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Critical thinking in psychology has traditionally focused on method-centered tasks such
as the assessment of method use, data analysis, and research evidence. Although helpful
in some ways, this form of critical thinking fails to provide resources for critically
examining the scientific analytic foundation on which it rests and, when used exclusively, prohibits sufficiently critical analysis of theory and research. An alternative
view of critical thinking—that emphasizes the identification and evaluation of implicit
theoretical assumptions—is advocated. It is suggested that this alternative approach
improves on method-centered approaches by addressing not only implicit assumptions
but also rule-following concerns. This approach is intended to facilitate innovation and
the production of scholarly work in ways that incorporate relational values such as
dialogue, care, and respect. Finally, this alternative form of critical thinking is described as a theoretically situated, open, and evolving conception of critique that should
itself be continually reanalyzed and refined, particularly in response to the evolving
nature and needs of the field.
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The prominence of critical thinking in psychology, from college curricula and pedagogy
to basic and applied research, is difficult to
overestimate. Few observers could seriously
question the field’s commitment to the assiduous use of logical and methodological rules
in the evaluation of evidence, arguments, and
knowledge claims. Notwithstanding this considerable emphasis already placed on critical
thinking, and recognizing important advances
made with regard to this significant aspect of
scholarship in psychology (e.g., Baron &
Sternberg, 1987; Bensley, 1998; Halonen,
1995; Halpern, 2003; Halpern & Nummedal,
1995; Shiraev & Levy, 2004), we recommend
a direction for further advancement in the
ways in which critical thinking is conceptualized and implemented. In presenting our
position, we review forms of critical thinking
commonly endorsed in the mainstream liter-
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ature, discuss their strengths and limitations,
and explain why the conception we advocate—which emphasizes the analysis of implicit theoretical assumptions from a relational standpoint—provides more adequate
resources for the development of psychological theory and research.
We wish to state at the outset, however, that
we do not presume to occupy an impartial or
neutral standpoint on the nature and practice of
critical thinking. Our position is informed by a
set of ideas that, although persuasive in our
view, is historically and philosophically situated
within a broader intellectual tradition that explicitly recognizes knowing as perspectival, relational, and interpretive. As thinkers such as
Heidegger (1962), Gadamer (1975/1989), Bernstein (1983), and others (e.g., Danziger, 1985;
Polkinghorne, 2000; Richardson, Fowers, &
Guignon, 1999; Slife & Williams, 1995; Westerman, 2004) have argued, a background of
understanding will be presupposed in any effort
to more adequately and explicitly make sense of
the world and human involvement within it. We
thus present our position on critical thinking,
which reflects and perpetuates these basic commitments, as an alternative view of disciplinary
critique that can produce tangible benefits and
as an invitation to further discussion about how
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critical thinking in the discipline might be improved.

Critical Thinking in Psychology
Trends in the Literature
It can hardly be doubted that critical thinking
in psychology comes in many forms and that no
single description could capture the variety and
nuance with which it is exercised by instructors,
researchers, and practitioners. The scholarly literature, for example, includes a variety of critical approaches stemming from positions as diverse as phenomenology (Giorgi, 1970; Valle &
King, 1978), feminism (M. M. Gergen & Davis,
1997; Morawski, 1994), hermeneutics
(Faulconer & Williams, 1985; Richardson,
Fowers, & Guignon, 1999; Westerman, 2004,
2005), critical theory (Fox & Prilleltensky,
1997), and social constructionism (Bayer &
Shotter, 1998; K. J. Gergen, 1994), as well as
analyses rooted in the humanities (Allegretti &
Frederick, 1995; Henderson, 1995) or in various
religious or spiritual perspectives (Bergin,
1980; Browning & Cooper, 2004; Slife, Hope,
& Nebeker, 1999). By and large, however, these
kinds of critical analyses occur relatively infrequently and have not led to a significant shift in
how critical thinking is generally viewed in the
field. Indeed, an even casual glance at the mainstream literature suggests that the ethos of
critical thinking in psychology cannot be
viewed as harmonious with any of these intellectual movements.
More common views and definitions of critical thinking in psychology (e.g., Benjafield,
1994; Bensley, 1998; Meltzoff, 1998; Ruscio,
2006; Stanovich, 2004) typically privilege the
methods, rules, and values of science, particularly those associated with traditional axioms of
research (e.g., objectivity, falsifiability, and operationism), valid uses of technical procedures
(e.g., various research paradigms, logics, measurement techniques, and statistical analyses),
and appropriate conclusions regarding empirical evidence (e.g., not equating correlation and
causation). This strong tendency toward
method-centered critical thinking—what might
be termed scientific analytic reasoning (Dick,
1991, p. 84)—is readily discernable in critical
thinking primers (e.g., Benjafield, 1994; Marek,
Jackson, Griggs, & Christopher, 1998;

Meltzoff, 1998; Ruscio, 2006), in the teaching
of psychology literature (e.g., Connor-Greene &
Greene, 2002; Halpern & Nummedal, 1995;
Lawson, 1999; Leshowitz, Eignor Dicerbo, &
Okun, 2002; Varnhagen & Digdon, 2002; R. L.
Williams, Oliver, Allin, Winn, & Booher,
2003), in general treatises on undergraduate education and quality thinking in psychology
(e.g., Halonen, Bosack, Clay, & McCarthy,
2003; Lehman, Lempert, & Nisbett, 1988;
McBurney, 2002; Stanovich, 2004), and in a
host of introductory psychology textbooks (for
a review, see Griggs, Jackson, Marek, &
Christopher, 1998).
Other sources in the mainstream literature
have described critical thinking strategies that
combine scientific analytic reasoning with other
critical thinking approaches, but never depart
substantially from the overriding disciplinary
concern of method-centered scholarship. Indeed, the literature contains numerous examples
of scientific analytic reasoning mixed with informal and formal logic concerns (e.g., Bell,
2005; Bensley, 1998; Halonen, 1995; Levy,
1997; Schick & Vaughn, 1995; Tavris, 2001;
Zechmeister & Johnson, 1992), with findings
and principles from cognitive research (e.g.,
Carey, 1986; de Sanchez, 1995; Halpern, 2003),
and with the identification of unscientific preconceptions about psychological phenomena
(Sheldon, 1999; Smith, 2002). These critical
thinking approaches may facilitate student
training and critique in the profession in some
ways, but they do not invite scholars and students to question the method-centered foundation on which much critical thinking in the field
rests.
This emphasis on method and methodbased reasoning should not be surprising. Perhaps the deepest and most abiding value of
psychological science has been its commitment to neutrality and the objective description and explanation of psychological reality,
thought to be achieved through the use of
procedures that are themselves taken to be
neutral and objective (Danziger, 1985, 1990;
K. J. Gergen, 1994; Polkinghorne, 1983; Slife
& Williams, 1995). We are referring here to a
model of inquiry concerned fundamentally
with the accrual of facts via the methodical
application of well-defined rules—that is, via
a standard method. Given this disciplinary
emphasis on method-centered concerns, it is
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not surprising that the critical thinking strategy most widely adopted would concentrate
on this investigative resource and the skill
with which it is deployed. Other critical
thinking considerations, such as identification
of formal and informal logical fallacies, are
also thought to be helpful if used in conjunction with scientific analytic reasoning.

Limitations of Scientific
Analytic Reasoning
Under this view of critical thinking, methodological rules, procedural details, and related
issues are of paramount importance; little else is
required of the critical thinker if these concerns
have been conscientiously addressed. As we
suggest, such checks on rule following and the
application of research methods play an important role within disciplined inquiry, and so may
appropriately be a part of critical analysis. What
we find missing from such a viewpoint, however, is an appreciation of the theoretical and
historical positioning of any particular form of
critical thinking, scientific analytic reasoning or
otherwise. In short, the idea of a positionless
critical analysis that impartially assesses evidence, arguments, and knowledge claims has
increasingly been rejected on the grounds that
such impartiality is not achievable in practice
and involves researchers and practitioners in a
fundamental misunderstanding about the nature
of critical thought (e.g., Alston, 1995; Burbules,
1995; Martin, 1992; McPeck, 1981; Sears &
Parsons, 1991; Thayer-Bacon, 2000) and science in general (Danziger, 1990; Feyerabend,
1975/1993; Hesse, 1980; Polkinghorne, 1983).
Support for the rejection of theory-neutral,
value-free critical thinking is provided in the
basic insight that any attempt at critical analysis
must begin somewhere, based on a fallible
framework of assumptions regarding the nature
of criticism, knowledge, reality, disciplined inquiry, rules of evidence, valid argumentation,
and related issues. Those assumptions, then,
predetermine what will count as genuine knowledge, valid results, and persuasive argumentation. In this sense, it could be said that the
general conclusion of any critical analysis will
be presupposed by the basic precepts of the
critical thinking strategy used and that any critical analysis will involve an implicit form of
question begging—including our own analysis
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of critical thinking in psychology (a point we
address in more detail later).
Although scientific analytic reasoning may
often be viewed as a neutral or unbiased mechanism for evaluating research and judging
knowledge claims, it too is historically and theoretically positioned and thus subject to this
limitation. More specifically, scientific analytic
reasoning, particularly as operative in psychology, presupposes concepts such as objectivism,
universalism, empiricism, mechanism, Humean
causation, reductionism, and operationism
(Danziger, 1985, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1983;
Rakover, 1990; Slife, 1998; Slife & Williams,
1995) and thus commits critical thinkers who
use it to an understanding of inquiry and rationality informed by them. Conclusions based on
scientific analytic reasoning, then, will be neither neutral nor impartial judgments, but practical extensions of this theoretical view of good
research. This is the case, for example, when a
study is evaluated according to common scientific analytic criteria such as researcher detachment and objectivity, valid measurement, acceptable use of operational definitions, adequate
control of extraneous variables, appropriate statistical analysis, and the generalizability of results. Research projects judged as faulty in any
of these respects are not likely to be viewed as
legitimate contributions to the knowledge base;
scientific analytic reasoning, as a type of critical
thinking, is specifically designed to protect
against such deficiencies.
Although the need for general rules designed
to assess method use is clear, the exclusive use
of such rules to evaluate research informed by
the same (or similar) assumptions precludes any
critical questioning of that method’s assumptive
framework and its general mode of operation.
For example, there is no noncircular way for
methodological rules based on the precepts of
traditional quantitative research to critically assess those precepts and the quantitative practices that follow from them (Slife & Williams,
1995). Moreover, authors who advocate scientific analytic– based approaches have not discussed means by which the core ideas of scientific analytic reasoning per se might be exposed
and scrutinized.
If disciplinary practices include no way to
critically assess the investigative activities and
methods per se of traditional quantitative research, then those activities and methods will
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necessarily be considered unproblematic, perhaps implicitly, no matter how poorly they may
fit the general topic of inquiry or research question at hand; only the details of their execution
will be questioned, thus creating a type of complicity between critical thinking (qua scientific
analytic reasoning) and traditional quantitative
research practices that prohibits sufficiently
penetrating critical analysis. Under this view of
critical thinking, only methods and research endeavors that fit within the scope of scientific
analytic reasoning will be viewed as capable of
producing viable knowledge and thus appropriate for psychological investigation. This
historical bias has given rise to a type of methodological orthodoxy that, as critics have argued (Danziger, 1990; Giorgi, 1970; Koch,
1999; Polkinghorne, 1983; Robinson, 2000;
Yanchar, Gantt, & Clay, 2005), forestalls flexible, innovative, and inclusive research by limiting inquirers to only certain kinds of research
questions (i.e., those that can be answered by
the privileged methods) and devaluing or marginalizing alternative investigative approaches.
Moreover, the assumptions of scientific analytic reasoning have not been universally endorsed in the field. Indeed, an increasing number of critics have argued—albeit outside of the
disciplinary mainstream—that such assumptions cannot provide sufficient resources for a
science that must deal with the complexities of
human life situated in richly meaningful and
value-laden contexts (e.g., Danziger, 1985,
1990; K. J. Gergen, 1994; Leaf, 1993; Martin,
Sugarman, & Thompson, 2003; Polkinghorne,
1983; Richardson, Fowers, & Guignon, 1999;
Slife & Williams, 1995; Yanchar et al., 2005).
As others have argued, various qualitative alternatives, although not harmonious with many of
the canons of scientific analytic reasoning, provide useful investigative resources in this regard
and should be evaluated according to appropriate standards of quality (Guba, 1981; Merrick,
1999; Morrow, 2005; Stiles, 1993). Thus, although scientific analytic reasoning can be usefully applied in some circumstances, it cannot
be assumed to provide adequate critical resources for all human science endeavors.
Viewed in this light, scientific analytic reasoning could hardly be considered a neutral or
objective undertaking that protects against
threats to the production of veridical knowledge. Indeed, from this perspective, scientific

analytic reasoning, as a way of thinking critically about scholarly work, constitutes a theory
regarding valid evidence, arguments, and
knowledge claims and thus provides conceptual
limits on the kinds of critical examinations and
evaluations that can be offered. We hasten to
add that this point applies to other critical thinking strategies as much as it does to scientific
analytic reasoning. That is, any critical thinking
strategy will be based on some values and prior
conceptions regarding what will count as valid
research or argumentation (Hostetler, 1994;
Martin, 1992) that, in turn, obviate the possibility of purely neutral and atheoretical critical
assessments. Understood this way, any critical
thinking strategy will be, at bottom, a theory of
critique.
However, our conclusion in this regard does
not necessarily negate the usefulness or applicability of any particular form of critical thinking, or of critical thinking per se. As others have
argued, the theoretical background of any
method, tool, or procedure is what makes it
useful for a particular application in the first
place (Bohman, 1991; Gadamer, 1975/1989;
Hook, 1927/1996). One theorist used the phrase
“enabling condition” (Bohman, 1991, p. 125) to
describe the theoretical background that makes
any understanding, including disciplined inquiry or critical thinking, possible. Although
enabling conditions rule out the possibility of
neutral, unbiased inquiry, they provide an essential starting point that will guide critical
analysis and permit one to produce judgments
of one type or another. This central point about
critical thinking suggests that any form of critique, as a theory about evidence and argumentation, will be perspectival and so must be used
reflectively, cautiously, and with an awareness
of its impact on scholarship overall. Our corollary claim, based on our review of the critical
thinking literature in psychology and on disciplinary practices in general, is that scientific
analytic reasoning has not typically been treated
in this manner. In this sense, we do not oppose
such reasoning per se; rather, we oppose a particular understanding of its use as a neutral and
perspective-free tool of inquiry. Not only is this
understanding false, in our view, but it also
prevents any critical evaluation of this form of
reasoning.
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Concerns From Other Fields
The perspectival nature of criticism has not
gone unnoticed in fields outside of psychology,
such as philosophy and education, that have
traditionally pioneered work in the area of critical thinking. For many in these fields, the lack
of impartial critique suggests that critical thinking should not be exercised as if it were a purely
objective and mechanical exercise—that is, as if
critics were progressively stripping away falsity
and error by virtue of algorithmic, context-free
rules of rationality. Rather, for these scholars,
critical thinking occurs in an indelibly human
context that entails considerations not typically
addressed in the critical thinking literature of
psychology. Although we do not expect that
psychologists will model their work in every
respect after scholarship in these other fields,
we discuss two primary considerations that, as
scholars in these fields have suggested, are important aspects of adequate critical thinking
practice.
The first consideration has to do with the
importance of relationships to critical thinking.
As some have argued (e.g., K. J. Gergen, 1994;
Richardson et al., 1999; Slife, 2005), a relational atmosphere that allows for productive
dialogue—including the open and nondefensive
exchange of ideas— can best facilitate the fair
consideration of one another’s viewpoint and
contributions. Critical thinking, in this sense,
necessitates the process of reading (or listening)
and interpreting in an effort to genuinely understand an author’s intention before the rendering
of critical assessments. Commentators outside
of psychology have taken this notion a step
further, arguing that critical thinking should entail forms of care and respect that are not typically associated with criticism in the modern
tradition that gave rise to scientific analytic reasoning (Martin, 1992; Norris, 1995; ThayerBacon, 2000). In the context of critical thinking,
care and respect involve characteristics such as
attentiveness, empathy, compassion, receptivity
to alternative views, and perhaps even sympathy in the course of critical examination. According to these theorists, care and respect are
essential—perhaps just as essential as reason
itself—if a critical thinker is to fairly consider
the work and ideas of others and offer constructive criticism.
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The second consideration has to do with the
possibility of critical thought that serves a productive function, involving creativity and imagination that facilitate the development of new
perspectives and practices. If, as some have
argued, creative powers must be exercised in
the crucial scientific work of developing and
revising theories and conducting progressive research (Feyerabend, 1975/1993; Holton, 1973;
McPeck, 1981; Nickles, 1980; Robinson, 2000;
Sternberg, 1996; Yanchar et al., 2005), then a
form of critical thinking that facilitates the work
of creativity and innovation would be of great
value. Scientific analytic reasoning can facilitate this productive function in some ways—for
instance, in helping researchers design the
soundest research possible within accepted
guidelines— but it cannot cultivate the development of ideas that diverge from those guidelines
because it is itself guided by them. In this sense,
it might be said that scientific reasoning facilitates work within the context of justification,
where ideas are formally tested according to
certain protocol, but offers little if any support
to the innovation and cultivation of ideas within
the context of discovery (see McPeck, 1981, for
more on this argument).

Toward an Alternative Conception of
Critical Thinking
Our Basic Contentions Regarding
Critical Thinking
We recognize the challenges involved in proposing a new emphasis for critical thinking in
the field, as well as the considerable variation
found in definitions and practices within and
across scholarly disciplines (Beyer, 1987;
Halonen, 1995; Johnson, 1992; Thayer-Bacon,
2000). Indeed, the long history of debate surrounding the meaning of critical thinking (see
Thayer-Bacon, 2000) suggests that no approach
is likely to be universally accepted or to provide
sufficient resources for critical analysis across
all fields and under all circumstances. Still,
scholars can attempt to approach a broader and
more balanced approach to critical thinking in
psychology than has commonly been accepted.
Our attempt to do so focuses on the importance
and consequences of assumptions in a realworld sense and holds that such considerations
should take precedence over the details of

270

YANCHAR, SLIFE, AND WARNE

method use and related activities. Although the
alternative we describe is concerned primarily
with how ideas and values inform human life,
science, and society at multiple levels, the
method-centered approach of mainstream psychology emphasizes procedural details and abstract problems (such as testing the validity of
logic) that are of little value if the ideas that
guide one’s work are in some sense
problematic.
From our relational perspective, a more useful form of critical thinking can be defined as
the identification and evaluation of ideas, particularly implicit assumptions and values, that
guide the thinking, decisions, and practices of
oneself and others. This approach to critical
thinking principally involves the evaluation of
those assumptions by assessing their implications for human life, social issues, and knowledge-producing enterprises such as science and
other forms of scholarship. Researchers engaged in the form of critical thinking that we
recommend, then, would seek to understand as
thoroughly as possible the assumptions that inform their theories and methods and, moreover,
those that inform alternatives. Such understanding can facilitate a type of comparison and
contrast that clarifies the meaning of theories
and methods and leaves researchers in a better
position to adopt those most suitable for their
purposes.
Alternatively, research that is produced without an awareness of the ideas by which it is
guided, and thus the ideas that it implicitly
perpetuates, can only be viewed as uninformed
(Burgess-Limerick, Abernathy, & Limerick,
1994; Slife, 1998; Slife & Williams, 1995).
Moreover, research programs produced under
these circumstances could, quite possibly, be
incoherent in that they may either bring together
inconsistent ideas that lead to compromised results (see Yanchar & Williams, 2006, for more
on compromised results because of incoherent
assumptions and methods) or be theoretically
naı̈ve in that they would entail conceptions and
practices that succumb to critical scrutiny relatively easily and thus are not taken seriously by
scholars in a given area of inquiry. In any of
these cases, it is not at all clear that best investigative practices could include research that is
uninformed, incoherent, or theoretically naı̈ve.
Our approach to critical thinking is concerned first and foremost with a class of as-

sumptions that can be differentiated from others, most notably prosaic assumptions, which
are essentially taken-for-granted expectations
about everyday events (e.g., assuming that a
meeting will start on time). Although such assumptions are important and should be handled
responsibly, we wish to emphasize the importance of theoretical assumptions, such as those
that inform the work of psychological science
and typically have to do with the nature of
reality, human nature, knowledge, method,
progress, ethics, and other fundamental concerns. These assumptions (e.g., determinism,
empiricism, reductionism, and atomism) direct
the work of researchers, often implicitly, by
providing a conceptual basis for the development of theories and models, the formulation of
research questions, the selection and use of
methods, and the interpretation of data (Burgess-Limerick et al., 1994; Hostetler, 1994;
Slife & Williams, 1995). Because such assumptions have important consequences for how research and theorizing are to proceed, they
should be of paramount importance to critical
thinkers in any field.
The practice of critically examining theoretical assumptions takes on added importance,
however, when it is recognized that much of the
assumptive basis of theorizing and research in
psychology is implicit and thus often unrecognized even by scholars deeply involved in a
given area of inquiry (Slife & Williams, 1995).
For example, the theoretical assumption of absolute, linear time, as opposed to the relative or
contextual time of contemporary physics, has
been shown to have important consequences for
theorizing and research in psychology (Slife,
1993). Still, it is not typically acknowledged
and discussed in the mainstream literature
(McGrath & Tschan, 2004). Without critical
analysis that probes into this deeper level of
conceptualization, assumptions remain hidden
and psychologists promulgate ideas that they
are unaware of or have not critically considered.
This point about scientific inquiry should alert
researchers to the dangers of assuming that
methods and results are assumptionless, theory
free, or in some other way neutral. Research
methods that may be counterproductive or problematic in some sense will not be recognized as
such because they have not been examined with
a form of critical thinking designed to inquire
into such a possibility.

CRITICAL THINKING

Although some within the field surely engage
in the form of critical thinking we recommend
(at least to varying degrees), it has received
strikingly little consideration in the disciplinary
literature. For instance, substantive discussion
of basic theoretical assumptions in mainstream
empirical journal reports occurs only rarely.
Similarly, research methods textbooks typically
do not provide thorough treatments (e.g., explications and critical examinations) of the main
body of assumptions that inform traditional
quantitative research procedures and typically
do not contextualize the subject matter to be
taught by discussing alternative assumptions
and alternative research traditions that may be
more applicable for certain questions or classes
of phenomena.
Given that the critical analysis of theoretical
assumptions is often omitted from mainstream
psychological discourse, it might also be asked
how well this form of critical thinking is conducted by those who are willing to engage in it.
It seems reasonable to suppose that scholars in
the field will vary in their ability to rigorously
explicate and evaluate a wide array of theoretical assumptions, and thus it seems reasonable
to suggest that continued efforts toward improvement in this critical thinking practice
would be beneficial to at least some, if not
many. For example, the development of skills
that enable researchers to more effectively analyze the assumptions underlying various methods and their method choices would be an important contribution to training and continuing
education. However, this sort of training or
continuing education would not be pursued unless theoretical assumptions, and a form of critical thinking that emphasizes their importance,
are taken seriously at a fairly general level in the
discipline.
To address such concerns, we present a conception of critical thinking that is intended to
foster a shift away from largely methodcentered issues. Our position in this regard is
based on scholarly work that views human behavior as contextually embedded practice and
knowledge-gathering endeavors as inherently
perspectival, relational, interpretive, and unfinalizable. As we stated in our introduction, and
as we clarify in the following sections, this
means that our approach to critical thinking
(like any other) is historically and theoretically
situated and thus not capable of generating im-
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partial judgments regarding scholarly work in
the field. Our commitments in this regard follow
loosely from the relational tradition of philosophers such as Heidegger (1962), Gadamer
(1975/1989), and Bernstein (1983) and are similar in many respects to those of hermeneutically oriented theorists in psychology such as
Faulconer and Williams (1985), Martin and
Sugarman (2000), Richardson et al. (1999),
Polkinghorne (2000), and Westerman (2004,
2005).
However, our shift away from an objectivist
view of critical thinking, knowledge, and
progress is not intended to invoke a type of
subjectivism in which all claims are arbitrary
products of a private consciousness or matters
of personal preference. It is our view that that
although certainty regarding knowledge and
best practices may not be forthcoming through
the application of method and logic, historical
practices—including those of psychologists—
may be facilitated by exposing what is often left
unexamined and often unarticulated to the light
of scrutiny and public discussion. As we have
suggested, this type of critical examination can
place researchers in a more informed position
with regard to the ideas and results they promulgate and enable them to more adequately
assess those of others.

Components of Critical Thinking Practice
Following from this view, our conception of
critical thinking emphasizes six related components that are characterized principally by their
relational nature and by their focus on the explication and evaluation of assumptions and
their implications. More specifically, our conception emphasizes (a) the analysis of implicit
theoretical assumptions, (b) dialogue and divergent views, (c) care, (d) the production of scholarly work, (e) appropriate use of rules and logics, and (f) open and evolving critical thinking
practices. We attempt to explicate each of these
components in subsequent sections. Although
the characteristics we emphasize are theoretically related and fit into a broad and multifaceted view of critical thinking, they should not be
construed as forming a rigid logical or chronological sequence that ushers in yet another rulefollowing strategy. These characteristics, when
taken as a whole, enable inquirers to critically
examine not only the quality of their technical
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and investigative practices, but also the tenability of the values and assumptions that give rise
to those practices (including critiques of critical
thinking itself, such as our own). On this basis,
we suggest that it offers a more fully critical
conception of critical thinking than what is typically emphasized in the literature of psychology.
Evaluating implicit theoretical assumptions.
Although the idea of evaluating implicit
theoretical assumptions is not commonly emphasized in the critical thinking and pedagogy
literature and does not typically manifest in
reports of empirical work, it has been discussed
at length in several sources outside of the disciplinary mainstream (e.g., Burgess-Limerick et
al., 1994; O’Donohue, 1989; Rakover, 1990;
Rychlak, 1988; Slife, Reber, & Richardson,
2005; Sheldon, 1999; Slife & Williams, 1995;
Yanchar & Slife, 2004). Moreover, the idea of
critically examining formative ideas such as
theoretical assumptions to gain a better understanding of their meaning, tenability, and usefulness in practice is prominent in other disciplines such as education (e.g., Brookfield, 1987;
Burbules, 1995; Freire, 1970; Hostetler, 1994;
Keeley, 1992; McPeck, 1981; Mezirow, 1998)
and philosophy (e.g., Burtt, 1954; Ennis, 1982;
James, 1907/1978; Paul, 1992; Scriven, 1976).
From this critical thinking perspective, there is
no neutral position on which to base one’s work
and no escape from the need for careful, critical
examination of the theoretical background of
one’s scholarly activities.
The primary task of this form of critical
thinking, as we have previously noted, is to
analyze the meaning and consequences of theoretical assumptions in the context of human
experience and practice and to understand what
they afford those who would adopt them as a
basis for their scholarly and practical activities.
Assumptions that appear to offer helpful resources for inquiry and theory construction
would provide the most promising basis for
continued work in a given area. Although there
is no standard method or formula for this kind
of analysis, as several critical thinking scholars
have argued (e.g., Hostetler, 1994; McPeck,
1981), discussions of the dispositions and activities it might generally entail are available
(Mezirow, 1998; Slife et al., 2005; Slife &
Williams, 1995; Yanchar & Slife, 2004). Moreover, specific instances of this form of critical

thinking in practice can be found in the literature. To consider just a few examples, Cushman
(1990) and Richardson et al. (1999) have critically examined the assumption of liberal individualism, casting light on how it influences
theories of development, identity, and psychotherapy; Rychlak (1979) and R. N. Williams
(1992) have critically examined the assumptions of efficient causation and ontological determinism, demonstrating their influence on
views of human action and responsibility; Slife
(2000) and Wallach and Wallach (1983) have
critically examined the notion of hedonism,
which has been shown to permeate theories and
research in many areas; and Martin et al. (2003)
and Robinson (1995) have examined the assumption of reductionism and its effect on psychological science in general. Although critical
examinations such as these do not constitute
final judgments regarding these formative ideas,
they raise insightful questions and challenge
scholars in the field to carefully consider (or
reconsider) what is often taken for granted.
Research methods have also been subjected
to this sort of scrutiny, with inquirers critically
analyzing assumptions—including Humean
causation (Rakover, 1990; Slife & Williams,
1995), experimental control (Leaf, 1993), subject– object dualism (Burgess-Limerick et al.,
1994; Westerman, 2005), reductionism and materialism (Slife & Hopkins, 2005), and objectivism (Danziger, 1990; K. J. Gergen, 1994)—
that inform commonly used research paradigms
such as the experiment and the quasi-experiment. Critical examinations such as these provide insight into theory and inquiry that cannot
issue from scientific analytic reasoning alone
(for reasons we have already stated) and have
the potential to facilitate scholarly innovations
that would not be possible on the basis of pure
rule following.
It is important to note, however, that this
form of critical thinking does not stand in opposition to other aspects of inquiry such as
formulating models and research questions (and
possibly hypotheses), designing and conducting
studies, analyzing data, interpreting results, and
drawing conclusions. As we view it, the work of
identifying and evaluating assumptions should
be conducted synchronously with these more
commonly acknowledged aspects of scientific
work in ways that allow researchers not only to
collect data regarding phenomena of interest,
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but also to consider (and reconsider), as they
proceed through the research endeavor, the very
ideas that gave rise to those studies and data in
the first place. In this sense, thinking critically
about assumptions should be considered a normal part of the inquiry process, much like other
tasks such as reviewing relevant literature, selecting appropriate research strategies, conducting pilot studies, and critically reflecting on the
details of one’s research design and procedures
in a given situation. Granted that not all assumptions can be known and examined at once,
this critical thinking work must unfold carefully
over time. As researchers continue to inquire
into a topic— empirically, theoretically, and
otherwise—they can heighten their awareness
and deepen their understanding of the theoretical assumptions that inform their work. Given
the importance of these underlying ideas, we
suggest that the identification and evaluation of
theoretical assumptions should take on a special
priority among the various critical thinking
tasks involved in the inquiry process.
It is also important to note that the outcome of
this type of critical analysis is not necessarily the
gradual movement toward a monolithic theoretical perspective (or set of assumptions) for psychological work, nor is it the total rejection of one or
many extant theoretical perspectives in a given
area of inquiry. As we suggested earlier, our critical thinking approach is primarily concerned with
offering scholars the resources necessary to evaluate the ideas that inform their theories, methods,
and work in general by studying their implications. Such critical thinking is meant to address
theories and methods in ways that improve their
ability to facilitate progress as adjudged by researchers working within certain traditions or areas of inquiry. Thus, although it is likely that
rejection of some or many ideas will occur within
specific research programs (because scholars cannot embrace and utilize all ideas and perspectives
at once), we do not intend this form of critical
analysis to produce a univocal stance on important
issues across the field.
Moreover, because the contributions of various ideas, theories, and methods cannot always
be known in advance, we do not recommend an
approach to critical thinking that obviates from
the start certain procedures, inquiry strategies,
and theoretical perspectives. Although scholars
must take some stance on their subject matter
and its investigation as they proceed through the
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research endeavor, they can also be sensitive to
the potential insights from other research programs informed by alternative assumptions. In
some cases, researchers may understand insights produced by others in their own unique
ways and theoretically reconstrue them to fit
their own assumptions (e.g., Westerman’s,
2006, reinterpretation of quantitative methods),
or such insights may invite some researchers to
critically revisit their own unexamined assumptions.
Role of dialogue and divergent views. It is
not always the case, however, that theoretical
assumptions are readily discernable and easily
evaluated with regard to their plausibility or
usefulness in context. Indeed, although some
important theoretical assumptions are fairly obvious and even discussed at times (e.g., textbook discussion of causality, knowledge, and
science), others are more subtle and thus are
rarely identified or explicitly considered in
mainstream discourse (e.g., certain conceptions
of time, development, and change; see, e.g.,
McGrath & Tschan, 2004; Slife, 1993).
For this reason, the evaluation of theoretical
assumptions that we have described is best
viewed as a relational endeavor or, more specifically, should entail what one critical theorist
termed critical dialogue (Hostetler, 1994,
p. 147; for more on dialogue of this sort, see
Bernstein, 1983; Gadamer, 1975/1989; Richardson et al., 1999; Slife, 2005). This recommendation emphasizes the need to become
aware of one’s own assumptions and those of
others through a type of critical conversation
with those whose work represents an alternative
perspective and is informed by alternative assumptions. This dialogical activity can be particularly helpful in identifying and evaluating
one’s own assumptions and values that are not
explicitly recognized.
As some have argued (Bernstein, 1983;
Hostetler, 1994; Fowers & Richardson, 1996;
Richardson et al., 1999), those with different
perspectives are often able to identify what an
individual takes for granted and thus cannot
easily discern about their own viewpoints and
projects. Indeed, by virtue of what may be
termed a “clash of divergent views” (Hostetler,
1994, p. 143)— or a form of dialogical
comparison and contrast—the meaning and
implications of an assumptive framework can
become apparent, or at least a little clearer to

274

YANCHAR, SLIFE, AND WARNE

those who hold it. Given the opacity of many
theoretical assumptions, we view such dialogue
as essential to adequate critical thinking. Moreover, through this dialogical encounter, one can
become more aware of another’s viewpoint and
assumptions, which raises the possibility of attaining new understandings and engaging in
new forms of practice that may prove beneficial
over time.
Critical thinking and care. The concept of
care that we have already noted briefly, and that
others have championed, is important to our
view of critical thinking in that it should be a
primary characteristic of the dialogical relationship through which assumptions and implications are examined and, more generally, should
be a motivating factor in critical analyses
brought to bear on the work of others. Just as we
view critical dialogue and the clash of divergent
views as essential to adequate critical analysis,
we view care about the potential contributions
of others and a disposition toward compassion,
sympathy, and respect as necessary to a productive critical dialogue. From our perspective, this
type of care should be considered along with
other major aspects of critical thinking—such
as assumption finding, logical skills, and various dispositions— even if it has received little
explicit attention in the critical thinking literature of psychology to this point. Such care can
place critical inquirers in a position to engage in
genuine dialogue, understand more earnestly
the work of others, and be better able to offer
appropriate, constructive criticism.
Moreover, care, as we have described it here,
can help protect against a one-sided emphasis
on questioning, doubting, and judging for the
purpose of promoting one’s own projects and
agenda (Martin, 1992)—what one philosopher
referred to as critical thinking in the “weak
sense” (Paul, 1992, p. 467). Equally as important, in this regard, is a type of humility about
one’s own position (Westerman, 2004), which
increases the likelihood of engaging in a genuine dialogue about its strengths and weaknesses
in comparison to those of others. Although
scholars in the field may or may not revise their
prior assumptions as a result of critical dialogical encounters marked by care, respect, and
humility, they can better understand the
strengths and weaknesses of their own positions
and achieve new understandings that broaden
their appreciation for others.

Critical thinking as productive. From our
perspective, caring dialogical encounters should
facilitate critical thinking that aids in the production of scholarly work, not merely by assisting in the identification and understanding of
theoretical assumptions, but also by assisting in
the development of coherent, practically useful,
and theoretically defensible frameworks for inquiry of whatever type. Through sustained dialogue with others who hold varied viewpoints,
in conjunction with critical reviews of the literature (including analyses of novel or marginalized ideas), psychologists can formulate the
most plausible, defensible, and promising assumptions for their theorizing and research.
Thus, the important tasks of situating one’s
project in the disciplinary literature, providing
its rationale, and defending its viability in light
of rival possibilities all require more than cursory attention to the fundamental ideas that
guide one’s work.
For example, researchers seeking to develop
new conceptions of a psychological phenomenon such as learning, or seeking to modify an
existing one, would need to demonstrate how
their basic tenets are different than, and possibly
superior to, current and historical conceptions.
To briefly consider one case, such productive
critical thought is evident in the work of situated
learning (e.g., Bredo, 1994; Lave & Wenger,
1991), distributed cognition (e.g., Salomon,
1993), and activity theorists (e.g., Engeström,
Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999) who, in similar
ways, have initiated a substantial departure
from common Western views of learning and
cognition. These theorists, through their rejection of traditional presuppositions such as the
inner– outer epistemological split, the private
(self-contained) mind, and organism– environment dualism, were able to develop alternative
perspectives that have produced significant innovations in various fields (e.g., Barab, Evans,
& Baek, 2004; Sawchuck, Duarte, &
Elhammoumi, 2006; Wenger, 1998). Although
situated learning, distributed cognition, and activity theory are not controversy-free or uniformly endorsed movements (e.g., Anderson,
Reder, & Simon, 1996), they demonstrate the
importance of clearing a theoretical space and
cultivating new lines of theory and research
through critical analysis.
Clearly, the history of psychology provides
evidence of theoretical and methodological in-
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novation over time, but much of this innovation
has concentrated on relatively minor variations
on general themes, including debates about the
best techniques for statistical inference and statistical model building and the shift from the
somewhat mentalistic cognitive psychology of
the 1970s and 1980s to the neuroscienceinspired models of contemporary research (both
of which assume a type of mechanism and reductionism; for analyses, see Rychlak, 1994;
Slife & Williams, 1995). In these cases, basic
assumptions about generalization, quantification, objectivism, mechanism, and reductionism—although foundational to the models and
results produced—are not questioned, and the
depth of critical examination that we recommend is not reached. Examples of fundamental
critical analyses are also available in the history
of psychology, such as behaviorist treatments of
introspection and psychoanalysis and humanist
treatments of behaviorism, but critical examinations on this order are relatively rare and still do
not focus on many assumptions that have only
in the past several decades been subject to scrutiny (for examples of such scrutiny, see Bayer &
Shotter, 1998; Bem & de Jong, 1997; Cushman,
1990; Danziger, 1985, 1990; M. M. Gergen &
Davis, 1997; Martin et al., 2003; Rakover,
1990; Rychlak, 1988; Slife et al., 2005; Slife &
Williams, 1995).
Role of rule-following approaches. As we
have already suggested, our emphasis on theoretical assumptions and values does not preclude the judicious use of various rules and
logical systems (e.g., informal logic concerns)
in the practice of critically assessing arguments,
evidence, and knowledge claims. As important
as theoretical assumptions and values are to the
work of science, critical analyses must also be
concerned with the actual conduct of investigation. If researchers have engaged in traditional
quantitative research, for instance, it would
seem appropriate and useful to examine their
work in terms of the rules and standards that
inhere in that type of scholarly activity. In this
respect, the field of psychology’s traditional
emphasis on method use and rule following can
facilitate the process of critical analysis.
From our perspective, however, it would also
be incumbent on critical thinkers to carefully
consider the assumptions that give rise to the
research methods used and studies being examined, including the assumptions that guide the
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formulation of the research questions themselves, method choices, and data interpretations
(Yanchar & Williams, 2006). Critical analysis
at this level can often reveal more about a study
and its potential shortcomings or contributions
than questions about sample size, statistical
analysis, measurement, and experimental or statistical control. It is our position that such
method-centered issues, as important as they
may be to research, become relevant only after
more fundamental decisions about inquiry have
been made.
Moreover, from our perspective, rulefollowing approaches such as scientific analytic
reasoning would need to be critically examined
and used flexibly and creatively, with careful
attention paid to the context of a research
project, so that insightful applications, innovations, or research strategies based on less conventional assumptions would not be not
precluded by methodological fiat before their
potential usefulness can receive disciplinary
consideration. As a substantial body of work in
the philosophy of science has suggested, there is
no simple and direct relationship between methodological rules and scientific progress (e.g.,
Feyerabend, 1975/1993; Holton, 1973; Nickles,
1980). Feyerabend’s (1975/1993) well-known
historical examination of progress in science,
for example, provided compelling evidence that
important advances often occur despite methodological rules, not because of them. Observers
of mainstream research practices in psychology
have argued similarly, suggesting that staunch
adherence to methodological prescriptions set
out in advance has a stifling effect, ushering in
theoretical and investigative stagnation (e.g.,
Danziger, 1990; Koch, 1999; Robinson, 2000;
Sternberg, 1996; Stiles, 2006; Yanchar et al.,
2005). This is not to say that psychological
researchers should overemphasize innovation
and produce results so idiosyncratic that they
can hardly be evaluated, but that flexible and
innovative research practices are, to some important degree, necessary for progressive
research.
An open and evolving approach. Critical
thinking, as we view it, is not intended to provide a neutral standpoint for critical analysis,
but rather a set of priorities that takes as its
primary function the explication and evaluation
of theoretical assumptions and values. As we
have already noted, critical analysis is necessar-
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ily perspectival in that any critique will be based
on some position regarding the relative worth of
various theoretical assumptions to be critiqued,
and in that sense will have already presupposed
something about the topic in question; that is, it
will have adopted, implicitly or explicitly, a
conceptual stance regarding the target of critical
examination. For instance, behaviorists’ historical rejection of psychoanalytic theory, based
largely on their reading of basic ideas articulated in Freud’s writings, were informed by
their own assumptions regarding human nature,
functioning, mental life, scientific investigation,
and related issues. This in itself does not make
behaviorist critiques wrong or right, but it
shows that their critiques and, indeed, their very
interpretations of Freud’s writings in the first
place, were made possible by prior conceptions—that is, some historically, theoretically
informed perspective—about the issues at hand.
Stated more simply, these behaviorists’ critiques were leveled from, and enabled by, a
particular position rather than objective conclusions based on brute “facts of the matter.”
If critical thinking is inescapably perspectival, as we have contended, then a crucial question concerns the manner in which scholars in
the field will frame these perspectival critical
analyses. One option, of course, is to proceed as
if one’s critical thinking strategy is an impartial
mechanism for separating truth from falsity,
knowledge from mere opinion, and so on and
thus ignore basic issues surrounding the nature
and tenability of the critical thinking strategy
used. We would reject this option because it
promotes the rather unscientific practice of allowing inquiry to be guided by unacknowledged or unexamined ideas (Slife, 1998;
Yanchar & Williams, 2006) and perpetuates the
unhelpful view that impartial critical analysis is
possible through the fairly routine steps of a
technique or set of rules (for more on this point,
see Hostetler, 1994; McPeck, 1981; Walters,
1994). A second option, which we would favor,
is to develop an awareness of the perspective
that enables one’s attempts at critical analysis,
acknowledge that perspective explicitly in one’s
work, and submit it to a type of examination
that helps guard against insularity and unreflective practice. Thus, from our perspective, although critical thinkers cannot avoid an implicit
background of understanding as they engage in
the process of critique, they can treat this back-

ground responsibly by making it at least somewhat transparent and allowing it to be carefully
(re)considered. In this sense, the conceptual
background that enables one’s critical analyses
might be most fruitfully viewed as an open and
evolving framework that, although necessary,
can be examined and modified over time to
render it more suitable for one’s general
purposes or more able to produce the kinds of
critical examinations needed in a given
situation.
Again, we offer no impartial method for reflecting critically on the conceptual framework
that enables one’s analyses of assumptions, but
rather a type of dialogical encounter that would
provide the occasion for such frameworks to be
explicated and examined. More specifically,
through critical dialogue and the clash of divergent views that we have already described,
scholars can engage in the type of conversation
that explores the strengths, weaknesses, and
limitations of the various frameworks that
would inform their critical analyses. It is possible, from this perspective, that such dialogue
would enable scholars not only to become
aware of such frameworks, but also to modify
or temporarily suspend them as needed under
particular circumstances. Indeed, scholars
might even come to reject one conceptual
framework for another that has attained a type
of plausibility and persuasiveness through the
dialogical process.
The open and evolving thrust we have articulated is relevant not only to specific attempts to
analyze assumptions, but also to the general critical thinking approach we have advocated here.
Although we contend that our general view of
critical thinking would be beneficial to the practice
of critique and the production of scholarly work in
psychology, we are also aware of its historically
and theoretically situated nature—that it is not an
acontextual or neutral method that guarantees the
identification of falsity and error. It is important, in
this regard, for our critical thinking approach to
entail the recognition that it is itself based on
certain theoretical assumptions about science,
method, and criticism and, thus, as a theory of
critique, invokes a type of circularity like any
other form of critical thinking.
As we have already suggested, such
circularity, when left unacknowledged and
unexamined, creates a problematic situation in
which the crucial background ideas that guide
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critical examination per se are never themselves
critically examined. Under the open and evolving view of critical thinking that we advocate,
however, critical inquirers would be aware of
the guiding assumptions of those inquiries, and
while acknowledging that they are what make
critical thinking of this sort possible, they
should not be taken for granted. As a theory of
critique—rather than an impartial procedure
leading inexorably to certitude—the approach
we recommend should not only be used cautiously, flexibly, and reflectively, but may also
at times be modified to perform certain functions, be suspended in favor of approaches that
may be more applicable to particular circumstances, or be used in concert with other critical
thinking strategies and scholarly practices that
would provide more comprehensive resources
overall.
Furthermore, and perhaps more important,
we suggest that our approach to critical thinking
and its underlying assumptions be continually
reexamined and refined (perhaps even radically
reconfigured) through critical dialogue, the
clash of divergent views, and possibly other
activities, to make it progressively more suitable to the evolving state of psychological science in general and to specific situations that
require innovative forms of critique. Although
there is no known objective standpoint for this
work, varied perspectives in dialogue can allow
for new understandings and improved forms of
practice—including critical thinking practice—to be developed. For instance, a variation
on the critical thinking approach that we have
advocated might be formulated by scholars who
view progress as dependent on method use and
who would on that basis modify certain aspects
of our position to accommodate this theoretical
leaning. In general, critical debate about the
assumptions and values underlying our proposal
can and should take place; we would welcome
such dialogue.

Conclusion
We are not naı̈ve enough to think that intellectual assent to our thesis will automatically
imply a change in disciplinary practice. Habits
die hard, and entrenched ideologies die even
harder. Still, we see the beginnings of a groundswell of support for a more relationally oriented
approach to critical thinking (e.g., Brookfield,

277

1987; Hostetler, 1994; Martin, 1992; Powell,
1992; Sears & Parsons, 1991; Thayer-Bacon,
2000). Consequently, we do not view our proposal as a formal disciplinary change as much
as an important application of ideas that are
already fomenting and increasingly gaining
traction in several disciplines. We have recommended a conception of critical thinking that
although moving beyond the method-centered
approaches common to the literature in several
ways, still allows for appropriate attention to be
paid to method-based concerns. Under this conception, checks on rule following and related
tasks are secondary considerations that become
relevant only after the implicit theoretical assumptions that guide scientific work have been
critically examined (and which must be revisited over time and critically reexamined). Elements of our general approach to critical thinking (e.g., critical dialogue, the clash of divergent
views, and care and respect) all serve to make
this approach more broad and balanced than
those typically seen in the literature of psychology—more broad in that it emphasizes a crucial
set of critical thinking concerns that are ignored
or underemphasized in many other critical
thinking strategies and more balanced in that it
provides a framework that allows both rulefollowing approaches and more basic tasks
(such as assumptions analysis) to be used strategically and constructively in the practice of
critique. Given the importance of implicit
theoretical assumptions to the work of psychologists, this approach would seem to be an essential companion to the traditional tasks of
theory construction and data collection. As we
have contended, a more fully critical and adequate conception of critical thinking cannot be
achieved without it.
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