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I.  PHILOSOPHY OF ARGUMENTATION AND CRITICAL THINKING 
 

CRITICAL THINKING, ARGUMENTATION AND DEBATE 
 
Important Terms/Concepts 
 
Critical Thinking 
Reflective Thinking 
Reasoning 
Argument  
Logic  
Logical/Rational/Reasonable 
Fallacious Reasoning 
Reflexive Thinking 
Persuasion 
Confirmation Bias 
Tribalism 
Cultural Cognition 
Backfire Effect 
Tolerance for Ambiguity 
Intuition 
Truthiness 
Argumentation 
Criticism 
Debate 
Four Basic Tests of Reasoning (C.A.R.S.) 
Persuasion-based (Audience Centered)
 Argumentation 

 
Logic-based (Traditional) Argumentation 
Ethos 
Pathos 
Logos 
Strong Sense Critical Thinking 
Weak Sense Critical Thinking 
Four Rhetorical Styles 
Rational Argument 
Manipulation/Propaganda 
Self-Centered 
Group-Centered (Sociocentric) 
Socially Responsible 
Demagogue/Demagoguery 
Pundit 
Critical Thinking Procedure  
Principle of Fidelity 
Caricaturization 
Principle of Generosity 
Intellectual  
Critical Thinking Values (Seven Traits of Mind) 
 

 
CRITICAL THINKING DEFINED 

 
Critical thinking has been defined by Robert Ennis as “reasonable, reflective thinking that is focused on 
deciding what to believe or do” (Ennis and Norms 3).  Being “reasonable” involves using good reasoning 
(more on that below).  The application of good reasoning should determine for the critical thinker what to 
believe (e.g., whether the President has done a good job) or what to do (e.g., whether or not to vote for 
the President’s re-election).  “Reflective thinking” is self-examining and self-correcting.  Critical thinking 
involves continually testing one’s own thinking for whether or not it is reasonable. It follows that critical 
thinking requires clear standards for whether or not thinking is reasonable. 
 
      REASONING, LOGIC AND PERSUASION 
 
Reasoning is the “process of inference” -- put another way, reasoning is the use of reasons to justify 
(infer) claims. An argument is a claim justified by reasoning -- it is an individual instance of reasoning, and 
the smallest unit of reasoning.  “This is a class I should take [claim] because it meets a graduation 
requirement [reason]“ is an argument/reasoning. Terms like “logical,” “rational” and “reasonable” refer to 
the quality of reasoning and arguments -- if the reasoning follows the “rules,” it is “logical.”  (If the 
reasoning violates the rules, it is termed “fallacious,” illogical, etc.) The discipline of logic is sometimes 
defined as “the study of reasoning.”  A better definition for our purposes would be “guidelines for good 
reasoning” -- logic functions to make reasoning a better tool for discovering probable truth.  Some basic 
rules include: 
 
 CLARITY:  reasons should be clear (not too vague, etc.). 
   
 ACCURACY:  reasons should be accurate (true to a high enough degree of probability). 
 
 RELEVANCE:  reasons should be relevant (directly enough support the claim). 
 
 SUFFICIENCY:  reasons should be sufficient (enough evidence to prove the claim). 
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Dealing with reasoning and arguments leads very quickly to dealing with persuasion.  Persuasion is the 
intentional use of communication to change receivers’ beliefs, attitudes and/or behavior in the sender’s 
(speaker, writer, etc.) desired direction.  Persuasion also entails reasoning -- the receiver will not change 
his or her mind or behavior without justification.  Obviously, anyone who has watched TV commercials 
knows that persuasion does not always use good/logical (clear, accurate, relevant, sufficient) reasoning.  
Furthermore, the reasons offered are not always verbal and explicit -- they are quite often nonverbal and 
suggested (images, music, etc.)  Nonetheless, persuasion uses reasoning (and therefore, argument) to 
change thinking and behavior.  Thinking critically often entails reasonable, reflective thinking about 
someone else’s (or one’s own) persuasion. 
 

NON-CRITICAL THINKING 
 

Non-critical thinking does not focus on logically testing beliefs by testing the basis (the reasoning) for 
those beliefs.  For example, in deciding what to believe or do, there is often an uncritical acceptance of 
“received wisdom” taught to us by our culture and the various authority figures in our lives.  There is also 
a tendency to believe what is most immediately comfortable because it coincides with prior belief, 
conformity, immediate self-interest, etc.  “Confirmation Bias” is a powerful tendency in thinking to 
selectively seek out (or avoid), then perceive, and remember evidence that reinforces (confirms) prior 
beliefs (Carroll). Richard Paul and Linda Elder describe the manifestations of such thinking as follows (9): 
 

 “It’s True Because I Believe It.”  This is quite different than I believe it because I have 
tested the basis for (reasoning behind) this belief and found it to be true.   
 
“It’s True Because I have Always Believed It.”  A strong desire to maintain beliefs long 
held is normal, and not testing the basis for the beliefs can be habitual. 
 
“It’s True Because We Believe It.”  What is taught, expected, enforced by the groups with 
which I identify is the truth, again, with no need to test the basis for those beliefs.  
 
“It’s True Because I Want to Believe It.”  This is what Paul and Elder call “innate wish 
fulfillment.” Testing the basis for such beliefs is not just neglected -- it is avoided. 
  

A person may want to believe it because “we” believe it, due to tribalism.  That term is used here in the 
general sense of loyalty to one’s group, which can extend to subcultures like political party, religious 
identity, profession, etc.  That loyalty can override critical thinking, in what may be more specifically 
termed cultural cognition, which “refers to the tendency of individuals to conform their beliefs about 
disputed matters of fact (e.g., whether humans are causing global warming; whether the death penalty 
deters murder; whether gun control makes society more safe or less) to values that define their cultural 
identities” (The Cultural Cognition Project). 
 
Social scientists have described a more extreme manifestation of the Confirmation Bias as the 
“Backfire Effect,” in which the prior belief is strengthened as a reaction to exposure to counter-
evidence (Nyhan and Reifler).  In other words, “It’s Even More True If I Am Exposed to Reasons 
Not to Believe It.” 
 
Both a cause and an effect of the above tendencies is intolerance for ambiguity (unwillingness to 
feel doubt or uncertainty about an idea/situation).  Critical thinking often requires tolerance for 
ambiguity, i.e., reserving judgement -- that means accepting not yet knowing the truth of claims, 
even on important issues (sometimes especially on important issues).  The discomfort often 
caused by that uncertainty, particularly on emotion-laden issues, makes the “shortcuts” described 
above by Paul and Elder that much more attractive. 
 
Also, non-critical thinking can be manifested in over-valuing intuition in the sense that no need is 
recognized to test its guidance.  The term intuition is used here in a very broad sense of any 
direct knowledge that is not based on observation, conscious reasoning, etc., and would include 
“gut feelings,” which is closely related to the following discussion of “truthiness.” 
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REFLEXIVE THINKING AND “TRUTHINESS” 
 
Non-critical thinking tends to be “reflexive.”  Reflexive thinking is the opposite of reflective thinking, which 
is self-examining and self-correcting.  With reflexive thinking, conditioned reflex and immediate emotional 
response to a claim determines its truth. It is true because it “feels” true.  On October 17, 2005, comedian 
and satirist Stephen Colbert introduced the word "truthiness" in a monologue on the “Colbert Report,” a 
television show that is a parody of news and commentary programs (The Word). 
 

And on this show, on this show your voice will be heard... in the form of my voice. 'Cause 
you're looking at a straight shooter, America. I tell it like it is. I calls 'em like I sees 'em. I 
will speak to you in plain simple English. And that brings us to tonight's word: truthiness. 
 
Now I'm sure some of the Word Police, the wordanistas over at Webster's, are gonna 
say, "Hey, that's not a word." Well, anybody who knows me knows that I'm no fan of 
dictionaries or reference books. They're elitist. Constantly telling us what is or isn't true, 
or what did or didn't happen. Who's Britannica to tell me the Panama Canal was finished 
in 1914? If I wanna say it happened in 1941, that's my right. I don't trust books. They're 
all fact, no heart.   'Cause face it, folks; we are a divided nation. Not between Democrats 
and Republicans, or conservatives and liberals, or tops and bottoms. No, we are divided 
between those who think with their head, and those who know, with their heart. 
 
… And what about Iraq? If you 'think' about it, maybe there are a few missing pieces to 
the rationale for war. But doesn't taking Saddam out 'feel' like the right thing? …right 
here, right here in the gut, because that’s where the truth comes from, ladies and 
gentlemen, the gut. Do you know you have more nerve endings in your stomach than in 
your head? Look it up. Now, somebody is going to say, “I did look that up, and it’s wrong.” 
Well, Mister, that’s because you looked it up in a book. Next time, try looking it up in your 
gut, I did, and my gut tells me that’s how our nervous system works. Now I know some of 
you may not trust your gut yet. But with my help, you will. The truthiness is, anyone can 
read the news to you. I promise to feel the news at you. 

 
Steven Colbert’s character may reflexively, intuitively “know” the truth, but he also uses reasoning to 
persuade his audience.  Part of that persuasion is reasoned attack on others’ positions and their 
reasoning.  Another way of putting this is that he is continuously involved in argumentation. 
 

ARGUMENTATION AND DEBATE 
 
 
He who knows only his own side of the case knows little of that.  
     -John Stuart Mill, philosopher and economist (1806-1873)  
 
 
Argumentation has been defined as the “advancement, support, and criticism of claims” (Rieke and Sillars 4).  
There are three key elements in this definition: 

 
1.  The advancement of claims: A claim or claims must be advanced.  Someone must take a position 

(e.g., “The President should be re-elected.”) 
 
2.  The support of claims: In argumentation a claim must be supported with some kind of rationale 

(reasoning). As noted above, a claim supported by a reason is an argument.  Argumentation must 
begin with an argument, which can then be tested for whether or not it is reasonable. (E.g., “The 
President should be re-elected because of his foreign policy successes.”). 

 
3.      The criticism of claims: “criticism” here means reasoned disagreement.  Someone else must not 

only dispute the arguments advanced, but also provide justification for the disagreement (e.g., 
“This does not justify his re-election because the President’s foreign policy successes have been 
much exaggerated and do not make up for domestic policy failures.”) 
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You might notice that in itself, this definition of argumentation requires taking positions, providing 
rationales, disagreement (and its justification) but not that any participant be particularly reasonable (or 
“think critically”).  How argumentation is taught (or how arguments are evaluated) depends on how the 
basic goals of argumentation are conceived (e.g., mass persuasion, discovery of probable truth, 
successful legal advocacy, etc.). There is more than one approach to argumentation, but the term 
traditionally refers to a logic-based approach to using arguments and their criticism and as a method to 
facilitate critical thinking, as “reasonable, reflective thinking about what to believe or do.” 
 
DEBATE: debate is “formal” argumentation, following a pre-set format.  Imposing such structure on 
argumentation (e.g., time limits, equal time, guaranteed opportunity for rebuttal, etc.) is usually intended 
to raise the quality of argumentation.  Such structuring can make argumentation more fair, thorough, and 
efficient.  From this point of view, listening to presidential candidates actually argue with each other is far 
superior to depending on campaign speeches or press conferences.  Structuring that argument into a 
debate is better still. 
 
The term “debate” is sometimes used synonymously with “argumentation.”  Here it is used in the narrower 
sense of “formal argumentation.”  However, “formal” (structured) argumentation is found not only in 
settings like courtrooms and legislatures, but also in political (candidates’) debates, interscholastic 
(competitive) debate, classroom debates, etc.  Imposing a pre-determined format on argumentation is the 
essence of debate. 

 
What Argumentation is Not (Necessarily) 

 
To many people, the term argument has very negative connotations.  They consider it to mean verbal 
fighting, bickering, etc., involving anger, aggression, personal attacks and relational damage.  To call 
someone “argumentative” usually does not mean that person likes to engage in reasoned discourse -- it is 
usually a term applied to someone considered aggressive and inconsiderate.  It is true that an angry, 
bickering couple involved in a verbal fight is, technically, probably involved in argumentation.  They are 
advancing, supporting and criticizing claims.  However, there is probably not much reasonable, reflective 
thinking going on, which leads to very poor-quality argumentation. 
 

PERSUASION-BASED AND LOGIC-BASED ARGUMENTATION 
 

One way to clarify the logic-based approach to argumentation is to contrast it with persuasion-based 
argumentation, usually termed “audience-centered.”  Rieke and Sillars summed up its primary goal: “We 
hold... that the objective of argumentation is adherence... The ultimate test of argument is whether or not 
people give their adherence to claims made by the arguer by stating concurrence or behaving accordingly 
“(6).  In this usage, the term argumentation is synonymous to “persuasion.”  Successful advocacy 
(persuasive argument) is more important than rational argument.  
 
In contrast, the goals of traditional (logic-based) argumentation have been summed up as follows: 
 

As an investigative study, argumentation is concerned with discovering what is probably 
true in any given controversy (Ziegelmueller and Dause 4). 
 
If we could teach only the skills of inquiry [truth seeking], we could still say that we were 
teaching argumentation, albeit somewhat incompletely.  If we only taught advocacy skills, 
however, we would be teaching another course.  We might call this course persuasion or 
studies in attitude change, but we would not call it argumentation.  What makes the study of 
argumentation unique is its concentration in inquiry skills. (Ziegelmueller and Dause 231). 

 
Ziegelmueller and Dause note that inquiry skills alone would make an “incomplete” argumentation.  
Traditional argumentation also maintains the secondary goal of persuasive argument.  Argumentation is 
seen as more than a truth-seeking method.  It should also serve to benefit society by “energizing” the 
truth, proving claims about what to believe or do in a way that is not only logical but also persuasive.  It 
should serve both as a way of reaching the truth and getting people to accept it.  Use of good reasoning 
to find the probable truth has very limited utility to the relationship, organization, or society if others cannot 
be convinced.  Using rational argument to do the convincing promotes critical thinking, which is viewed as 
a benefit in itself. 
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One way to further clarify the difference between the two schools of thought is to consider how each 
approaches Aristotle’s three modes of proof: ethos, pathos and logos.  Ethos refers to source credibility -- 
how “believable” a person or organization making a claim is can be a reason in itself to accept a claim.  
Pathos is often defined as “emotional appeals” -- more broadly, it is “audience adaptation” or choosing 
appeals most persuasive to a given audience. Logos is the third mode of proof -- proof is evaluated by the 
rules of logic. Both schools of argumentation use all three modes of proof; however, the difference in 
emphasis is critical. The following chart compares and contrasts the ends (goals), means (use of the 
modes of proof for achieving those goals) and tests (to assess the success of the argumentation) used by 
each approach. 
 
 
 
 
  Traditional Argumentation              Audience Centered Argumentation   
           (Logic-based)                (Persuasion-based) 

 
      Ends (Goals) 

 
  Primary goal: discovery of probable truth.  Successful Persuasion. 
  The secondary goal is “adherence:”   
  successful persuasion.  This can be  
  summed up as “energizing the truth.” 

   
              Means (Modes of Proof)        

 
Ethos Source credibility is judged primarily by  Source credibility is critically important, 
  logic-based standards meant to determine  but what makes a source credible is   
  the truth of claims, such as consideration  determined by the audience --  
  of the source’s expertise and objectivity.  considerations like expertise and  
  Any non logic-based standards (e.g.,   objectivity are important only if the 
  appearance) are secondary. (Ethos is   audience thinks so. Non logic-based 
  subordinated to logos.)    standards (e.g., appearance, celebrity)   
          may be  more important to credibility.   
          (Ethos is subordinated to pathos.) 

 
Pathos Adapting argument to a given audience’s   The primary emphasis for the   
  beliefs and attitudes is desirable, but is    audience centered approach is  
  limited to appeals that are considered    pathos:  adapting argument to the    
  logical.  (Pathos is subordinated to logos.)  audience to achieve persuasion.           which then determines how ethos and            logos are approached.   
 
Logos The goal of discovering probable    How logical an appeal should be  
  truth makes the logical strength of    depends on a given audience --  
  an appeal most important, and this    logically weak reasoning is acceptable  
  determines how ethos and pathos are    if it helps persuade the audience, but  
  approached.  Logically fallacious   a more demanding audience would be  
  arguments are unacceptable.    given logically stronger arguments.  

(Logos is subordinated to pathos.) 
Tests 

 
  Primary test:  logical cogency -- the     The only test of effective argument 
  reasoning must adhere to the rules    is successful persuasion, measured by  
  of good reasoning (logic).  Successful  audience response.  To the degree the   
  persuasion is a secondary test. The  audience states agreement or acts 
  best argumentation accomplishes   accordingly, the argumentation is 
  both.       successful. 
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Persuasion and Probable Truth 

 
It should be noted that in either approach to argumentation, the relevance of the concept of truth is 
unavoidable.  In order to be effective, persuasive claims must be presented as true whether or not 
proving the probable truth is even a goal of the persuader, let alone whether or not rational argument is 
used to convince receivers.  That the persuasive reasoning, even when non-verbal and suggested 
(imagery, etc.), and no matter how fallacious, is presented as proof of the probable truth immediately 
raises ethical issues. 
 
That critical thinking can be used (and is used) to determine how best to employ fallacious/illogical 
reasoning to convince a given audience increases the ethical concern.  Philosopher Richard Paul 
addresses this concern by distinguishing between “weak sense” and “strong sense” critical thinking. 
 

STRONG SENSE CRITICAL THINKING, WEAK SENSE  
CRITICAL THINKING AND THE FOUR RHETORICAL STYLES 

 
It is possible to use rational, reflective thinking for both constructive, ethical purposes and for goals that 
are a lot more questionable.  Richard Paul draws a distinction between self-centered (“weak sense”) 
critical thinking and more socially responsible (“strong sense”) critical thinking. 
 

[Critical thinking] comes in two forms.  If thinking is disciplined to serve the interests of 
a particular individual or group, to the exclusion of other relevant persons and groups, 
... it is sophistic or weak sense, critical thinking.  If the thinking is disciplined to take into 
account the interests of diverse persons or groups...it is fair-minded or strong sense 
critical thinking (Paul 51). 
 

When the ideas of weak and strong sense critical thinking are combined with the concepts of logic-based 
and persuasion-based argumentation, several combinations are apparent. Of course, an arguer might 
use rational (logical) argument for socially responsible goals (what Paul would call “strong sense” critical 
thinking and advocating).  Also, an advocate might purposefully use fallacious argument for self-centered 
reasons.  However, it would be too “black and white” not to consider two other alternatives: an arguer 
might use fallacious argument for what he or she considers a socially responsible purpose, or an arguer 
might use rational argument for a self-centered purpose.  The following table illustrates these four 
rhetorical (persuasive) styles. 
 

THE FOUR RHETORICAL STYLES 
 

         Type of Persuasion (MEANS) 
 

                                                                           Rational                  Manipulation/      
                                                                               Argument                 Propaganda 

 
 
 
 

                            Self/Group 
        Centered   

        Motivations 
             (ENDS) 
         Socially 
         Responsible 
            

 
 
 

 

 
 

Adapted  
Rational 

 
 

Con  
Artist 

 
Strong Sense 

Advocate 

       
Parental 

Style 
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To understand the Four Rhetorical Styles, it is essential to first understand the underlying concepts of 
rational argument, manipulation/propaganda, self-and group centeredness, and social responsibility. 
 

Means (Methods of Persuasion) 
 

Rational Argument: persuasion in which the reasoning passes the four basic tests of evidence; the 
reasons offered are clear, accurate, relevant, and sufficient. 

 
Manipulation/propaganda: persuasion in which reasoning intentionally violates one or more of the four 

basic tests, in that reasons are intentionally unclear, inaccurate, irrelevant, or insufficient. 
Fallacious reasoning is used as a persuasive method. 

 
Ends (Motivations of Persuaders) 

 
Self/Group Centered: self-centered thinking is motivated only by self-interest -- boundaries such as 

basic ethical standards and concerns about how such thinking and behavior affects relationships, 
the larger community, etc., are not treated as significant concerns. Group-centered (sociocentric) 
thinking is motivated by desire to benefit the group (organization, etc.), as Richard Paul put it, to 
the “exclusion of” concern for how “other relevant persons or groups” are affected (Paul 51). Bear 
in mind that self-interested behavior (pursuing personal goals) is not necessarily self-centered, 
just as advocating for a particular group is not necessarily group-centered.  This can be clarified 
by the concept of social responsibility. 

 
Socially Responsible: Social responsibility is based on consideration of the effects of one’s behavior on 

others, and meeting obligations toward the greater good of the community. Social responsibility 
may manifest as service to others, but service is not necessarily required. Socially responsible 
behavior may be self-interested (motivated by making the sale, getting elected, etc.), without 
being self-centered because it is voluntarily limited by appropriate boundaries such as ethics, 
promoting better relationships, community needs, etc.  (Social responsibility may be considered 
“enlightened self-interest” in the belief that the individual benefits from living in a society in which 
it is exercised.)  Reasonable people will disagree about what the limits on self-interested behavior 
should be, what really constitutes service to others, etc.  This becomes especially problematic in 
the Parental Style, described below. 

 
THE FOUR STYLES DESCRIBED 

 
1.  Strong Sense Advocate: commitment to rational discourse as socially responsible; desires to be 

persuasive, and may be self-interested, but will avoid using manipulative argument (logic based). 
 
2.  Adapted Rational: self or group-centered, using rational discourse only as a persuasive strategy, with 

no commitment to rational argument beyond its persuasiveness with a particular audience -- this 
persuader will switch to Con Artist Style when it seems more effective (audience centered). 

 
3.  Con Artist: self or group-centered style using manipulative persuasion (audience centered). 
 
4.  Parental: audience centered style that uses manipulative persuasion for what the persuader believes 

to be a good (socially responsible) cause. It may be motivated either by a desire to benefit the 
receiver or by what is perceived to be some other socially desirable goal. The parental persuader 
sees the receiver as unwilling or unable to think or act rationally in his or her own best interests, 
or the situation may be considered too urgent to allow for time-consuming rational discourse, etc.  
So, it is believed that the receiver must be manipulated for his or her own good.  Alternately, the 
receiver may be perceived as unwilling or unable to think or act in the best interests of the 
community or some other “higher good.”  This approach is sometimes used to justify manipulation 
that sacrifices the interests of the receiver (or even sacrifices the receiver) to that higher good, 
with the end justifying the means.  Obviously, this often leads to strong disagreement on whether 
or not such argument is really socially responsible and when it is justified.  Nonetheless, the 
persuader’s belief in doing the “right thing” by manipulating others defines this rhetorical style. 
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DEMAGOGUES and DEMAGOGUERY  
 
 
Anyone who has the power to make you believe absurdities has the power to make you commit injustices. 
 -Voltaire, Historian and Philosopher (1694-1778) 
 

 

Demagogues (and the rhetorical style called demagoguery) may be found within the Con Artist and 
Parental styles.  Such persuasion is placed in those styles because of its frequent use of fallacious 
reasoning, what rhetorician Trish Roberts-Miller terms a “subset of propaganda.”  She goes on to explain 
that demagogues typically evoke fear and anger at, even hatred of, those who are presented as threats to 
the audience (even when, logically, that individual or group is not a threat).  Both Roberts-Miller and 
historian P. M. Carpenter note the demagogue’s frequent use of “scapegoats” (individuals or groups to 
blame for the audience’s frustrations, whether or not the blame is deserved).  “Additional characteristics 
include simplicity of message content and a one-sided presentation of that message -- that is, one that 
systematically excludes competing arguments and differing points of view…” (Carpenter).   Demagoguery 
is the antithesis of rational discourse, and it depends on evading or suppressing the audience’s capacity 
for critical thought.  Famous demagogues and the harm they caused are well known (e.g., Adolph Hitler, 
and the Nazi propaganda scapegoating Jews and other groups), but such persuaders can also be found 
among the pundits (opinion-givers) in contemporary US talk-radio, cable news, etc.     
 

THE CRITICAL THINKING PROCESS 
 
The forgoing discussion describes logic-based argumentation as a rational, socially responsible approach 
to advocacy and decision-making. It requires the following basic procedure, whether the critical thinker is 
directly involved in the argumentation, or not: 

 
1.   Do the homework. When the goal is the discovery of probable truth, the more thorough the 

investigation of a matter for critical decision-making, the better.  Even the best reasoning will be 
misleading if it proceeds from faulty evidence, or without consideration of some important factor that 
adequate research would have contributed.  Research skills are critical thinking skills. 

 
2. Consider opposing sides.  As opposing sides offer their reasoning to prove their own conclusions, 

criticize opponents’ reasoning and then in turn defend their own arguments, there is a tendency to 
bring out more information and to illuminate the strengths and weaknesses of opposing positions.  
This is the essence of argumentation.  The following two principles in should be kept in mind.  

 
 The Principle of Fidelity requires dealing with persuader’s positions as they are actually stated, and 

avoiding problems caused by careless communication, e.g., inaccurately stating an advocate’s 
position or not doing enough homework on what an advocate actually said in the first place. The 
Principle of Fidelity also requires avoiding caricaturization, which is presenting an advocate’s 
position in a way that makes it easy to reject but is probably so distorted that the original advocate 
would not agree to that position or those arguments.  Nonetheless, this principle does require direct 
examination of fallacious arguments when they are presented. 

 
 The Principle of Generosity, according to Professor T. Edward Damer, requires that when stating a 

particular persuader’s argument that “it should be carefully expressed in its strongest possible 
version that is consistent with what is believed to be the original intention of the arguer (7).”   Of 
course, this principle is violated by the caricaturization mentioned above.  The Principle of 
Generosity is also used here in a more general sense that applies to a controversy beyond particular 
arguers. It requires considering the most reasonable case possible for a point of view, despite the 
fallacious reasoning used by particular persuaders.  This principle is necessary so that logically 
weak arguments do not distract critical thinking away from more reasonable advocacy that is more 
helpful in determining the probable truth.   

 
3. Test the reasoning.  Finally, the critical thinker must test the reasoning, and rigorously apply logical 

standards before reaching a decision about the probable truth of what to believe or do.  This step is 
essential both to finding the probable truth and to avoid being manipulated by con-artistry, parental 
style persuasion, or the especially dangerous variation of the two, demagoguery.  

 



9 

CRITICAL THINKING VALUES -- ENABLING THE CRITICAL THINKING PROCESS 
  

Even when someone has the skills for using “rational, reflective thinking” to decide what to believe or do, 
it does not follow that those skills will be used -- attitudes and motivations guide our behavior, including 
the likelihood of using critical thinking. The following is adapted from Richard Paul’s “Seven Traits of 
Mind,” a description of personal qualities that encourage and facilitate critical thinking (Paul 197).  Each 
value represents a personal disposition that would make the critical thinking process (doing the 
homework, considering opposing sides and testing the reasoning) more likely, and more possible.  
“Intellectual” is defined here as relating to the rational discovery of probable truth.  As with values in 
general, the opposite is presented as undesirable.  For each value there is also a description of an 
“undesirable extreme,” which can be just as great a barrier to critical thinking.  
 
I. INTELLECTUAL HUMILITY 
 
Intellectual humility involves awareness of inherent limitations on our sense of the truth, that what we 
know is less than certain. Of course, the term humility implies the quality of being aware of one’s own 
shortcomings, and avoiding superior status.  The saying “you can learn from anyone” shows intellectual 
humility.  Intellectual humility leads to open-mindedness and to provisionalism, the tendency to consider 
our ideas (our truth) as constantly being revised as we learn more, and we become better at critical 
thinking.  Intellectual humility can be considered a kind of “self-skepticism.” 
 
Intellectual arrogance would be the opposite attitude, that of being close-minded and unwilling to think 
critically because of a prejudice that the process is unnecessary or improper.  It might be thought 
unnecessary because the truth is so certain (or the thinker so skilled) that there is no point in testing the 
belief.  It might be a prejudice against advocates (rejecting their political, religious, etc. “type.”) leading to 
an assumption that all their arguments must be inferior.  Alternatively, critical thinking about a given 
argument may be deemed improper (disloyal, unpatriotic, sacrilegious, etc.). Intellectual insecurity is a 
kind of prejudice against one’s own thinking and should not be mistaken for intellectual humility. It is the 
undesirable extreme of too little confidence in one’s own ability to think critically, leading to indecisiveness 
or reflexively abandoning a point of view merely because others (e.g., authority figures) disagree. 
 
II. INTELLECTUAL COURAGE 
 
Intellectual courage is overcoming fear involved in the rational pursuit of probable truth. Openly 
investigating a matter, giving opposing sides fair consideration and testing reasoning can evoke others’ 
hostility, hostility that can be expressed in a range anywhere from mild disapproval to violence. 
Intellectual courage may be required to admit ignorance or openly risk making a mistake, despite the 
judgment of others.  Intellectual courage may not involve other peoples’ reactions at all.  It is also a 
willingness to re-examine our own ideas and face the consequences this might cause in our lives.  It can 
be as simple as the courage to face being wrong. 
 
Intellectual cowardice is succumbing to fear of the consequences of critical thinking when such fears 
should be overcome.  However, not every decision to avoid the critical thinking process, especially in 
argumentation with others, should be termed intellectual cowardice.  Sometimes, the consequences can 
be severe, and not considering them may be termed intellectual recklessness.  Perhaps engaging in 
argumentation (or even self-reflection) should wait for another occasion. Outcomes such as damaged 
relationships, etc., might not be worth the gains.  Note: this is not the same concept as the recklessness 
of not using critical thinking to make an important decision. 
 
III. INTELLECTUAL EMPATHY 
 
Intellectual empathy is an ability and willingness to understand others’ sense of truth with an awareness 
of the reasoning behind it.  (This focus on someone else’s reasoning differs from the way the term 
"empathy" is usually used to mean a deep understanding of someone else’s feelings, thoughts, situation, 
etc.)  Intellectual empathy may require homework about an opposing point of view, and that can be 
uncomfortable.  However, it is possible to have intellectual empathy while disagreeing with, or even 
condemning, a point of view.  A useful test of intellectual empathy is the ability to do what is mentioned in 
the prior discussion of the Principle of Generosity: make the best case possible for an opposing side, 
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especially when it is disagreeable. Doing the homework, considering opposing sides and testing the 
reasoning may lead to a stronger case for disagreement or condemnation.   Knowing the opposition’s 
“best case” is much better preparation for advocacy against opponents than only knowing a 
caricaturization of their viewpoint. 
 
Egocentricity, the prejudice that others necessarily do, or at least should, think like oneself, is 
considered the opposite of intellectual empathy. The same can be said of ethnocentricity (or 
sociocentricity), which is the belief that other groups necessarily do or should think like our group (ethnic 
group, nationality, etc.).  Again, this discourages homework about that group’s actual reasoning.  The 
temptation (often the reflex) is to caricaturize an opposing point of view. The avoidance of such prejudice 
should not be mistaken for subjective relativism, the belief that every point of view is equally valid.  A 
variation on subjective relativism can be termed extreme cultural relativism, in which the avoidance of 
ethnocentricity is carried to the point that it is considered unacceptable, even when employing intellectual 
empathy, to make value judgments on the practices of any culture not one’s own. Such approaches can 
make using critical thinking on some important issues impossible.  
 
IV. INTELLECTUAL INTEGRITY  
 
Intellectual integrity requires applying consistently to oneself the same intellectual standards used to 
judge others, and then thinking/acting accordingly.  Such standards about the rational pursuit of probable 
truth are about what has been called “intellectual honesty,” and maintaining other critical thinking 
standards, even when uncomfortable. Intellectual integrity requires keeping the goal of rational discovery 
of probable truth in mind.  It also requires awareness of the natural “confirmation bias” described earlier, 
and using introspection to avoid letting it undermine critical thinking. 
 
Intellectual hypocrisy is the self-serving (or group-serving) weakening or abandonment of intellectual 
standards.  Completely eliminating the effect of one’s own motivations from reasoning is sometimes 
psychologically impossible.  However, it is possible to achieve a greater degree of intellectual integrity.   
Is overdoing intellectual integrity possible?  Demanding too great a consistency from oneself might be 
termed intellectual rigidity.  Rigorous critical thinking is not always necessary, or even desirable. 
 
V.  INTELLECTUAL PERSEVERANCE 
 
Just as perseverance is the willingness to “press on” toward a goal despite difficulty, frustration or lack of 
support, intellectual perseverance implies this quality in the rational search for probable truth.  Doing “the 
homework,” examining opposing sides and constantly testing the reasoning can turn into a lengthy 
process, costly in many ways.  The perseverance required to follow through to a reasonable decision may 
be relatively short-term, but it has been known to require the work of a lifetime. 
 
Intellectual laziness, obviously, is the opposite of intellectual perseverance.  However, it is generally 
recognized that perseverance can be carried too far.  Single-minded pursuit of a difficult critical thinking 
process, when it becomes emotionally difficult to set it aside or consider negative consequences on other 
aspects of life, may be termed intellectual obsessiveness. 
   
VI. INTELLECTUAL SENSE OF JUSTICE (FAIRNESS) 
 
An “intellectual sense of justice” requires objectivity and consistency in assessing opposing points of 
view, but it can also require knowing when to make an exception in the usual approach to these goals.  
That can be very difficult when our prejudices, confirmation bias, etc., are getting in the way, and 
especially difficult at times of high emotional investment.  In general, justice requires morality and fairness 
and usually implies two values that can be hard to balance: a consistency of standards and a careful 
consideration of the individual situation (as in “extenuating circumstances”).  Intellectual justice is the 
application of these concepts to the rational discovery of probable truth. 
 
Intellectual injustice occurs when the critical thinking process violates either requirement for intellectual 
justice.  A lack of consistent standards can create an unfair bias toward one side or another (e.g., relaxing 
the burden of proof for a favored politician but increasing it for the opponent). Another type of intellectual 
injustice can be caused by the rigidity of refusing to consider extenuating circumstances. 
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VII. CONFIDENCE IN RATIONALITY  
 
“Confidence in rationality” is a belief in the “validity” of rationality, that good (logical) reasoning helps 
achieve better decisions about what to believe or do.  It is a belief that critical thinking, with the concept of 
rationality at its core, is valuable, even essential, to self-development and to better relationships, 
organizations, and societies.  Without confidence in reason, the sometimes hard work of critical thinking 
becomes pointless. 
 
Anti-intellectualism rejects the intellectual pursuit of truth and therefore, critical thinking.  Investigation, 
and critical examination of reasoning are rejected in favor of intuition, unquestioning acceptance of 
authority, etc.  (See the previous discussion of “truthiness.”) Can rationality and critical thinking be 
overdone?  Also undesirable is the total rejection of received wisdom and intuitive knowledge (again, 
using the term “intuition” broadly to include “gut feeling,” religious inspiration, etc.).   It is possible to highly 
value critical thinking without necessarily undervaluing the usefulness of received wisdom and intuition. 
   
 
 
There is a cult of ignorance in the United States, and there always has been. The strain of anti-
intellectualism has been a constant thread winding its way through our political and cultural life, nurtured 
by the false notion that democracy means that "my ignorance is just as good as your knowledge."  
 -Isaac Asimov, scientist and writer (2 Jan 1920-1992)  
 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 

Critical thinking is “reasonable, reflective thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do” -- the 
use of reasoning to discover probable truth.  The traditional (logic based) discipline of argumentation is a 
critical thinking method focused on using reasoned disagreement to get at the truth.  Aside from the use 
of inquiry (logic) skills, disputation is seen as essential for getting at the truth. (A “truth” is most worthy of 
acceptance when it has survived competent challenge.)  This concept underpins American legal and 
political systems.  In a point of view that contrasts sharply with Stephen Colbert’s advocacy of 
“truthiness,” journalist Walter Lippmann summed up the essential place of critical thinking and logic-based 
argumentation (which he refers to as “genuine debate’) in our society.  
 

Yet when genuine debate is lacking, freedom of speech does not work as it is meant to 
work.  It has lost the principle, which regulates and justifies it -- this is to say, dialectic 
conducted according to logic and rules of evidence.  If there is no effective debate, the 
unrestricted right to speak will unloose so many propagandists, procurers, and panderers 
upon the public that sooner or later in self-defense the people will turn to the censors to 
protect them.  It will be curtailed for all manner of reasons and pretexts, and serve all kinds 
of good, foolish, or sinister ends (Lippman 129).  
 
For in the absence of debate unrestricted utterance leads to the degradation of opinion.  By 
a kind of Gresham’s law the more rational is overcome by the less rational, and the 
opinions that will prevail will be those which are held most ardently by those with the most 
passionate will.  For that reason the freedom to speak can never be maintained by 
objecting to interference with the liberty of the press, of printing, of broadcasting, of the 
screen.  It can be maintained only by promoting debate (Lippman 129-130). 

 
The skills of argumentation are most productive, and best sharpened, against the challenge of an 
opponent.  Nonetheless, those skills are invaluable to thinkers engaged in the most cooperative of 
discussions, or in individual problem solving.  
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