) in service of specific personal and social 

transformations, they simultaneously curb the sphere of free critical thinking in 

advance. 

Another important issue here concerns the degree to which we can approximate 

the ideal of subjectification and rational autonomy. When described in abstract 

terms, this ideal posits a model person who is totally free and autonomous. In reality, 

such a state is impossible to attain fully—it could be said that this is just what it 

means for something to be an ideal: It is a beacon that lights us the way even if we 

can never truly get that far on our journey. Admitting this does not mean we have 

now determined this ideal is incoherent or unusable (as Michael Hand seems to 

argue; see Hand, 2006). There is no need to conceive this ideal in absolutist 

either/or terms, as we can note that there is a whole colorful spectrum between the 

two extremes, and people are autonomous or free to a degree. This gradualism has 

 
think uncritically. This philosophical separation is evident in the fact that they have their own 
philosophical defenses. See Siegel (2017, p. 41).  
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been recognized in the literature previously. David Bakhurst (2011, p. 10) sums this 

up by saying that it is 

tempting to think that we must be able to identify discrete, critical moments of 

transition that enable the child to cross a line that divides the minded from the 

unminded, the pre-rational from the rational, ‘first nature’ from second nature, 

the merely animal from the personal. But of course there is no moment at which 

the child becomes rational, any more than there is a moment at which she first 

qualifies as a speaker of her native language. There are no lines that are crossed, 

just complex, many and varied developmental processes in which black and 

white end points are joined by numerous overlapping links in shades of grey. 

However, Article II raises the point that in the context of critical thinking, such 

gradualism is still conceived of philosophically and in abstract terms by many 

authors. The acknowledgement that people are imperfect rests on the notion that 

the mistakes even the best of us make happen in logic and epistemology, whereas I 

argue that we should consult the relevant empirical knowledge on the matter to 

determine to which extent people can really attain the related ideals of critical 

thinking and personal autonomy. In slogan form, we should view critical thinkers 

as cognitive and biological creatures, not as epistemic agents. Here I draw some 

parallels between our theory building on critical thinking and discussions on the 

differences of ideal and non-ideal theories in meta-ethics and political philosophy 

(Stemplowska, 2016). The contrast between ideal and non-ideal theories arises 

wherever we are dealing with normative issues. The central question is about how 

norms are best implemented in the world. In short, an ideal theory prescribes how 

we should act in ideal circumstances with many of the particulars of the real world 

abstracted away. In contrast, a non-ideal theory takes into account more broadly 

how the world behaves and relates our vision to this. I will explain my ideas in 

better detail in later chapters when these themes become pertinent.  

5.3 Democratic citizenship   

A short, succinct dictionary-form definition for democracy denotes a political 

arrangement where the citizens possess the ultimate authority to decide on the 

legislature that governs them—either directly or through elected representatives: 

by the people, for the people. According to the prevailing philosophical 

explications of this ideal, however, such a formalistic definition is insufficient to 

capture the true ethos of democracy. Especially in the so-called deliberative 



60 

theories of democracy, popular during the latter half of the twentieth century,32 the 

legitimacy of democratic governance does not stem from just any special type of 

public voting in referendums or other forms of collective decision making but 

rather requires that the decision is preceded by public deliberation, where citizens 

can raise their thoughts in support and opposition of the matters and on such basis 

reach informed decisions. In other words, it is not enough that society provides its 

members with platforms to voice their opinions in the public sphere. These opinions 

must ideally satisfy certain standards of epistemic adequacy to be truly legitimate. 

Enter critical thinking. 

The gist of the idea here is that by equipping future generations with the 

instruments of critical thought, in the big picture this creates a better-informed 

citizenry, which then leads to a healthier and better functioning democratic society. 

On the whole, critical thinking can also provide a stimulating jolt and instill a 

participatory spirit in citizens, as it enables them to join in the discussions in their 

communities—not only formally through practices such as voting but also through 

informal discussions with their peers, grassroot activism, and even in the form of 

consumer choices of what to buy and eat. In a democracy, citizens have the power 

to transform society with their own dreams of a better world. We thus have an 

organic extension of the ideas presented in the previous subchapter, just applied to 

the wider societal realm: Critical thinking broadens the sphere of freedom by giving 

citizens tools for independent will formation in political matters. 

The need for critical-minded citizens might be deeply rooted within the ethos 

of democracy, but it is also made more pertinent by the rising complex and 

worldwide challenges, as the now all too familiar examples of climate change, 

deforestation, the energy crisis, human migration and the resulting multiculturalism 

in societies, increasing political apathy and inaction (Foa et al., 2020), erosion of 

democracy around the world (even in its traditional Western strongholds), the sixth 

mass extinction of animal kingdom, and increasing diseases of affluence in the 

industrialized countries (such as obesity) demonstrate. If that was not enough, we 

can throw the unexpected “black swans,” exemplified by the present COVID-19 

pandemic, into the mix. These issues all share the quality that if we are to somehow 

address them and alleviate their societal effects, it will likely require collective, 

coordinated action with a rational attitude. Uncritical minds will not get us far. 

 
32 Rawls (1971); Habermas (1996); Benhabib (1996); Gutmann & Thompson (1996). For an alternative 
view, see Mouffe (2013).  
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Another subplot here is the seismic shift in the media landscape. Media 

platforms play a huge part in democratic societies related to how citizens acquire 

information regarding matters du jour. Although there has always been some 

unease with this equation (Dewey, 1927; Lippman, 1922; 1925), recently it has 

been complicated further by the changes in the quantity, quality, and pace of media 

outputs. Quantity-wise, the sheer number of views available to us grows 

exponentially in our current epoch of the information age (Halpern, 2014, p. 2, 

75)—sometimes called the “infodemic” (Zimmer, 2020). It is thus becoming harder 

and harder to find and recognize the relevant information amongst the deluge of 

mis- and disinformation—especially when the algorithms of digital media steer us 

into a specific direction and create echo chambers around us. Quality-wise, the 

advent of forms of digital and social media have given rise to numerous new 

operatives, blurring the traditional lines between professional journalists and their 

audiences. Although this directness and removal of traditional gatekeeping might 

also have a positive democratizing effect, it outsources quality control to the 

recipient. The pace of the news cycle is also quickening, putting bigger pressure on 

both journalists and audiences to form their opinions in the ever-shortening now. 

All this has led to discussions on the post-truth era, shaped by “fake news” and 

clickbait, normalization of hate speech, and questions regarding what to do with 

these developments.33 

When the critical mindset is expounded by theorists, educationalists, policy 

makers, and the like, the democratizing effect of this educational objective often 

gets top billing. Critical thinking supports and facilitates democracy in society. In 

philosophical theory, the link between critical thinking and theory has been argued 

for strongly by Harvey Siegel (1988). Here Sharon Bailin and Siegel (2003, p. 189) 

spell this connection out:  

To the extent that we value democracy, we must be committed to the fostering 

of the abilities and dispositions of critical thinking. Democracy can flourish 

just to the extent that its citizenry is able to reason well regarding political 

issues and matters of public policy, scrutinize the media, and generally meet 

 
33 The editors of the Oxford dictionaries announced “post-truth” the word of the 2016 (Stanovich 2021, 
p. ix). Here a popular educational objective is the case of media (or information) literacy, which seems 
to share a lot of ground with critical thinking. However, two things merit attention on this matter. First, 
critical thinking has constructive and evaluative dimensions, whereas media literacy only seems to 
emphasize the former. Second, most critical thinking theorists would argue that the primary value of 
this educational goal does not stem from its way of making us immune to fake news and manipulation. 
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the demands of democratic citizenship, many of which require the abilities and 

dispositions constitutive to critical thinking. 

In policy, the value of critical thinking has been marketed under the auspices of the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and 

the European Union.34 In this sense, it has also been namechecked by prominent 

politicians, like the Irish president Michael D. Higgins and Barack Obama in their 

speeches regarding the emerging educational challenges facing us in the twenty-

first century. 

All three of my texts offer some suggestions on this subject. Articles I and III 

do so directly, while the contribution of Article II is perhaps slightly less obvious 

here. Article I tackles the supposed relationship between critical thinking and 

democracy, throwing some shade on the received wisdom here. The main claim is 

that we should be a bit more hesitant when we advertise that critical thinking 

automatically promotes democracy, as it might happen that education for critical 

thinking comes to entertain anti-democratic themes and considerations. If we take 

our commitment to democracy as our most prized political value, it can be 

instinctive to limit what critical thinking instruction can include in the name of 

safeguarding our valued democratic order. 

The possibility of having to make such a difficult choice is not mere 

philosophical speculation, as this very question has been raised in public discussion 

on the proper contents of education—for example in Finland some fifteen years 

ago, as I detail in Article I. In a critical thinking class, we might come to consider 

certain controversial views, such as Plato’s political philosophy or Nietzsche’s 

ethics (and the list of potential examples does not end with just these two names). 

Plato and Nietzsche’s incendiary ideas are anti-egalitarian in spirit yet also 

mainstays of introductory philosophy courses. Should they be removed from our 

classes to ensure that our students are not lured by these dangerous ideas? Article I 

argues that critical thinking, in its functions of anchoring our entire educational 

system and promoting subjectification in the individual, should be given 

precedence over protecting democracy from inconvenient philosophical ideas. To 

discount critical thinking in the name of democracy would amount to limiting the 

freedom of individuals and thus go against the core orientation of our education. 

 
34 The document Competences for democratic culture – Living together as equals in culturally diverse 
democratic societies (European Union, 2016) mentions familiar skills (analytical reasoning) and virtues 
(open-mindedness) of critical thinking. 
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The main conclusion of Article I is that while critical thinking can still be said 

to be a natural ally of democracy, this relationship is more nuanced than what has 

been recognized. When we advertise critical thinking as a pro-democratic force, we 

must realize that this will also involve critical self-reflection on democracy’s 

foundation as a political philosophy, warts and all. The process can be ugly and 

uncomfortable, especially if one was expecting that education for critical thinking 

would unconditionally endorse with rational arguments the beautiful sides of 

democracy.   

While I still stand behind this idea, I have some second thoughts on the more 

radical thought experiments raised briefly in the text. Namely, toward the end of 

the paper, I ask whether a critical thinker could, through independent deliberation, 

find a non-democratic worldview to be the best in light of her independent thinking. 

Can we really rule such a thing out conclusively ab initio? Since the writing and 

publication of this text, I have had some time for deeper reflection, leading to a 

more considered take on these issues. 35  Especially regarding the question of 

whether a critical thinker could hypothetically end up supporting fascist form of 

government, I now find this outcome significantly less plausible. 36  This 

afterthought occurred to me after refamiliarizing myself with Karl Popper’s (1945) 

classic work on political philosophy, which I had read years earlier but for some 

baffling reason overlooked when drafting this text. In Popper’s view, a consistently 

rational person desires for an open society around her, where rational and critical 

inquiry can occur freely. To desire a closed system such as fascism would be a 

betrayal of the very ideals of critical thinking itself and thus beyond the pale. 

Fascism is out of question then. Yet it is also true, that it is the nature of both critical 

thinking and democracy that they remain works in progress, philosophically 

speaking. Their ultimate definitions have not been settled, and further thinking on 

these issues can transform our understanding in ways we cannot presently imagine. 

In this sense promoting critical thinking commits us to promoting self-critical and 

honest discussion on how the Popperian open society should look—not 

 
35 Nicholas Burbules’ (2020) rejoinder on my work was especially helpful here. I thank him once more.  
36 My actual rhetorical question was: “Cannot an individual critical thinker living in a democratic society 
end up advocating a fascist worldview in a manner that is consistent and open for reasons-based 
criticism?” While I did not answer affirmatively to my own question, leaving the question up in the air, 
it is clear from the context that I was bringing this hypothesis up as something that could potentially 
occur (in philosophical terms at least). As I confess in the main text, I now have a much deeper 
understanding of the relevant moving pieces in the hypothetical question. My friend Doctor Veli-Mikko 
Kauppi suggested the following humorous excuse for the premature publication of my half-baked ideas: 
I was young, and I needed the money.   
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conservatively and unconditionally safeguarding democracy as it is presently 

known to us. As Harvey Siegel (1988, p. 55, emphasis in the original) says about 

critical thinking, it “is not a rubber-stamp friend of the status quo.”  

Article II draws on the empirical research literature to show that as members 

of the species homo sapiens we are in many ways imperfect cognitive agents. 

Although I do not draw the political implications myself in this text, in wider 

discussion on the topic, theorists have pondered what it means for our theories of 

civic virtues if citizens are not capable of autonomous will formation—at least not 

to the degree that our philosophical models seem to expect (Kahneman, 2011). 

Does this mean that some amount of paternalism is actually needed in societies to 

overcome the psychological deficit that citizens have in their capacity for critical 

thought? As I said, Article II does not really comment explicitly on any of these 

matters, but it does provide a natural gateway to these related topics. I leave these 

discussions to a possible future work.  

5.4 Vocational considerations  

Even a cursory glance at the educational discussion is enough to establish that the 

topical importance of critical thinking has been embraced also from a more 

vocational angle. In these commentaries, critical thinking is touted as a beneficial 

skill in the current labor market, both for individuals and for national economies. 

Considering individuals, proficiency in critical thinking supposedly increases 

workers’ employability and leads to an upward career path. For national economies 

engaging in fierce global competition, this educational objective can stimulate GDP 

growth by producing an adept workforce. Everyone wins, or so it seems. 

The ongoing megatrends, which now increasingly shape the labor markets of 

the twentieth century, have made these thoughts even more topical. To begin with, 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution is upon us, marked by automatization, artificial 

intelligence and digitalization, and it is remolding traditional occupations at an 

alarming speed while also giving birth to entirely new occupations. Against this 

backdrop, it is often becoming increasingly shortsighted to train specialists to run 

specific and narrow tasks, as these vocations might not exist long in the future—at 

least, not in their present form. In contrast, the transversal skills of analytical 

reasoning and problem-solving, hallmarks of critical thinking, are multipurpose 

tools that can be applied in a wide range of settings, turning a critical thinker into 

a jack-of-all-trades with no expiration date. It would then be a prescient choice to 

put a bigger emphasis on such general skills in our curriculum design. Another 
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megatrend, which amplifies these developments further, is provided by the rising 

retirement age and the increasingly common fragmentary, non-linear nature of 

careers, which place new demands on workers to update their competencies beyond 

the years of their formative training. Here critical thinking has also been linked to 

the other currently fashionable educational objective of lifelong learning, as a 

reflective frame of mind can make absorbing new information and skills easier (Lau, 

2015). Finally, through its connections to creativity and hypothetical modes of 

questioning, critical thinking can also stimulate innovation and entrepreneurship in 

society. 

Of the international educational organizations that have placed critical thinking 

on their agenda, this vocational perspective has been endorsed most noticeably by 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 37 

Institutions of higher education, trying to keep up with the new demands of 

changing times, have also emphasized critical thinking in this sense, as it can make 

their study programs sound like they are keeping up with the times in the current 

zeitgeist. In the domain of educational policy this attitude means that universities 

and colleges might test their students for the development of these skills and then 

use the results to measure their level of performance—typically also in comparison 

to competing institutions. Success in these rankings can become a source of great 

pride for the triumphant institutions and national education systems, advertised in 

the news and on their social media accounts. Such critical thinking tests are also 

used by the private sector to assist recruiting and promotion choices. Especially in 

decision-making when the stakes are high, companies want their prospective 

employees to be able to control their irrational impulses and demonstrate rational 

and analytical thinking.38 

In this particular corner of the critical thinking literature, my articles have next 

to nothing to say, at least not on the surface. However, by emphasizing the 

mainstream account of critical thinking—both how it is to be construed and the 

justifications for why it is to be taught—my work comes to bear on these issues 

indirectly. First, the vocational interpretations of critical thinking appear to talk 

exclusively of critical thinking skills, thus ignoring the important side of critical 

spirit (Holma, 2015). Of course, it is entirely possible to conceive this phenomenon 

in such a limited way. However, for clarity’s sake, it should not be confused with 

 
37 For example, see OECD (2019). 
38 Critical thinking is often featured in the results of questionnaires when employers are asked to name 
desired qualities, which increase the employability of candidates. For examples of such results, see 
Davies & Barnett (2015).  
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the full-fledged educational objective of critical thinking, promoted by 

philosophers of education. Second, although the previous flattering descriptions of 

critical thinking’s power to create efficient and adaptive workers might be true, we 

must remember that this utilitarian perspective is not the primary reason why 

critical thinking is such an important educational desideratum (Barnett, 1997; 

Nussbaum, 2010). In this regard there is some danger that the tail starts to wag the 

dog in educational policy—we value critical thinking only through its uses in labor 

markets. As I said, my articles do not really comment on these issues directly, but 

by advocating the traditional conception of critical thinking as composed of skills 

and critical spirit, together with the justification for why this educational goal is 

important, my preferred stance on these issues should be clear. 
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6 Points of contention  

Freedom of speech is routinely thwarted in authoritarian political regimes, which 

thrive on the blind submission of their citizens. Institutions of higher education and 

the free press are typically the first to be silenced under totalitarian rule. The 

following subchapters, however, do not survey such cases of real-life attacks on 

critical thinking but concentrate instead on the substantial philosophical criticisms 

that have been leveled at the way this notion is rendered in our theories. Speaking 

generally, these criticisms typically start with the idea that the mainstream account 

of critical thinking promises something that it cannot deliver, harbors inherent 

biases, or is in some manner too narrowly construed. It goes without saying that in 

proper analysis, such criticism must be considered carefully on its own terms 

without blanket dismissals. However, the typical countermoves used to vindicate 

critical thinking from these accusations seem to repeat certain gambits. 

The “master argument” of sorts is the retort that any attempt to either discount 

critical thinking or eliminate it entirely from the equation will end up undermining 

itself.39  Here is the crucial dilemma: Either the critique itself relies on critical 

thinking to drive its point home or the criticism is unargued for. Either way, critical 

thinking remains the last theory standing. This master argument actually made a 

brief appearance earlier in the context of educational objectives (see Subchapter 

5.1), where we considered the hypothetical alternative of what our educational 

system would look like without critical thinking at the center stage and deemed that 

such a view slips into indoctrination. It will also play a role in some of the following 

subchapters (and in Article III). 

Another recurring response to the criticisms is that they mischaracterize critical 

thinking and thus miss their target. Many of the common criticisms of the 

mainstream account of critical thinking seem to claim that it is either missing 

something vital or that it cannot achieve something, while the standard response 

then points out that when we look back at the history of the theorizing on critical 

thinking, such ideas have already been accommodated within the theory, perhaps 

for quite some time. It seems that critical thinking frequently gets characterized as 

the villain in narratives about social injustices in education—or even as the root 

cause of such states of affairs. Without taking a stance on these social justice 

movements in any way (I personally hold that many such causes are righteous), we 

can exonerate critical thinking by noting that it is described too one dimensionally 

 
39 Harvey Siegel (2017, pp. 16–17) calls this his “fundamental reply.”  
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in these criticisms—for example, by focusing completely on the logical and 

epistemological skills of critical thinking, thus ignoring the rich literature on critical 

thinking dispositions and virtues going back to at least Dewey in the early twentieth 

century. This line of defense is also put to work in Article III. 

Without further ado, let us see how the dialectic between the specific criticisms 

and the replies to them play out. Obviously, I only offer a small selection of these 

criticisms, as it is not possible to go through all or even most of the criticisms aimed 

at critical thinking in the literature. The criteria for inclusion here are based on the 

fact that the following issues relate—at least in some ways—to my thinking in the 

articles collected in this dissertation. 

6.1 Generalizability of critical thinking 

Based on the voluminous literature accumulated on this theme over the past four 

decades, the longest-running and most vibrant internal debate within the critical 

thinking scholarship has revolved around the question of whether the epistemic 

criteria for critical thought generalize across all contexts, problems, and subject 

matters, or whether we need to acknowledge a plurality of coexisting context-

specific subspecies of this phenomenon (Bailin & Siegel, 2003, pp. 181–182). 

Specifically, this issue seems to concern the critical thinking skills and their proper 

scope of application, leaving the nature of critical spirit largely outside the scope 

of this disagreement. The first of the positions described here can be called 

generalism while the latter in contrast is specificism. 

If we look at how the functioning of critical thinking is usually described in the 

literature, generalism appears to be the default stance. The features of critical 

thought are characterized in an abstract and neutral manner, giving us the 

impression that they can be applied to any situation or context in the exact same 

way. Indeed, as we saw in the Subchapter 5.4, a recurring type of sales pitch for the 

value of critical thinking promotes it as a transversal skill, applicable to a wide 

range of different vocational settings. Therefore, the alternative, more limited 

context-laden conception offered by specificism may even strike us as heretical—

like it is straight-up challenging the core idea of critical thinking and undermining 

its status. However, this view does have some intuitive pull of its own. 

The first consideration in support of specificism turns our attention to the 

obvious fact that the methodologies of different academic disciplines emphasize 

different tools of reasoning and theorizing. To use a dramatic comparison, the 

argumentation in historiography focuses on interpreting and assessing historical 



69 

documents and similar sources. At the other end, mathematics is driven by formal 

modes of thinking and producing axiomatic proofs. An expert researcher in one of 

these fields probably could not switch to the other without some hiccups, as the 

processes of inquiry in these areas rely on entirely different sets of reasoning skills 

and norms for assessing evidence and evaluating purported hypotheses. Indeed, the 

specificist approach can help to explain the familiar occurrence when people who 

are highly educated and undeniably capable of rational behavior in their own field 

of specialty, can demonstrate irrational belief formation once they are operating 

outside their comfort zone.40  Second, it can be argued on more philosophical 

grounds that there can be no empty thoughts, as thinking always consists of 

thinking something.41  Moreover, this act also infuses subject-matter knowledge, 

specific to the situation at hand. Therefore, it is a mistake to try to divorce our 

explications of the norms of critical thought from their actual contexts, as they are 

inseparable (Bailin et al., 1999a). 

The modern generalism-specificism debate was sparked by the writings of 

John McPeck (1981) forty years ago when he criticized the generalist position and 

endorsed the specificist alternative.42 The theme then dominated the discussions on 

critical thinking over the following two decades (see, for example, Ennis, 1989; 

McPeck, 1992; Paul, 1985; Siegel, 1988). Although scholarly interest in this topic 

seems to have peaked, it continues to arouse new contributions (see, for example, 

Davies, 2013; Johnson, 2010). The enduring popularity of this topic is perhaps 

explained by the fact that it has direct and significant ramifications on our views 

on effective critical thinking pedagogy (more of this in Subchapter 7.1) and the 

value of critical thinking in the job markets (as discussed in Subchapter 5.4). 

The introduction of this thesis is not the right place to summarize the back-and-

forth volleys of arguments presented in these discussions, as these debates are not 

something I aspire to participate with my work. However, I suppose every critical 

thinking theorist has an opinion on the matter, if perhaps only implicitly and to a 

certain degree. Put briefly, I find a mediating position between generalism and 

specificism most sensible, as has been argued by Harvey Siegel (1988; see also 

Ennis, 1989). This compromise holds that certain “hard” logical and 

 
40 For some thoughts on the matter, see Basterfield et al. (2020). 
41 Bailin et al. (1999a) argue against viewing critical thinking skills as generic and discrete on the 
grounds that skilled performance at a critical thinking task cannot be separated from knowledge of 
concepts and from domain-specific principles of good thinking. 
42 Certain earlier thinkers, like Dewey (1910) and Glaser (1941), also displayed what in our present-day 
terms could be considered specificist tendencies in their conceptions of critical thinking. See Hitchcock 
(2018, The Generalizability of Critical Thinking section, para. 1). 
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epistemological principles are of general nature and hold no matter the context. At 

the same time, we can allow that sometimes specific scientific disciplines 

emphasize different methodological tools. There should be nothing controversial 

about this admission, as it is clear that, taken together, the collection of critical 

thinking skills has a highly amorphous nature. A more radical specificist conclusion 

would require that these various usages are somehow inherently contradictory, 

amounting to competing sets of critical thinking rules. This seems implausible, 

based on the lack of such candidates. 

The debate between generalism and specificism is mentioned in passing in 

Article II. There it is used as an example to illustrate the distinctive non-empirical 

nature of the theory-building on critical thinking. The dialogue between the 

generalists and the specificists in the literature has been conducted mostly through 

philosophical a priori means without significant input from empirical studies on 

human cognition. While I do not expect such empirical data to decide the issue one 

way or another conceptually or normatively, I feel this approach could provide us 

with some much-needed illumination on the ways our minds utilize different 

critical thinking skills in different contexts and situations and how this knowledge 

might inform our teaching strategies and curriculum design (something similar was 

suggested by Robert Ennis three decades ago; see Ennis, 1989). 

6.2 The inherent biases within our account of critical thinking   

With a slightly different spin, another popular species of criticism aimed at the 

mainstream conception of critical thinking also finds fault with the general 

assumption that the norms of this model would describe a universally correct way 

of thinking. According to this line of critique, the perspective offered by the 

mainstream account is limited and carries inherent biases, which then lead to unjust 

consequences when this ruleset is implemented in conversational settings and 

educational practices. A recurrent starting point here seems to be a general 

suspicion regarding the sincerity of the narrative of the Enlightenment, which links 

reason and freedom together. Reason, at least not in the allegedly supra-historical 

and a-cultural form in which it is celebrated by the critical thinking movement, is 

not a universal road to liberation. Instead, it systematizes a way of thinking—and 

the conclusions emerging from this type of thinking—that serves the interests of 

certain dominant groups in the society. When our model of critical thinking is 

elevated as the whole picture of proper rational conduct, it ends up perpetuating 

certain biased forms of thought. 
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Indeed, the rationality assumption can inadvertently help to legitimize 

oppressive arrangements in the social order. Even if critical thinking theorists or 

educators are themselves innocent of harboring such sinister intentions and act in 

good faith, this, in any case, is how their theoretical construct is now being used in 

societies to silence and disenfranchise people on the margins. To right this wrong, 

we must either expand our account of critical thinking or recognize alternative 

frames of thought besides the monological approach of critical thinking. 

Variations of this line of criticism are ubiquitous in the literature. During the 

twentieth century, early influential expressions of this idea were certain currents43 

within critical pedagogy (Apple, 2004; Giroux 1983a, 1983b) and philosophical 

feminism (Thayer-Bacon, 1992) that implied that the mainstream account of critical 

thinking carries either inherent socio-economic or gender bias, respectively. Later, 

forms of postcolonialism and multiculturalism have been other influential 

approaches to argue for more diversity and pluralism within our understanding of 

good thought. Of course, it is possible to combine several of these viewpoints into 

one, as the now popular intersectional approaches of social justice do. 

As in the previous section, I will not delve into specific arguments and 

considerations here. I will just note on a general level that there is much that I can 

find socially and politically agreeably in these proposals, and I believe they should 

be pursued through political means. With this being said, I still think that the 

mainstream account of critical thinking, as it has been understood within this 

research program, is the best theoretical ally such movements can hope to have on 

their side. Maybe I am once again overexplaining where my thinking is coming 

from, but I want to be clear that the rationale for my views is not based on wanting 

to argue against these specific social and political views or to promote political 

conservatism and anti-diversity policies. 

It is not necessary to delve into the particularities of the various iterations of 

this criticism here. Instead, I discuss how some of these themes come to the fore in 

Article III. There I give my attention to forms of criticality that attempt to overcome 

certain problems within the model of critical thinking with influences drawn from 

critical pedagogy (Burbules & Berk, 1999; Davies, 2015; Sibbett, 2016). The forms 

of criticality have their own case-specific nuances, but on a general level their 

common argument is that critical thinking overfocuses on atomizing logico-

 
43 For the record, I do not wish to suggest a false dichotomy here. The claim is not that, for example, all 
feminists would somehow be automatically against critical thinking, only that certain scholars who self-
identify as feminists have criticized critical thinking in this way. There is nothing inherent in the idea of 
pursuing gender equality in society that puts it on a collision course with critical thinking.  
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epistemological analyses of individual arguments and statements, and by so doing 

it ends up missing the larger socio-political aspects in societal matters. This blind 

spot produces unjust social practices and structures. To overcome these limitations, 

the traditional account of critical thinking must be expanded with stronger 

emphasis on these matters—ergo, the step forward from traditional critical thinking 

to new criticality.  

I argue against this move, and my thinking relies on the abovementioned 

common countermoves. First, when advocates of criticality claim that critical 

thinking is blind to social injustice and that this political consciousness must be 

integrated within the model, I employ a form of the “master argument” to argue 

that such an attack against critical thinking is itself dependent on critical thinking, 

so it ends up being self-undermining. If we are to let go of critical thinking, we 

cannot convincingly argue in favor of criticality’s own social theses either. In fact, 

if we tinker too much with the account of critical thinking, our education becomes 

indoctrinating. Non-indoctrinating education is definable through critical thinking, 

so if we lose critical thinking, we lose subjectification. Ultimately, critical thinking 

and criticality are in the same boat, so it does not make sense to rock it while adrift 

on stormy seas. 

The other thread in my argumentation here is based on the idea that the original 

motivation for introducing criticality is based on a strawman caricature of critical 

thinking. Namely, many of the problems associated with critical thinking, such as 

its problems with “social accountability” (Sibbett, 2016) turn out to be issues 

concerning the way critical thinking is being taught—and not something that would 

require drastic changes in our model of critical thinking. These outcomes must be 

regarded as failures in regard to how critical thinking is implemented and not as 

something that is deeply ingrained in our account. Many of the ethical virtues that 

proponents of criticality call for have actually been an integral part of the modern 

mainstream theorizing on critical thinking since its inception at the hands of Dewey. 

With that being said, it is good to be reminded of the existence of this critical spirit 

and to keep the discussion going on how these ideals can be better implemented in 

the future through egalitarian and inclusive practices for classroom discussions as 

parts of critical thinking courses. To conclude: Critical thinking can work in service 

of social justice goals, on its own terms. In this role it can be even a formidable ally 

to such causes. 
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6.3 Social epistemology and anti-individualism  

The third species of criticism focuses on the issue that our model of critical thinking 

might overemphasize the viewpoint of a self-reliant individual in belief-formation, 

whereas the practices of rationality are actually inherently social and collaborative. 

We must thus recognize that rationality is not a property of the heroic individual, 

but of larger groups. A version of such a view was already held by Dewey (Kauppi 

& Drerup, 2021), and lately it has become more popular with the rise of the field 

of social epistemology.44 

How to respond? There are certainly intuitive elements here, but once again, I 

would be hesitant to agree that addressing these intuitions requires us to make 

thorough changes to the actual account of critical thinking. It is true that 

collaborative communication, the adversarial system in law, peer review in 

academic publishing, and intellectual teamwork generally can take us further than 

what we could achieve alone (for example, by revealing our blind spots and 

egocentric biases; Pinker, 2021, p. 41). But is there truly something within the 

normative rules of critical thinking themselves that somehow contradicts this? It 

seems that we are dealing with matters regarding how critical thinking should be 

implemented in our practices rather than some deep theoretical flaw within the 

model itself. 

I briefly discuss in Article II how this social dimension of critical thinking 

might be supported and better explicated through findings from empirical 

psychology. Here we have research confirming the everyday intuition that 

interaction with other people might work as an antidote against certain biased forms 

of thinking. However, this move should not be celebrated as a silver bullet that 

magically solves all such instances of uncritical thought, as the “wisdom of the 

crowds” can also turn into groupthink, which inhibits critical thinking. 

6.4 Analytic epistemology and empirical research  

The mainstream theory building on critical thinking has been pursued mainly 

within the subdiscipline of analytic philosophy of education (see Subchapters 2.1 

and 2.2). This type of research carries a decidedly non-empirical tone, and the 

methodology employed leans on philosophical considerations, arguments, and 

 
44 Another philosophical way to argue for this would be to use the ideas of Wittgenstein (1953/2009) 
and Kripke (1982) to note, that solitary rule-following is not even theoretically possible, but requires 
social setting. 
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hypothetical scenarios. At the same time, these epistemic themes have been studied 

within the adjacent empirical fields of social psychology and cognitive science. The 

issue is not that philosophers are ignorant or dismissive towards such research (in 

fact, many philosophers might have high respect for the accomplishments of natural 

sciences in their worldviews). The decision to keep philosophical and empirical 

matters apart is based on philosophical reasons. The knowledge provided by 

empirical sciences is descriptive; it informs us of how the actual world really is. 

Philosophical views on critical thinking, in contrast, are prescriptive; they tell how 

the world should ideally be. To derive our prescriptive conclusions from descriptive 

observations would be tantamount to the naturalistic fallacy—or, in Humean terms, 

deducing ought from is. 

Article III presents this conundrum but takes a position against the mainstream 

of critical thinking scholarship and argues that we should listen more carefully to 

what the empirical sciences are doing related to these same topics. The dominant 

current in the modern experimental study of human reasoning is the research 

program known informally as heuristics and biases (Gilovich et al., 2002), which 

has been applauded as “one of the crowning achievements of modern psychological 

science” (Lilienfeld et al., 2009, p. 390). Growing from the pioneering work of 

Peter Wason in the 1960s and followed by several influential studies by Amos 

Tversky and Daniel Kahneman (Kahneman et al., 1982; Wason, 1960), this 

paradigm has produced countless studies on various aspects of human reasoning 

over the subsequent decades, resulting in three Nobel laureates and some of the 

most cited scientific publications of the previous century. By now there is a strong 

indication of internal consistency and cross-task correlation between the results of 

these studies. This corroborates the general conclusion of this research, which is 

that human belief formation, reasoning, and judgment quite often deviate 

systematically from the expected normative guidelines of rationality (Evans & Over, 

1996; Stanovich & West, 2000). 

I argue that these findings have consequences for our picture of what critical 

thinking can actually do, which also has pedagogical ramifications on how critical 

thinking should be taught and assessed. I elaborate on these ideas in the following 

chapters. 
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7 Matters of pedagogy 

When critical thinking is framed as an educational objective, this invites a plethora 

of further questions pertaining to practicalities: How should this phenomenon be 

taught? To whom? Where? The reader will not find opinionated responses to these 

questions in my research, although my conclusions carry some ramifications for 

critical thinking pedagogy. It is good to be reminded that the theoretical discourses 

here are not mere philosophical navel gazing but that there exists a direct line from 

these theoretical considerations to what actually goes on—or should go on—in 

classrooms and lecture halls. However, my implications here are sketchy and 

tentative, and they must be fleshed out in better detail on another occasion. 

Without further ado, I will next consider critical thinking pedagogy in two 

chapters. The first concentrates on teaching, and the latter discusses measuring 

critical thinking prowess through test instruments. 

7.1 Teaching critical thinking 

When the importance of critical thinking as an educational goal is championed in 

philosophical discourses, this undertaking would only go halfway if we did not 

have an accompanying story to tell regarding how these uplifting ideas are to be 

implemented in our educational practices. Philosophy of education is standardly 

subsumed under the more general labels of “practical” or “applied philosophy,” so 

it would indeed be ironic if our educational imperatives were not practical or 

applicable (pardon the pun). Alas, it seems that a lingering gap exists between the 

worlds of theories and praxis here. Namely, educators have stated their frustration 

over the perceived reality that they cannot see what means should be used to nurture 

critical thought in their students, as the theoretical works can be vague—or even 

silent altogether—on the topic (Davies, 2015; Shpeizer 2018, p. 11). Be that as it 

may, there already exists a long and evolving tradition on critical thinking pedagogy, 

discussed in the scholarly tracts and represented in the textbooks and syllabi. In 

fact, critical thinking might be on a firmer footing here compared to certain other 

competing educational movements, such as critical pedagogy. I present this 

tradition and its advancements here. I explore these issues through a series of 

questions regarding “to whom,” “where,” “when,” and “how” critical thinking 

should be taught. I begin with the question of target audience for critical thinking.  

As was previously argued on a deep philosophical level (in Subchapter 5.1), 

critical thinking carries the crucial function of a regulative force within the nexus 
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of our educational values—it is through the “language” of critical thinking that our 

educational values are ultimately expressed and defended. Without it, our education 

would amount to indoctrination. Put into effect in institutional settings, this means 

that critical thinking must be present through all forms and levels of formal 

education (and ideally, children’s initiation into the rational practices of giving and 

asking reasons has begun already before formal education at home through 

parenting; Bailin et al. 1999a, p. 297–299). Critical thinking is not merely a topic 

for education on par with other subject matters; it is also the method for all 

education. In this regard, critical thinking has been described as part of the “meta-

curriculum,” reaching all corners in education and governing over them (Ackerman 

& Perkins, 1989). 

With that being said, questions of age appropriateness must be taken into the 

account. Does teaching critical thinking to first-graders work the same as teaching 

it to ninth-graders? Can we expect the youngest of the children to be cognitively 

ready to practice autonomous belief formation? It might be best to introduce 

explicit critical thinking into education gradually (although there are also highly 

influential pedagogical programs of “philosophy for children” that propose ways 

to introduce reflective pedagogical activities for younger age groups; Lipman, 

2003). The idea here is that teachers can use their epistemic authority and non-

critical modes of teaching for small children as long as those same students 

eventually (after maturation) get a chance to think these things through 

independently. The main target audiences for transparent critical thinking 

instruction might then be students in upper secondary school and in various 

institutions of tertiary education. While critical thinking is always present in all 

education, certain school subjects, such as social studies and philosophy, might be 

more inviting environments to carry out these reflective assignments and classroom 

discussions. 

When we reach the world of higher education, especially in its Humboldtian 

forms, critical thinking becomes the raison d'être for the existence of these 

institutions. Many of the features associated with higher education research and 

teaching such as criticality and epistemic autonomy, are also core values of critical 

thinking, and are best explicated through this framework. 

After considering the questions of “to whom” and “when,” the next issue on 

the list is that of “where” critical thinking is to be taught. Here, the divisive question 

is should critical thinking be taught across the curriculum infused within the 

practices of “normal” academic courses, or separately in its own study modules 

dedicated solely to this topic? This is one of those instances where the way we 



77 

construe critical thinking in our theories ends up affecting our pedagogical views. 

For those theorists, who argue against generalizability of critical thinking, a general 

context-free course does not really make sense. Instead, critical thinking instruction 

must always be pursued within its actual contexts. On the opposite side, generalists 

think that a separate course is in order. Regardless of our answer here, we can 

discuss on a general level the question of “how” critical thinking should be taught. 

To begin with, the mainstream understanding of critical thinking tells us that 

this phenomenon consists of skills and attitudes. Thus, it is primarily a static body 

of knowledge, best served by exam-oriented course goals that test students’ 

knowledge of the hard facts in this area. Our aim is to nurture students to use their 

skills and attitudes. In spirit, critical thinking education eschews top-down 

hierarchies in the classroom setting, where the teacher is the unquestionable 

epistemic authority on the topic. Emulating the model set by Socrates, we should 

have more dialogue than monologue. 

Finally on our list of pedagogical questions is the issue of “what” is to be taught. 

The early theorizing on critical thinking during the mid-twentieth century 

emphasized matters of formal logic. This emphasis carried over to pedagogy, which 

was dominated for a long time by formal logic. Since then the field has seen an 

expansion toward epistemological issues. Methods for teaching critical thinking 

include teacher-moderated classroom discussions, argument mapping, formal 

debates, analyzing the logical and epistemological qualities of newspaper editorials, 

and so on. 

The picture painted in Article II points to a general direction where the standard 

versions of critical thinking course syllabi should be expanded with lessons drawn 

from social psychology and cognitive science. More specifically, this empirical 

research has shown that mere knowledge of logic and epistemology is not enough 

to make us reason well, as the influences of our heuristics and the cognitive and 

affective biases they produce might still distort our thinking. What is needed are 

so-called debiasing methods. Debiasing refers to those strategies (or mix of 

strategies) that are designed to suppress or mitigate either the genesis of biases or 

their harmful effects—typically so that certain proposed debiasing strategies are 

meant to mitigate a specific type of bias (Lilienfeld et al., 2009, p. 391). An example 

here is the incentive to “consider the opposite”. This can teach us to challenge our 

entrenched beliefs by imagining alternative viewpoints in our minds (Lord et al., 

1984). 

The topic of critical thinking pedagogy is also referenced briefly in Article I. 

Namely, my cautionary examples regarding the situations where the ideals of 
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democracy and critical thinking might clash highlight the need for professional 

teachers of critical thinking. My argument in this text is that we should not shun 

difficult or controversial topics in critical thinking classes, such as those that might 

try to use philosophical arguments and considerations to undermine our 

foundational values of democracy or human rights. In practice, moderating 

discussions on these topics and defusing some of the volatile counterarguments 

requires much from the teacher. 

7.2 Measuring critical thinking 

When the bell has rung to signal the end of our Critical Thinking 101 class, we 

want to get our hands on some tangible data on how successful our pedagogical 

interventions have been. From a broader perspective, the stakeholders responsible 

for the financial funding of the educational system also want to be convinced that 

they really are getting some bang for their buck. Here the critical thinking 

assessment tests, formulated for just these purposes, come in. They aim to measure 

how well an individual can think critically with the materials provided in the test. 

The matter of designing such test instruments has been a storyline of its own within 

the modern critical thinking industry ever since the first half of the twentieth 

century, and it continues to this day. 

In the big picture, this matter might feel like a secondary subproject compared 

to the “real” theoretical groundwork, a mere add-on or an afterthought to be 

finalized once everything else is sorted out. But as was true with the nature of the 

relationship between theory and pedagogy of critical thinking, here too I feel the 

abstract and practical issues are deeply interwoven. No doubt, our account of 

critical thinking influences what should be taught and measured, but from a reverse 

angle, the tangible issues and findings arising in the context of critical thinking 

measurement might stimulate our theoretical thinking and reveal what the distance 

between our theoretical idealizations and hard reality is. Certain negative findings 

from these tests might even point to the direction that critical thinking, as it has 

been conceived in our theories, is not really teachable. For example, Richard Arum 

and Josip Roksa (2011) found that approximately 45% of students in US-based 

colleges showed no significant improvement in critical thinking, analytical 

reasoning, or problem-solving after their first two years at the university (the test 

they used was a critical thinking test known as Collegiate Learning Assessment).45 

 
45 For discussion on other negative results, see Bailin & Battersby (2015, p. 125). 
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Arum and Roksa (2011, p. 121) conclude that “the gains in critical thinking, 

complex reasoning and written communication are either exceedingly small or 

empirically nonexistent.” 

One suggested reason for such outcomes is that the deep psychological biases 

we have are incurable (Green, 2015, p. 111–113). Halpern (2014, pp. 13–17), on 

the other hand, lists data that seems to show more positive results (as do the meta-

analysis cited by Tim van Gelder; van Gelder, 2015, p. 183; see also the work of 

Hyytinen, 2015). The important thing to notice is that the dramatic results by Arum 

and Roksa, which have understandably received much attention, are not the whole 

picture, as their approach has its own limitations, and other studies produce 

different results. Critical thinking is all about being evidence-based in our beliefs, 

so, here too we must base our beliefs regarding effective critical thinking 

instruction on the evidence. In short, more research is needed before we draw major 

conclusions.  

On the other hand, the way these tests and the results they provide are used and 

appreciated within our current metric-driven educational culture also reveal the 

expectations that educational policy makers place on critical thinking. In the current 

era of international higher education rankings, these critical thinking tests can 

become measurements of not just individual students but of entire educational 

systems. If the conception of critical thinking on which these tests are founded is 

too narrow or too one-dimensional, it can inadvertently end up influencing all of 

higher education—and not in a good way. Thus, critical thinking theorists are 

responsible for maintaining the full picture of this phenomenon in these discussions.  

On this topic, my writing does not really have direct import, but the 

pedagogical vision of Article II, as summarized in the previous subchapter, might 

have some bearing here. Namely, my views encourage a move away from the 

traditional tests, which focus on logic and epistemology, and a move toward 

enrichening the test questions with tasks that directly measure a candidate’s 

capacity to avoid cognitive and affective biases. Such critical thinking tests have 

been designed by Diane Halpern (2014) and Keith Stanovich et al. (2017). 
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8 Overview of the articles 

If we follow the standard formula for doctoral dissertations, in article-based theses 

this chapter would now be the true heart of the entire work, which summarizes and 

highlights the results of the individual articles. Once again, this template does not 

really work in the same way for dissertations with philosophical bent, as the nature 

of theoretical research is more about practicing a dialogue, and the so-called results 

are thus more tentative. With this being said, in this chapter I present the summaries 

of my individual articles and ponder where the frontline in critical thinking 

scholarship might lie in the future.  

8.1 Article I 

The Conflicting Ideals of Democracy and Critical Thinking in Citizenship 

Education is a critical examination of the relationship between the educational 

ideals of democracy and critical thinking, especially in the context of civic 

education. Both themes are regarded as bedrock values for our educational pursuits 

and are referenced as such in national curricula and educational policy documents 

produced by international educational organizations. In the philosophical literature, 

they are seen—and advertised—as mutually enforcing phenomena in citizenship 

education. 

However, these two ideals involve potential tensions in the instances when they 

pull in opposite directions. In short, teaching that aims to further the growth of 

critical thinking skills and tendencies can conceivably come to incorporate non- 

and anti-democratic topics and themes, thereby challenging the status of our deeply 

held values of democracy and equality. On this basis, it is reasonable to ask whether 

these controversial topics should really be given a place in education, which seeks 

to nurture democratic behavior and an appreciation of human rights. 

My conclusions are twofold. First, in conflicts between democracy and critical 

thinking, we should prioritize the latter as our primary educational goal, and in its 

name, we can and should also discuss those controversial themes and topics that 

challenge democracy, human rights, and tolerance (to violate this would amount to 

an even greater violation against the ethos of democracy). At the same time, the 

second part of my conclusion indicates that we must rethink certain commonly held 

assumptions in critical thinking theory about the connection between critical 

thinking and democracy. 
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8.2 Article II 

I have long felt a natural, pre-philosophical pull to the kind of research that re-

examines age-old philosophical questions through the lens of current empirical 

knowledge. Soon after getting into the “critical thinking business,” I started to think 

about how these philosophical theories might benefit from empirical knowledge. 

This imagining led me to the path that eventually culminated in Article II, De-

idealising the educational ideal of critical thinking. Before I had a chance to survey 

the existing literature, I assumed I was on to something totally new that no one else 

had suggested before in print. But as often happens during the writing process, I 

found out that similar ideas had been suggested before (see, for example, Bishop & 

Trout, 2004; Correia, 2018; Ritola, 2015). However, I think I ended up making a 

solid, novel contribution to the discussion, with some ideas about how 

philosophical theory building and practical pedagogy on critical thinking might 

look like in the future. 

The article begins by setting the scene: The mainstream of critical thinking 

scholarship has converged on a general two-part model of this phenomenon, where 

this phenomenon includes, on the one hand, the set of logic-related reasoning skills 

needed to assess the validity of arguments and the epistemological acumen to assess 

the credibility of individual pieces of evidence and, on the other hand, the 

intellectual dispositions and virtues needed to put these skills to regular use in a 

way that is appropriate for an individual. 

Crucially, I identify a non-empirical orientation in the mainstream. In this 

article, I argue that this non-empirical orientation has led to the creation of an 

abstract and idealized account of critical thought that mischaracterizes the 

prospects and limitations of critical thinking as an educational ideal, both in theory 

and in educational practice. The problem is that the philosophical model of critical 

thinking encourages us to approximate a paragon of an ideal reasoner who is not 

encumbered by the inbuilt properties of our cognitive machinery, such as the 

workings of our information processing and the systematic tendencies for 

suboptimal functioning contained therein. On the pedagogical side, the non-

empirical emphasis has encouraged an emphasis on teaching sound logical 

reasoning as the backbone of critical thinking courses and textbooks, which in itself 

does not protect against these psychological issues (but might in certain extreme 

cases even amplify them). 

To remedy the situation, I suggest that mainstream theorizing (and its 

pedagogical imperatives) is on the right track in broad strokes, but, taken alone, is 
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only a half-truth of the matter. When we incorporate state-of-the-art empirical 

insights regarding human belief formation and reasoning—namely, the key ideas 

of the dual process theories of human cognition and the closely related research 

program called heuristics and biases—we stand to move several steps forward in 

our understanding of critical thinking and its efficient pedagogy. First, according to 

several authors, the definition and substance of critical thinking remains obscure 

and underdeveloped, especially on the side of critical thinking dispositions. 

8.3 Article III  

Compared to the previous two articles, From Critical Thinking to Criticality and 

Back Again has a more immediate source of inspiration, as my ideas here developed 

instinctively as a response to the writings of Nicholas C. Burbules and Rupert Berk 

(1999) and Martin Davies and Ronald Barnett (2015). These texts suggest in their 

own ways overcoming the limitations inherent in our model of critical thinking by 

drawing influences from the rival educational movement of critical pedagogy. As a 

result, we are faced with a new and improved educational goal of criticality. The 

iterations of criticality seem to share the same driving sentiment where the 

educational objective of critical thinking is diagnosed with problems of social 

apathy, which is to be remedied with the influences brought in from the tradition of 

critical pedagogy. 

My article provides a more counter-reactionary tone by striving to vindicate 

the traditional mainstream conception of critical thinking. I maintain that despite 

their admirable ambitions, the various expressions of criticality fail to combine the 

best parts of critical thinking and critical pedagogy, since on a deep meta-theoretical 

level these two paradigms have irreconcilable core principles. In addition to this 

main argument, my criticism of the criticality project has additional supporting 

moves. First, I argue that the depiction of the failures of critical thinking used to 

motivate criticality is to a large degree a strawman. In actuality, the existing 

conceptualization of critical thinking can already do the desired extra socio-

political educational work, so there is no pressing need for the suggested new 

augmentations. Second, the traditional worries of indoctrination which have 

followed critical pedagogy since the inception of this educational movement, 

remain unresolved within criticality. The only way to successfully address this 

concern is to lean on critical thinking as the core of our educational theory, bringing 

us back to where we started. 
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8.4 Future avenues 

I began this introductory essay by echoing Siegel’s earlier sentiment that it is a good 

time to be in the “critical thinking business.” Here at the end of this document, I 

find it fitting to close the circle by taking a look ahead, since I am convinced that 

this high tide will carry into the future as well. The label “critical thinking” is still 

gaining traction, making appearances in the speeches of prominent politicians, 

international educational policy documents, national curricula, lay parlance, and 

even the vernacular of job advertisements within the private sector. But even if the 

present usage of this particular buzz phrase turns out to be nothing but a passing 

cultural fad, going out of fashion and then being supplanted by the shifting attention 

on “the next big thing,” the foundational ideas underpinning this label will surely 

remain with us. The roots of critical thinking, the actual phenomenon itself, reach 

deep and wide in educational soil. It is inseparably connected to perennial concerns 

within this discipline, directly shaping our understanding of the very nature and 

purpose of education itself. What are our educational goals? How can they be 

justified? What defines indoctrination? Why is it bad? To what extent can 

indoctrination be tolerated in our educational system if we must make difficult 

tradeoffs? What is the interrelationship between subjectification, socialization, and 

vocationalism as the three modes of education (Biesta, 2013)? Without any hint of 

hyperbole, the day when we have ceased to reflect on these questions is also the 

day when we have given up on philosophy of education as we know it altogether. 

Until then critical thinking, or however we happen to verbalize these deep issues in 

the future, will continue to remain high on the agenda of this field. 

If we turn to the specific su-themes of my dissertation as they appear in the 

individual articles, we can see how they too contain several threads that can be 

expected to remain topical, providing fertile ground for more research. First, 

several trends have galvanized the traditional topic of education for democratic 

citizenship, giving it a heightened sense of urgency. The escalating developments 

of polarization, populism and political apathy threaten the stability of democratic 

societies. Worldwide concerns such as climate change, mass extinctions, resource 

extraction, pandemics, immigration, and economic globalization are all pressing 

issues across national borders that require collective, coordinated responses—both 

nationally and internationally. At the same time, activist groups call for stronger 

and more consequential emphasis on social justice. All this while we are 

transitioning even further into the Information Age, where the media industry is 

undergoing rapid changes, both in terms of quantity and quality, resulting in social 
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media echo chambers, fake news, and other challenges for democratic deliberation. 

Critical thinking connects to all these topics. Creating a critical citizenry is often 

viewed as a promising solution to many of the mentioned issues here, but it is not 

an unproblematic solution. How can we best educate the coming generations, so 

that they actively engage with social issues in their communities and work to create 

a better future for themselves without slipping into a paternalizing attitude? As I 

discuss in articles I and III, it might be tempting to align critical thinking more 

closely with certain social and political conclusions in these topics, ensuring that 

our education does have the desired societal outcome. Such a move, however, 

carries the price of narrowing the margins for critical thought to operate within, 

which also has ripple effects throughout our entire educational system. Are we 

prepared to move our educational activities even an inch closer to indoctrination? 

These discussions will surely continue in the near future and our interpretation of 

the nature of critical thinking will figure prominently in them. 

Another big theme in my work, notably in Article II, is the question of how 

philosophizing on normative and conceptual issues should relate to the 

experimental investigations on human cognitive processes. It is a safe bet that this 

seventy-year-old empirical research program, resulting in countless much-cited 

studies and three Nobel prizes, will continue to carry momentum as new studies 

come in. This has direct implications for our understanding of the extent of human 

cognitive capacities, the educability of critical thinking, and the best way to 

engineer choice architecture in public deliberation. Of course, this research does 

not make philosophy of education obsolete, as these empirical studies always build 

on certain conceptual and normative assumptions on what the norms of rationality 

are to begin with. With that being said, I also believe that the philosophical work 

on critical thinking and its education could stand to learn from a stronger 

multidisciplinary collaboration, especially when it comes to the side of critical 

spirit and how it should be cultivated through our educational means. I suspect that 

one big area, where both the philosophical and the empirical approach will inform 

our practices in the future, is the measurement of critical thinking. For better or 

worse, this phenomenon is gaining currency in the private sector and in higher 

education. It is everyone’s interest to make these tests as valid and as reliable as 

possible. Philosophical explications of the norms of critical thinking working in 

cooperation with cutting-edge empirical knowledge is the right way forward here. 

Finally, Article III discusses some attempts at bringing different traditions 

within philosophy of education into dialogue. While I find the suggested détente 

between critical thinking and critical pedagogy under the banner of criticality to be 
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unfruitful in the end, from a more general perspective, I find the idea of opening 

new lines of communication between previously estranged schools of thought to be 

commendable. Philosophy of education has traditionally been a fragmented field, 

where various cultural and linguistic factors have also played their parts in erecting 

barriers between different traditions. Sadly, these contingent factors have masked 

certain underlying similarities in the issues philosophers have considered across 

different cultural spheres. For example, analytic philosophy of education is not the 

only movement to have considered the educational nature and implications of 

rational autonomy. In the future, I hope that the ongoing internationalization of 

philosophy of education will push thinkers to build a rapport with each other and 

compare how their work might relate to each other, despite the terminological and 

methodological differences. 

I close this section by saying something about my own conclusions. I have not 

put my ideas forward as an attempted final word on these issues. Earlier I 

mentioned that rather than a certain strict methodology, practicing philosophy often 

means joining a discussion. I have strived to do just that with the hope that maybe 

my thoughts can bring something new to the table. In philosophical works, the 

value is not always in the old questions getting answered but rather in new ones 

being asked. True to that spirit, I think that even if my views turn out to be mistaken, 

they can stimulate new research that will provide us with better answers. 
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