
Introduction

What is Critical Thinking?



“Some Thoughts and Advice for Our Students 
and All Students”

August 29, 2017 

We are scholars and teachers at Princeton, Harvard, and 
Yale who have some thoughts to share and advice to offer 
students who are headed off to colleges around the 
country. Our advice can be distilled to three words:

Think for yourself.

(roughly the same as critical thinking)



Thinking for yourself means:

• “questioning dominant ideas even when others insist 
on their being treated as unquestionable”.

• being open minded, willing to debate

• “deciding what one believes not by conforming to 
fashionable opinions, but by taking the trouble to 
learn and honestly consider the strongest arguments 
to be advanced on both or all sides of questions—
including arguments for positions that others revile 
and want to stigmatize and against positions others 
seek to immunize from critical scrutiny”.



Why think for yourself?

• Thinking for yourself comes from a love of 
truth and the desire to attain it.  (A critical 
thinker is a lifelong truth-seeker.)

• Critical thinking helps us resist lies, 
propaganda, misinformation.

• Critical thinking helps us argue persuasively 
and honestly for our views.



Francis Collins, former NIH director



5.  Narrow Focus on One Problem

• A cost-benefit analysis is 
often used to evaluate a 
possible measure to address 
one specific problem.
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Other effects (whether 
beneficial or harmful) 
occurring elsewhere are often 
not considered.

(Fallacies concerning cost-benefit analysis)
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The Paradox of Epistemic Authority

• I’ve said that critical thinking is largely about 
thinking for yourself, rather than simply believing 
what you’re told.

• But to what extent is this really possible?  Can we 
really live in the world today without relying on 
(epistemic) authorities?

• A big part of thinking critically is figuring out 
whom to trust.  Which authorities are reliable?



• In practice we trust “our people”.  

• (We trust the leaders in our particular 
community, whether it’s our family, our circle 
of friends, our political group, our church, our 
favourite magazine, our favourite blogs, etc.)

• But “our people” may be wrong on some 
issues.  Do we have a duty to check?  How 
would we do that?



Self Interest

• We tend to form beliefs that coincide with our own 
interests and general outlook.

• We tend to oppose beliefs that would cost us 
personally, regardless of whether they’re supported 
by evidence.  E.g.?

– “I believe in the free market, so global warming is a hoax”.

– “I cross the Port Mann bridge twice a day, so getting rid of 
the toll is a great idea”.

– “I eat beef, so raising cattle (in huge numbers) isn’t bad for 
the environment”.



Belief is pleasurable

• Doubt and uncertainty are uncomfortable, 
unsettling.

• Belief, especially certainty, is pleasant.

• Dogmatic belief is a solid basis for action.

• On the other hand, uncertainty about how things 
stand in the world undermines decisive action.

• Uncertainty is cognitively demanding!





Get the full picture …



“Cherry picking”



Look at all the evidence

• A critical (rational) thinker bases their beliefs on the 
total available evidence.  (No cherry picking, 
confirmation bias, etc.)

• (It’s usually very painful to examine evidence that 
opposes your cherished views!!)
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