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A Glossary of Critical Thinking Terms and Concepts
.
Introduction

This compendium of terms is a testament to the fact that critical thinking
entails a body of concepts and principles which, when internalized and
practiced, enable people to raise their thinking to a higher level. Critical
thinking, in one form or another, has been implicit in the thinking of some
people from the earliest days of homo sapiens (the species that thinks). Once
thinking was raised to the level of consciousness, it followed that at least
some people would begin to think consciously about thinking (noticing its
sometimes “flawed” nature). Yet we are still a considerable distance from
the emergence of homo “criticus” sapiens (the species that thinks critically).
Critical thinking has not yet become a dominant cultural value nor critical-
mindedness (criticality), but a common personal attribute.

Why Critical Thinking?

Humans live in a world of thoughts. We accept some thoughts as true. We
reject others as false. But the thoughts we perceive as true are sometimes false,
unsound, or misleading. And the thoughts we perceive as false and trivial are
sometimes true and significant.

The mind doesn’t naturally grasp the truth. We don’t naturally see things
as they are. We don’t automatically sense what is reasonable and what
unreasonable. Our thought is often biased by our agendas, interests, and values.
We typically see things as we want to. We twist reality to fit our preconceived
ideas. Distorting reality is common in human life. It is a phenomenon to
which we all, at times, unfortunately fall prey.

Each of us views the world through multiple lenses, often shifting them to
fit our changing feelings. In addition, much of our perspective is unconscious
and uncritical and has been influenced by many forces — including social,
political, economic, biological, psychological, and religious influences.
Social rules and taboos, religious and political ideologies, biological and
psychological impulses, all play a role, often unconscious, in human thinking.
Selfishness, vested interest and parochialism, are deeply influential in the
intellectual and emotional lives of most people.
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What Is Critical Thinking?

To live successfully in this world of power, propaganda, manipulation, and
exploitation, we need an orientation that enables us to exercise oversight on
thinking (on our thinking and that of others). We need a systematic way to
further sound thinking and limit unsound thinking. We need to take command
of our cognitive processes in order to determine in a reasonable way what
thinking to accept and what to reject. Critical thinking is that process, that
orientation, and in the finest cases, that way of living. As William Graham
Sumner put it, more than a hundred years ago:

[Critical thinking is]... “the examination and test of propositions of

any kind which are offered for acceptance, in order to find out whether
they correspond to reality or not. The critical faculty is a product of
education and training. It is a mental habit and power. It is a prime
condition of human welfare that men and women should be trained in
it. It is our only guarantee against delusion, deception, superstition and

misapprehension of ourselves and our earthy circumstances.”

What Are Its Forms and Manifestations?

Critical thinking concepts encompass a large network of interrelated ideas.
To understand one such idea often entails understanding other ideas. As
such, critical thinking concepts are best understood in relationship to each
other and in contrast to their opposites. We have focused on concepts which
are non-technical (and are thus available in any well-researched dictionary
of the English language). Furthermore, we have focused on concepts of use
to those interested in an explicit, global, Socratic, and systematic approach
to critical thinking, rather than on approaches that are implicit, sophistic,
one-dimensional, or episodic. By the way, each of these terms (descriptive
of approaches to critical thinking) is included in this glossary, so if you are
puzzled by any of them you can put this glossary immediately to use by
looking them up.

The concept of critical thinking, comprehensively viewed, is a rich,
variegated, and, to some extent, open-ended concept. There is no way to
encompass it “completely” and inexhaustibly. There is no way to encompass it
in a one-sentence “definition.” Nevertheless, at its base is a foundational set of
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meanings presupposed in all of its varied uses. Its multiplicity is given by the
fact that one can pursue the improvement of thinking by somewhat different
studies with somewhat different scope and trained on different foci.

Thus, critical thinking may be implicit in human thought, or explicit. It
may be fostered systematically, or engaged in only episodically. It may foster
selfishness or fairmindedness. It may be global (multi-dimensional, broad,
generalizable) or specialized (one-dimensional, narrow, intradisciplinary).'

Though we recognize all of these forms and manifestations of critical
thinking, still we believe that the approach most essential to the non-specialist
is that which is most functional across all disciplines and domains. What is
more, even specialists are well-advised to master the foundations of global
Socratic critical thinking since specialists need to learn to think effectively
across disciplines and other domains of thought (for example, to correct for the
bias and limitations of their discipline).

Final Details and Qualifications

The network of critical thinking terms in this glossary is in no way
exhaustive. Many more terms might be added to it. For example, one
important concept in critical thinking is captured in the term “intellectual
standards,” which is defined as “criteria used to evaluate or judge the quality
of reasoning.” There is an array of such standards extant in all modern natural
languages, including clarity, accuracy, precision, depth, breadth and fairness.
These and a number of other intellectual standard terms are included in this
glossary. However, due to space limitations, a great many other intellectual
standard words have been excluded.

We have also included a significant number of terms which illuminate the
barriers to the development of critical thought — for example those terms
which center around the problems of sociocentric and egocentric thought.

For most entries we provide a brief definition followed by elaboration
and exemplification of the concept. In a number of cases we link the terms to
instruction, for the benefit of our readers who are educators or students.

Finally please note that, for every term, we have included only those definitions
relevant to critical thinking, in some cases leaving out a significant number of
other possible uses of the term.

1 See critical thinking forms and manifestations.
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accurate: free from errors, mistakes, or distortion.

Accuracy is an essential intellectual standard and therefore an important
goal in critical thinking. However, achieving it is often a matter of degree.
The extent to which we have achieved it is determined by the conditions set
forth by the question at issue and/or context (and how well we have met those
conditions).

It is important for students to develop a world view supported by accurate
understandings. Yet we cannot “give” students these understandings. Rather
they must think their way through information and ideas, making mistakes in the
process. As their perspective develops, they develop greater accuracy and depth
of vision. And they come to see that thinking within any perspective may entail
distortions or inaccuracies. Critical thinkers are aware of this likely phenomenon
and thus strive to accurately represent their own view, as well as those of others.

Related terms: Correct connotes little more than absence of error; accurate
implies a positive exercise of one to obtain conformity with fact or truth; exact
stresses perfect conformity to fact, truth, or some standard; precise suggests
minute accuracy of detail. Also related: scrupulous, conscientious.

See intellectual standards.

activated ignorance: taking into the mind and actively using information that is
false, though it is mistakenly taken to be true.

Many problems are caused by activated ignorance, by people acting on
beliefs that aren’t true. The philosopher René Descartes came to confidently
believe that animals have no actual feelings, but are simply robotic machines.
Based on this activated ignorance, he performed painful experiments on
animals, interpreting their cries of pain as mere noises. Many forms of activated
ignorance result from social rules and ideologies.

Critical thinkers understand the problem of activated ignorance in human
thought, and therefore routinely question their beliefs, especially when acting
upon them has significant potential implications for the harm, injury, or
suffering of others. They recognize that everyone has some beliefs that are, in
fact, a form of activated ignorance. They also recognize that it is not always
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easy to identify what is and is not activated ignorance.
See activated knowledge, inert information, sociocentricity.

activated knowledge: taking into the mind, and actively using, information
that is not only true but, when insightfully understood, leads the thinker by
implication to more knowledge, deeper understandings, and rational actions.

Schooling should lead to the developing of activated knowledge, when
instead it often fosters activated ignorance or inert information. Consider the
study of history, for example. In history classes, many students do no more
than memorize isolated statements in the history textbook so as to pass exams.
Some of these statements — the ones they don’t understand and could not
explain — become part of the students’ battery of inert information. Other
statements — the ones they misunderstand and wrongly explain (but believe to
be true) — become part of the students’ battery of activated ignorance.

What is much more powerful, from a critical thinking perspective, is
learning fo think within the logic of history. When we can do so skillfully, we
have formed a basis for activated knowledge.

Consider, for example, these two powerful ideas:

* History is always told from some point of view.
» Any point of view may be biased, prejudiced, distorted.

When these two understandings are “activated” in our thinking, we routinely
read history in a new way. We notice limitations in any given point of view. We
notice, for instance, when facts are left out or distorted, and how the facts are
interpreted. We are also able to imagine alternative historical accounts (written,
for example, from differing points of view).

See activated ignorance, inert information.

ambiguous: having two or more possible meanings, either through deliberate
intention or due to inexactness of expression; indefinite, uncertain.

Sensitivity to ambiguity and vagueness in writing and speech is essential
to good thinking. A continual effort to be as clear and precise as the context
allows is fundamental to developing effective and persuasive thought. Some
ambiguity may, in some contexts, be appropriate — for example in poetry or the
visual arts. But in everyday communication, clarity of thought usually requires

N-<><E<=—cv\=uo-vczgr—=='——::¢n“mcnwi



:C\-HMUF\W!

N =< % = « © = w»n ™ £ U O Z = - X -

RANEBEEARSFAR

unambiguous uses of language. For example, consider the statement, “Welfare
is corrupt.” Among the possible meanings of this sentence are the following:
» Those who administer welfare programs take bribes to administer welfare
policy unfairly.
= Welfare policies are written in such a way that much of the money goes to
people who don’t deserve it rather than to those who do.
* A government that gives money to people who haven’t earned it corrupts
both the giver and the recipient.
Thus the statement “welfare is corrupt” is ambiguous. Until we know the
intended meaning, we will not know whether we agree or disagree.
Ambiguous conceptions and communication lead to a vast array of problems
in human life. Thus students need routine practice in clarifying thought.
See clarify, intellectual standards.

analyze: to decompose into constituent parts; to examine in detail so as to
determine the nature of, to look more deeply into an issue or situation; to find the
essence or structure of; to take apart and examine the structures of something.

Analyzing thought is a fundamental goal of critical thinking. It represents
one of the three sets of essential understandings in critical thinking (the other
two being the assessment of thought and the pursuit of intellectual traits).
Since reasoning is a fundamental “activity” of the human animal, becoming
skilled at taking reasoning apart and examining its parts for quality is essential
to consistently reasoning at a high level of skill. Thus students should routinely
be asked to analyze their ideas, claims, experiences, interpretations, judgments,
and theories. They should do the same with those they hear and read.

See elements of reasoning, intellectual standards, intellectual traits.

argue: two meanings of this word need to be distinguished: 1) to quarrel with
during a disagreement (often involving strong, irrational, emotional displays);
and 2) to attempt to persuade by giving reasons.

In emphasizing critical thinking, faculty should routinely foster movement
in their students from the first sense of the word to the second; that is, help
them understand the importance of giving reasons to support their views
without allowing their egos to get involved in what they are saying. Egocentric
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involvement in one’s views is a fundamental problem in human life. To argue

reasonably is to rely upon logic and reason, to bring forth facts that support

or refute a point. This should be done in a spirit of cooperation and good will.
See argument, confidence in reason.

argument: a reason (or reasons) offered for or against something; the offering of
such reasons; the word “argument” may also refer to a discussion in which there
is disagreement and suggests the use of logic and the bringing forth of facts to
support or refute a point.

Argumentation, the use of reasons in support of arguments or positions, is
an important dimension of critical thinking. Skilled argumentation entails
supporting one’s own views using logic and sound reasoning. But it also involves
sensitivity to evidence supporting opposing views. Fairminded critical thinkers
consider all relevant evidence in arguing for a position, and are willing to change
their views when the evidence requires it of them. Sophistic argumentation is
skilled reasoning that is misleading or inappropriately one-sided.

See argue, intellectual empathy, sophistic thinking.

assessment: See evaluation.

associational thinking: ideas, memories, experiences, or feelings linked in the
mind for any number of reasons, but not necessarily “logically.”

Much human thinking is associational in nature. That is to say that the
mind connects many ideas with each other, not because there is a “logical”
link between them, but because they simply remind us of other ideas for any
number of reasons — for example because they occurred in our experience at
the same time. Thus, if we were often punished for “slamming the door,” then
we might associate doors being slammed with, say, fear of punishment. Our
minds are filled with associations linked in our experience. Associations might
take the following form: “This reminds me of that, which reminds me of that,
which reminds me of this other thing.” For example, “Growing up in Little
Rock reminds me of hot summer days, which reminds me of playing softball,
which reminds me of a softball coach I once had,” so forth and so on. The
human mind naturally tends toward associational, undisciplined, unrestrained
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thinking rather than purposeful, relevant, accurate thinking. There is a place
for associational thinking when, for example, one wants to revisit a time
and place in one’s past, or simply relax the mind and experience pleasant
associations. But associational thinking, which is often unconscious, can also
create problems. If a person who was cruel to me as a child had a particular
tone of voice, I may find myself (unconsciously) disliking a person because he
has the same tone of voice.

When dealing with important issues, rather than relying on random
connotations and suggestions in the mind, critical thought deliberately directs
one’s thinking toward that which is clear, accurate, relevant, substantive, and
reasonable. It values taking command of one’s associations and being on the
lookout for times when inappropriate associations are being made.

See cultural associations, intellectual standards.

assume: to take for granted or presuppose.

All thinking is based on assumptions, though not all assumptions are
justifiable. Critical thinkers strive to make their assumptions explicit in order
to assess and correct them when good reasons or the evidence requires it. This
is important because assumptions typically lie at the unconscious level of
thought. Assumptions can vary from the mundane to the complex, from the
justifiable to the problematic: “1 hear a scratch at the door. I get up to let the cat
in. I assume that only the cat makes that noise, and that he makes it only when
he wants to be let in.” “A man I am in a relationship with speaks gruffly to me.
I infer I have done something wrong and he is angry with me. I feel guilty and
hurt. I assume he only speaks gruffly to me when he is angry with me and 1
have done something wrong. I assume that whenever he is angry at me I have
done something for which I should feel guilty.”

People often equate making assumptions with making false or unjustifiable
assumptions. When people say, “Don’t assume,” this is what they mean. In fact,
we cannot avoid making assumptions and many are justifiable. (For instance,
we have assumed that people who read this glossary can read English, or are
reading a translation of it.) Rather than saying “Never assume,” which isn’t
possible, say, “Be aware of and careful about the assumptions you make, and
be ready to examine and assess them.”
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See assumption, elements of reasoning.

assumption: a statement accepted or supposed as true without proof or
demonstration; an unstated premise or belief; a belief taken for granted.

By the word “assumption” we mean “whatever we take for granted as
true” to figure out something else. Thus, if you infer that because a candidate
is a Republican, he or she will support a balanced budget, you assume that all
Republicans support a balanced budget. If you infer that foreign leaders presented
in the news as “enemies” or “friends” of our country are in fact enemies or friends,
you assume that the news is always accurate in its presentation of the character of
foreign leaders. If you infer that someone who invites you to his or her apartment
after a party “to continue this interesting conversation” is really interested in you
romantically, you assume that the only reason someone would invite you to his
apartment late at night after a party is to pursue a romantic relationship.

All human thought and experience is based on assumptions. Our thought
must begin somewhere. We are typically unaware of what we assume and,
therefore, rarely question our assumptions. Much of what is wrong in human
thought can be found in the uncritical or unexamined assumptions that underlie
it. For example, we often experience the world in such a way as to assume that
we are observing things just as they are, as though we were seeing the world
without the filter of a point of view.

Skilled reasoners are clear about the assumptions they make, make
assumptions that are reasonable and justifiable given the situation and evidence,
make assumptions that are consistent with one other, and routinely seek to
figure out what they are taking for granted in any given situation.

Unskilled reasoners are often unclear about the assumptions they make,
often make unjustified or unreasonable assumptions, make assumptions that
are contradictory, and ignore their assumptions.

See assume, inference, elements of reasoning.

authority: the power or supposed right to give commands, enforce obedience,
take action, or make final decisions; an influence exerted on opinion because of
recognized knowledge or expertise.

Critical thinkers recognize that the ultimate authority for the justification of



