Principles of Critical Thinking

Critical thinkers maintain a healthy skepticism.  They examine definitions of terms, weigh premises, consider evidence, and decide whether arguments are valid and logical.  Here are some suggestions for critical thinking:

1.
Be skeptical.  Politicians, religious leaders, and other authority figures attempt to convince you of their points of view.  Even researchers and authors may hold certain biases.  Resolve to adopt the attitude that you will accept nothing as true—including the comments of the authors of your textbooks—until you have personally weighed the evidence (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

2.
Examine definitions of terms.  Some statements are true when a term is defined in one way but are not true when it is defined in another.  Consider the statement “Love is blind.”  If love is defined as head-over-heels infatuation, there may be substance to the statement.  Infatuated people tend to idealize loved ones and overlook their faults.  If love is defined as deep caring and commitment involving a more realistic (if still somewhat slanted) appraisal of the loved one, however, then love is not so much blind as a bit nearsighted (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

3.
Examine the assumptions or premises of arguments.  Consider the statement “Abortion is murder.”  Webster’s New World Dictionary defines murder as “the unlawful and malicious or premeditated killing of one human being by another.”  The statement can be true, according to this dictionary, only if the act is unlawful and either malicious or premeditated.  Pro-life advocates argue that embryos and fetuses are human beings.  Pro-choice advocates claim that they are not, at least not until they are capable of surviving on their own. Hence the argument that abortion is murder would rest in part on the assumption that the embryo or fetus is a human being (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

4.
Be cautious in drawing conclusions from evidence.  For example, research findings show that married people who cohabitated before marriage are more likely to eventually get divorced than are those who didn’t cohabit first.  It may seem at first glance that cohabitation is a cause of divorce.  However, married couples who cohabit before marriage may differ from those who do not in ways other than choosing cohabitation—which brings us to our next suggestion for critical thinking (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

5.
Consider alternative interpretations of research evidence.  For example, cohabitors who later get married may be more likely eventually to get divorced because they are more liberal and less traditional than married couples who did not cohabit before marriage.  Eventual divorce would then be connected with cohabitation but would not be caused by cohabitation (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

6.
Consider the kinds of evidence on which conclusions are based.  Some conclusions, even seemingly “scientific” conclusions, are based on anecdotes and personal endorsements.  They are not founded on sound research (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

7.
Do not oversimplfy.  Consider the statement “Homosexuality is inborn.”  There is some evidence that sexual orientation may involve inborn biological predispositions, such as genetic influences.  However, biology is not destiny in human sexuality.  Gay male, lesbian, and heterosexual sexual orientations appear to develop as the result of a complex interaction of biological and environment factors (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

8.
Do not overgeneralize.  Consider the belief that gay males are effeminate and lesbians are masculine.  Yes, some gay males and lesbians fit these stereotypes.  However, many do not.  Overgeneralizing makes us vulnerable to accepting stereotypes (Rathus, Nevid, & Fichner-Rathus, 2002).

9.
Consider how information is communicated.  Communication may reflect or sustain inaccurate cultural views.  Sharon Lamb (1991) claims that much of the language used to describe violence between intimates conceals the brutality of what happens.  She asks why we use inappropriately gentle terms such as domestic dispute or spousal conflict to camouflage actions such as smashing women’s faced with fists and hammers, slashing women with knives, and breaking bones by throwing or stomping on women.  

In her historical account of the movement to aid women who are abused by their partners, Susan Schechter (1982) criticizes the shift in language that occurred when “battered women” and “battering men” were transformed into “domestic violence.”  Concurring with Schechter’s analysis, James West (1995) notes that the term domestic violence “provides an image of the violence in a family as somehow less severe than violence between strangers” (p. 140).  Lamb also points out that language about gendered violence often obscures moral responsibility.  Terms such as spousal conflict and family problems distort reality by representing the issue as one for which partners share culpability.  Responsibility for violence is also diminished by passive language that fails to name aggressors—for example, “The battery occurred on Sunday,” “Women are abused frequently,” or “Many women are beaten.”  The horror of intimate abuse is also diminished when the language of love is used to describe physical abuse.  Media accounts of battering of women often include phrases such as “He loved her too much,” “She was a victim of love,” and “It was love that went too far” (Jones, 1994: Meyers, 1994).  These types of communication reflect and sustain cultural tolerance of violence (adapted from Wood, 2001).

10.
Is the information inclusive?  Consider whether the information embraces many different ways of knowing, viewing, and being in the world.  Does the author assume the reader is a white, middle-class, heterosexual, Protestant male?  Are marginalized individuals considered different or viewed as “others”?  Do pictures represent individuals of all colors, genders, sizes, ages, etc.?  Did the research study a diverse array of individuals and consider differing interpretations of results based on culture, sexual identity, status, etc.?

