Critical Questions For Critical Thinking 
(Twenty Questions with Cross Disciplinary Applicability) 

by Rick Allbee
The practice of asking questions to facilitate learning goes back formally at least to the time of Socrates. Its pedagogical value has been reaffirmed and advocated throughout the ages.
 The reasons are not mysterious. Questions encourage the mind to think. They also diminish subjectivity by placing the object of inquiry in the forefront. Critical questioning, being used in the more narrow sense here of emphasizing the “critical” aspect of critical thinking, is an aspect of critical thinking that seeks to subject its subject matter to questions that will help elucidate and evaluate its content.
 Twenty of these questions are listed below. These questions have been developed from many disciplines
 and are meant to be general enough to be of cross disciplinary applicability without being so general as to be meaningless to particular disciplines. However, it should be pointed out from the onset that even asking many of these questions, let alone answering them, will require specific knowledge content of the discipline one is addressing.

1.  What are its
 major presuppositions?
 

Presuppositions form the implicit context(s) that guide and condition expressed knowledge. They can be as wide as one’s world view,
 or more narrow and closely related to the matter at hand. For example, one’s understanding of the nature of human beings
 (a world view question) could condition what one would consider a viable political proposal, or, what one might think would constitute one’s Human rights. 

2.  Does it exclude relevant perspectives from consideration?

For example, holistic medicine considers additional factors beyond pharmaceuticals and surgery as relevant to bring about healing.
 From a different angle, some traditional religions have also questioned whether the application of pharmaceuticals, etc are sufficient to bring about healing without also addressing the spirit world.
 

3.  What are its boundary conditions?

For example, the genre of a literary work is one of its boundary conditions (the language in which it is written is another), and the genre of a literary work conditions the way it is to be interpreted.
  

4.  What is the relationship of the particular idea to the system(s) of which it is a part?
 Is it: foundational,
 and/or at different organizing level? Conversely, what are its unifying concept(s),
 and/or its ordering principle(s).

A particular category may serve as a simple example of an idea that functions at a higher unifying level to organize lower level particulars. For example, the category tree includes oaks, pines, etc.
 A more complex example of a foundational relationship might be the way certain moral values serve as a foundation for law.

5.  Is its explanation consistent--free from contradiction within its interpretive scheme, coherent--the statements within its interpretive scheme are internally related, and congruent--its interpretive scheme is appropriate to the experience it covers?

6.  Are its connections intrinsic or extrinsic to its basic structure?

For example, a particular religious tradition or system may advocate values or practices that, although perhaps laudable, are really rather extrinsic, or merely tangential, to its basic belief system. An example of an intrinsic connection would be Daoism’s commitment to ecology, which flows quite naturally from its set of primary beliefs--most notably its belief that the Dao is most manifest in the quietude of nature.

7.  Which of its conditions are necessary?

These are the ideas or conditions that cannot be denied if the proposal or state of affairs are to be affirmed. 

8.  Which of its conditions are sufficient?

For example, “...the presence of oxygen is a necessary but not sufficient condition for fire. Oxygen plus combustibles plus striking a match would illustrate a sufficient condition for fire.”

9.  Does it commit any logical fallacies?

Fallacies are instances of reason which violate the requirements of validity. For example, if one directs one’s argument to the person rather than to the point at issue this would constitute a fallacy of irrelevance (specifically, in this case, the ad Hominem fallacy).

10.  Are any of its assertions self-refuting?

“...self-referentially inconsistent theories are theories that refer to themselves and are necessarily not true.”
 For example, the assertion “there are no absolutes” has to except itself
 from its claim for it to be true. This can be more easily seen by restating it to say “there are absolutely no absolutes.” This statement cannot both be taken seriously and still remain true.   
11.  What is the genesis or historical development of it?

For example, although Christianity developed in its own distinctive way, it’s cradle was forged in the crucible of Jewish history, and it cannot be adequately understood without knowledge of that history.
 

12.  What role did/does tradition(s) play in its development or expression?
 

For example, Christian and Enlightenment traditions of natural law informed the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitution.
  

13.  What value(s) does it privilege?

For example, it can fairly be said that laissez faire Capitalism privileges the value of freedom over the value of equity.
 
14.  What ideologies does it reflect,
 and what is its base of power?
  

15.  What “myths” 
 does it perpetuate, and what “idol(s),” if any, clouds its vision.
 

The term idol (drawn from the religious field) when used metaphorically identifies ideas, values, etc that either: i) inflate their importance beyond their legitimate domain, and consequently are invested with too much meaning; or ii) claim to be their own justification for their call to allegiance, and become an end in themselves independent of any larger meaning structure or greater purpose.

16.  What problem(s) does it address or attempt to solve?

17.  What is the adequacy of its explanation?

18.  Has its position already been reliably
 falsified;
 and/or has the presuppositions that it is built upon been falsified?

19.  What is its relationship to other more ‘distant’ systems and structures that might support, or falsify it?

20.  What are the intended, and possible unintended consequences of it?
For example, the Temperance movement in American history partially intended to help resolve a variety of social ills that were at least exacerbated by alcoholism (spousal abuse, etc).
 It did not intend to advance organized crime in the cities by its successful passage of the 18th amendment, but it did.   

� For a recent thoroughly argued advocacy of the value, and indeed even inescapable necessity, of asking questions in the learning situation see Shaun Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education (SUNY Series in Contemporary Continental Philosophy, New York: State University of New York Press, 1992). 


� For an accessible convenient miniature guide to critical thinking broadly speaking see: Richard Paul, and Linda Elder. The Miniature Guide to Critical Thinking: Concepts and Tools. Pamphlet produced by The Foundation for Critical Thinking (Dillion Beach: CA, 2005). Available to order at: www.criticalthinking.org.   


� These questions are informed by various academic disciplines including: anthropology, cultural studies, education, epistemology, history, linguistics, literary theory, logic, philosophy, philosophy of science, politics, religion, sociology, theology, etc.


� Even critical thinking in general to some extent relies upon an adequate understanding of a subject matter. As Lorin Anderson, Merlin Wittrock, Davud Krathwohl, Richard Mayer, and Paul Pintrich (Eds, Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching and Assessing: A Revision of Bloom's Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, Allyn & Bacon, Inc. 2000) correctly remark, “... to think critically about an issue probably involves some Conceptual knowledge to Analyze the issue,” p. 311. See also, and especially, the very informed discussion of critical thinking in Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education, 225-238; 254-259..


� Throughout “it” will stand for: “the position’s,” “the idea’s,” “the system’s,” “the proposal’s,” etc.


� See Paul Helm, “Understanding Scholarly Presuppositions: A Crucial Tool for Research,” Tyndale Bulletin 44 (1993) 143-154.


� See James H. Olthuis, “On World Views,” Christian Scholars Review 14 no. 2 (1985) 153-164; and James Sire, The Universe Next Door: A Basic World View Catalogue (3rd Rev ed. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1997). 


� For an informed discussion presenting various historically influential ideas about human nature see Roger Trigg, Ideas of Human Nature: A Historical Introduction (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988).


� For holistic health see e.g. the relevant entries in J. Gordon Melton, et al, eds.,  New Age Encyclopedia (2nd ed. Detroit: Gale Research, 2002). For a discussion identifying some of the presuppositions of the New Age brand of holistic health see Douglas Groothuis, Unmasking the New Age (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1986).


� See Paul Hiebert, “The Flaw of the Excluded Middle,’ Missiology 10 (1982) 35-47.


� See esp. Michael Polanyi, “Life’s Irreducible Structure,” Science 160 (1968) 1308-1312. See also Kenneth L. Pike, Talk, Thought, and Thing (Dallas: Summer Institute of Linguistics, 1993) 55-62; and Pitirim Sorikin, Social and Cultural Dynamics (Rev. and abridged by the author, 1957).


� See for example the discussion of the various and diverse literary genres which comprise the Biblical corpus and the different interpretive methods appropriate to each in William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard, Introduction To Biblical Interpretation (Revised and updated, Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2004) 213-450.  


� See esp. Paul Hiebert, “The Missiological Implications of an Epistemological Shift,” TSF Bulletin 8 no. 5 (1985) 13 (Reprinted now also in his, Anthropological Reflections on Missiological Issues [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994]). See also, Arthur Peacocke, Intimations of Reality: Critical Realism in Science and Religion (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983) 34-37.


� Foundational must be distinguished from Foundationalism. For example, the fundamental axioms of Euclidian geometry serve as the foundations for its geometrical system. A more complex example would be the fact that the activity of science rests on the foundational “assumption” that “the universe is regular and predictable” (Robert M. Hazen, and James Trefil, Science Matters: Achieving Scientific Literacy [New York: Anchor Books, 1991) 1. The latter term, “Foundationalism,” denotes a particular epistemological perspective (Michael Krausz, “Relativism and Foundationalism: Some Distinctions and Strategies,” The Monist 67.3 [1984] 398).


� See Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972). 


� On ‘ordering principles’ more fully see Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms: Volume 3, The Phenomenology of Knowledge (Yale: Yale University Press, 1948).


� Other examples include: Bertrand Russell’s theory of types and this theory’s subsequent development (see William L. Reese, Dictionary of Philosophy and Religion: Eastern and Western Thought [Rev and Exp ed., New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1996] 791), first and second orders, meta-languages, etc.


� This author argues elsewhere that the love of neighbor is the implicit moral foundation of ancient Israelite law, and the explicit foundation for Christian law. See “Asymmetrical Continuity of Love and Law Between the Old and New Testaments: Explicating the Implicit side of a Hermeneutical Bridge, Leviticus 19:11-18.” (paper presented at the 4th Annual Stone Campbell Conference, Cincinnati Christian Seminary, April, 2005.


� See David L. Wolfe, Epistemology: the Justification of Belief (InterVarsity Press, 1982). Wolfe includes the criteria of comprehensiveness. However, although some do, not all, or even most, interpretative schemes seek to explain everything. The notable exception would be world views and the criterion of sufficient comprehensiveness would be an appropriate criteria to satisfy in those cases.


� See N. J. Girardot, et al, Daoism and Ecology (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); and James Miller, Daoism: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld Press, 2003) 139-151. 


� See Reese, Dictionary of Philosophy and Religion, 510-511.


� Asking this question introduces complexity and simultaneously exposes simplistic solutions.


� Reese, Dictionary of Philosophy and Religion, 510. 


� For an informed list of logical fallacies, see Reese, Dictionary of Philosophy and Religion, 223-226.


� Carl R. Kordig, “Self-Reference and Philosophy,” American Philosophical Quarterly 20 (1983) 207.


� Maurice Mandelbaum, “Subjective, Objective, and Conceptual Relativisms,” The Monist 62 (1979) 405.


� See especially: Darrell Bock, “Scripture and the Realization of God’s Promises,” in Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of Acts (eds. I. Howard Marshall, and David Peterson; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997); Walter C.  Kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990); and Ben Witherington, III., The Christology of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997). 


� On the role of Tradition generally, see Hans George Gadamer, Truth and Method (Crossroad Publishing Company, 1990); and Gallagher, Hermeneutics and Education, passim. 


� See esp. Morton White, Philosophy: the Federalists, and the Constitution (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); and Forrest McDonald, Novus Ordo Seclorum: the Intellectual Origins of the Constitution (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1985) 60-66. See also Martin Diamond, “The Declaration and the Constitution: Liberty, Democracy, and the Founders,” The Public Interest No. 41 (Fall 1985) 39-55.


� This is not to say that these values are necessarily mutually exclusive and can’t be compatible as long as neither one is absolutized (see, for example, John Locke’s understanding of natural rights [see esp. Forrest McDonald, Novus Ordo Seclorum: the Intellectual Origins of the Constitution, University of Kansas Press, 1985, 63]).  


� For an article surveying various definitions of ideology see Malcom Hamilton, “The Elements of the Concept of Ideology,” Political Studies 35 (1978) 18-38. See also Peter Berger, and Stanely Pullberg, “Reification and the Sociological Critique of Consciousness,” History and Theory 4 no. 2 (1965) 196-211; Jon Elster, “Belief, Bias, and Ideology,” in Rationality and Relativism (Ed. by Martin Hollis and Steven Lukes, Cambridge: MIT press, 1982) 123-148; George Lichtheim, “The Concept of Ideology,” History and Theory 4 (1965) 164-195; and Reese, Dictionary of Philosophy and Religion: Eastern and Western Thought, 328-329.


� On power and knowledge generally, see Michel Foucault, The Archeology  of Knowledge; and Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978) 137-138, 166-167.


� The author is not using myth in a ‘dramatic narrative’ sense (e.g. Greek mythology), in the Enlightenment sense of a more ‘primitive stage’ in consciousness (see e.g. Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms: Volume 2, Myth [Yale: Yale University Press, 1948], or even in the strict religious sense (see e.g. “Myth and history,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion, vol.10 [Mircea Eliade, Ed.; N.Y.: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 1995]). Rather, the author is using ‘myth’ here in a more general sense to indicate something like an interpretive paradigm or “a socially constructed interpretive model that may or may not loose its interpretive power and status”(Colin J. D. Greene, Christology in Culture Perspective [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003] 94 note 46). See also: Ian Barbour, Myth, Models, and Paradigms: A Comparative Study in Science and Religion (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1976); Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion (New York: Anchor Books, 1967); Richard H. Jones, Science and Mysticism: A Comparative Study of Western Natural Science, Theravada Buddhism, and Advaita Vedanta (Buchnell University, 1986) 77-78; and Moojan Momen, The Phenomenon of Religion: A Thematic Approach (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1999) 296.


� On metaphorical idols generally, see Rick Allbee, “A Christological Basis for Developing a Christian World View,” (forthcoming publication).


� See Herbert Schlossberg, Idols for Destruction (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1983) 6; Mark A. Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994) 242; and Harold J. Berman, Faith and Order: The Reconciliation of Law and Religion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993) 218, 388.


� See esp. James Farr, “Popper’s Hermeneutics,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 13 (1983) 157-76. 


� See esp. Richard Boyd, “On the Current Status of Scientific Realism,” in The Philosophy of Science (eds. Richard Boyd, Philip Gasper, and J. D. Trout; MIT Press, 1991) 207, 213; Alisdair MacIntyre, “Epistemological Crisis, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science,” Monist 60 (1977) 453-572; Alister E. McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Theory (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003) 193-198; and John Passmore, “Explanation in Everyday Life, in Science, and in History,” History and Theory 2 (1962) 105-123. Also, for presentations of critical realism-- the epistemology that continuously strives for its explanations to be adequate to their objects, see: Bernard Lonergan, “Cognitional Structure,” Continuum 2 (1964) 537-540; Arthur Peacocke, Intimations of Reality; Frederick Suppe, “Towards a Metaphysical and Epistemological Realism, The Structure of Scientific Theories (Ed. by Frederick Suppe, 2nd ed, Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1977) 716-728; and N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1992) 32-37.  


� “Reliably” here must also include any fresh reappraisal that is warranted by a new credible context. For example,  miracles were dismissed by many after the development of Newtonian physics in science. However, after Einsteinian physics and quantum mechanics the idea of miracles does not pose the same theoretical problem and has been appropriately re-addressed in the new context. See esp. Colin Brown, Miracles and the Critical Mind (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984); “Miracles: The Modern Period,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion (Mircea Eliade, Ed.; N.Y.: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 1995) 9.548-552. Also, on miracles and their relation to religious beliefs generally, and their relation to the world religions, see Winfried Cordaun, “Miracles,” in To Everyone an Answer (Francis J. Beckwith, J.P. Moreland, and William Lane Craig, Eds.; Intervarsity Press, 2004)160-179; and “Miracles,”in The Encyclopedia of Religion (Mircea Eliade, Ed.; N.Y.: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 1995) 9.541-548, respectively. Finally, on the relationship between science and religion generally see: Richard Bube, Putting it All Together: Seven Patterns for Relating Science and the Christian Faith (1995); Stanley L. Jaki, The Savior of Science (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000); Alister E. McGrath, Science and Religion: An Introduction (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1999); John Polkinghorne, Belief in God in an Age of Science (New Haven: Yale, 1999).


� On falsification generally, see Sir Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (N.Y.: Harper and Row, 1968).


� For example, many ideas and methods in the social sciences were built upon a positivistic view of scientific knowledge that has now been discredited. For a critique of positivism and a discussion of what has replaced it see esp. Frederick Suppe, Ed., The Structure of Scientific Theories (2nd ed.; Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1977). On the social sciences generally see Roger Trigg, Understanding Social Science: A Philosophical Introduction (2nd ed.; Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001).


� See for example Billy Sunday’s sermon on booze; Jack London’s anti-alcoholic novel, “John Barley Corn,” et al. 
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