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INTRODUCTION

Ángela Calvo de Saavedra*

“I think we’re in an era where both profound science and 
humanistic creativity are being threatened by a short-term, 

profit-oriented mentality. We really need to make the scientists 
and the humanists a common cause because it’s the deep, 

investigating thought, the power of the imagination, and the 
power of rigorous, critical thinking that we truly share.” 

Martha Nussbaum

The invitation to introduce the book Critical Thinking and Philosophy: A 
Dialogue with New Tunes is, for me, a cause of  joy for many reasons. 

In the first place, three of  its four authors were my beloved students in 
the Faculty of  Philosophy at Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, but it is also 
thrilling to be part of  their philosophical, investigative, and pedagogical 
flourishing, and to witness their excitement and genuine commitment to 
the role of  philosophy to make the world a better place to live in. Sec-
ondly, it was very moving for me, as a teacher, to witness the persistence 
of  a memory that, even if  it was interrupted for years, still resonates in 
their hearts and helped make sense of  my participation as a speaker during 
the initial design and the public presentation of  a project where both, their 
understanding of  philosophical work and the conditions of  possibility as a 

* Doctor in Philosophy from the Pontificia Universidad Javeriana (Colombia), and 
Emeritus Professor of  the Faculty of  Philosophy in the same university, member of  the 
Philosophy Research Group Problemas de filosofía and member of  the Board of  Regents. She 
is also part of  the Executive Committee of  the Hume Society and is a founding member 
of  the Red Latinoamericana de Estudios Sobre el Reconocimiento (RELAER). Winner of  
two research awards: Premio Bienal al Investigador Javeriana, with the book El carácter de 
la “verdadera filosofía” en David Hume (2013) and Premio Bienal a la Investigación Javeriana: Vida 
y obra (2015). Her areas of  interest are: modern philosophy, David Hume, contemporary 
moral and political philosophy, feelings and emotions in practical rationality, Freud, Criti-
cal Theory of  Society and philosophy of  education. Currently, she’s a visiting professor at 
several universities across the country. She has published several articles and book chapters 
in her areas of  interest.
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paideia, are solidified. Finally, the question that guides the investigation 
and the implementation of  the project, the philosophical concern for 
training, for the cultivation of  our common humanity, has constituted, 
from the moment I started my academic career until today, as an emeri-
tus Professor, the driving passion of  my career, allowing me to read 
this book with curiosity and compassion.

The lecture given by Martha Nussbaum, on the occasion of the Kyoto 
Prize, which was awarded to her in 2016 for her essay called Philosophy 
in the Service of Humanity —and from which I borrowed the epigraph,— 
is a truly inspiring text for this presentation, due to its ideas about mor-
al and political philosophy, a practical discipline “seeking to construct a 
theoretical blueprint for just and decent lives in a world full of division, 
competition, fear, and uncontrolled catastrophes.” Convinced, as she is, 
that philosophy still contributes significantly to the cultivation of hu-
manity and, is more conducive to a world more likely to include more 
“good life” projects that can coexist and cooperate in terms of justice, 
she is, however, emphatic in stating that the critical task of philosophy 
in the face of rationality, and at the service of market objectives and 
cultures of competitiveness, as well as the possibility of intervening 
with its normative ideas in the social sphere where decisions are taken, 
depend on whether academia is able to exercise self-criticism: “Your 
challenge is to change if you want to summon young people.” The chal-
lenge for those of us inhabiting the academic space, as professors and 
researchers in the field of philosophy, is to ask ourselves: what kind of 
philosophy serves humanity?

More than a direct response to concerns, Nussbaum proposes the fol-
lowing guiding criteria for self-examination in the light of our practic-
es: (1) rigor and transparency in evaluating the critical use of reason and 
argumentation, in the Socratic way; (2) respect for other disciplines; (3) 
respect for plurality and life orientations, be they religious belief or oth-
erwise; (4) to show an interest in opening the educational canon to pro-
mote intercultural dialogues; (5) the inclusion of voices excluded from 
philosophical discourse, typically female voices; (6) concerns regarding 
real human life and all its messiness and complexity to be updated 
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through dialogue, not only concrete anecdotes, but literature, music, 
and films, as well; (7) the study of emotions and imagination.

By introducing Nussbaum’s reflection, I want to highlight not only 
the priority she gives to critical thinking through philosophical work, 
but, above all, her categorical demand, in order to guarantee an educa-
tion instilling the spirit of philosophy if its task is to serve humanity, 
because this is, in my view, the foundation of both, this research and 
the Critical Thinking and Philosophy: A Dialogue with New Tunes book. As 
the authors bring to our attention in the prologue, critical thinking 
has become the core of pedagogical ideas and practices. However, it has 
been understood in such different ways that its intrinsic motivation, 
focused on formation, has been blurred. Its main goal should not be to 
simply define terminology, but rather to understand it as an “activity,” 
a “disposition towards the world,” thus incorporating the day-to-day 
relations between students and knowledge, others, and themselves, re-
garding reasonability.

The objective of this research is both theoretical and practical: the thor-
ough exploration of the Anglo-Saxon schools that, since the last decades 
of the 20th century, have been working on critical thinking, particu-
larly in relation to primary and secondary education, in accordance with 
the philosophical tradition, the interpellation of feminist theories, and 
the situated cognition which have been implemented with a specific 
purpose: the design of a new curriculum for teaching philosophy in 
some institutions in the city of Barranquilla, Colombia, in collabora-
tion with teachers. Because of one’s commitment to philosophy, as a 
decisive mediator on the development of critical thinking, the thinker 
is, therefore, conceived as the core of the transformation, because he 
or she is the one who, from his o her situated, fallible, and contingent 
perspective —as a teacher or learner— shares the full spectrum of his o 
her experiences to other perspectives, and uses the tools whose results 
should be evaluated by the same educational community. Naturally, 
the contexts in which training will be carried out necessarily cross the 
physical boundaries of the school and, in that sense, the aim of the 
project is based on an emancipatory, ethical, and political concern. The 
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forging of a cosmopolitan citizenship plays a decisive role in the con-
struction of a reflective society.

In the present document, the authors manage to establish a successful 
polyphonic dialogue with theoretical approaches from different disci-
plines, as well as with modern and contemporary philosophical tradi-
tions. It is also worthwhile to highlight how their proposal helps build 
bridges between different voices, thereby fulfilling the ambition, as the 
subtitle suggests, of those “new tunes” that deal with an old concern: 
the indissoluble link between philosophy and critical thinking.

In the first chapter, they re-establish the three “waves” of critical think-
ing in education; a dynamic promoted by Richard Paul and capitalized 
by Harvard University, especially by Project Zero, in which a group 
of educational researchers with diverse socio-cultural profiles came to-
gether to design useful tools for teachers to develop critical thinking in 
classrooms. Ángela Bermúdez, our colleague, who is a Harvard gradu-
ate, has set out an integrative perspective based on four structural tools 
to think and act critically, which are mentioned by the authors in their 
book: i) To identify falsehoods or injustice in judgments made by oth-
ers or in social situations; ii) To monitor our own thoughts through 
reflexive skepticism;; iii) To enhance the establishment of complex re-
lationships through systemic thinking; iv) To address problems from a 
multidimensional perspective. It’s about cognitive, refinable, and test-
able social reflection tools, based on experiences in classroom contexts.

In the second chapter, they share Kant’s, Arendt’s, Dewey’s, and the 
Critical Theory and Society’s statements on critical thinking. As Kant 
said, modernity is certainly the time for critique, not in the antagonist 
sense between systems, but for the thorough examination of the scope 
and limits of reason. Perhaps the most significant result of Kantian 
criticism was the distinction between theoretical use and practical use 
of reason: while the former allows us to know what it is, the latter aims 
to think what it should be; this distinction gave rise to the double im-
age of the world, the scientific image and, within the limits of its possi-
bility, the moral image of freedom, of that which must be. The Kantian 
invention of autonomy solidifies the public use of reason, the purpose of 
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which is the conformation of a Constitutional State in which men have 
the right to be treated as an end in themselves, by virtue of their equal 
dignity. However, the aesthetic use, or reflective judgment, becomes 
attached to the theoretical and practical uses of reasoning which gives 
place to the particular and the contingent and, thanks to imagination, 
to a process of intersubjectivity, to the possibility of communication 
that will soften our unsociable sociability. On the basis of the third 
use of reason, Dewey’s pragmatic commitment to democracy as a form 
of existence, enlivened by inclusive dialogue, is nourished, similar to 
Arendt’s American Republicanism with its emphasis on deliberation 
and political participation as a mechanism of social reproduction.

However, the confidence illustrated in reason as the will to truth, jus-
tice, and beauty ends in the reduction of modern normative ideals im-
posed by capitalism and supported by instrumental rationality based on 
scientific positivism, under the premise of the control of nature turned 
into the domination of mankind. Regarding this dialectic in which 
irrationality permeates reason by itself, and because it was once associ-
ated with the “emancipatory interest,” Frankfurt School thinkers trans-
form epistemology into ethics and politics, in realizing that, inspired 
by Marx and Freud, thinking critically means the radical transforma-
tion of modern capitalist societies, so it is necessary to reconceptualize 
“subjectivity,” placing their hopes in what they called a “revolt of the 
instincts.” Although disenchantment with reason led to a philosophical 
pessimistic view of history, there was a tiny spark of hope in formation, 
especially for Horkheimer.

The philosophical fabric elaborated in this chapter allows them, on the 
one hand, to distill a definite notion in its genesis and development: 
“Reflexivity,” a more complex and enriched content, which will be fur-
ther examined in the following chapters, on the other hand, highlights 
the practical implications of critical thinking, identified as a communi-
cational capacity that guides action.

The first two chapters of this book aid the reader in establishing lu-
cid and suggestive links between critical thinking, ethics, and politics 
with the focus oriented towards the construction of an inclusive and 
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democratic society. Then, in chapter three, the relation between ethics 
and education is explored by incorporating Martha Nussbaum’s com-
mentary with the pre-established dialogue of Kant and the authors of 
the Critical Theory and Society. This is particularly important since 
Nussbaum’s reflections on the formation of citizenship have turned the 
image of the critical thinker upside down by revealing it as something 
vulnerable and contingent; a condition in which it is necessary to think 
about democracy, and to ask ourselves about human emotional geog-
raphy to understand, in depth, which internal forces make us prone 
to hierarchy, stigmatization, and exclusion of the other; and to define 
what resources are available to combat them and move towards a world 
in which all people can develop their particular capacities to have a 
life worth living. Returning to the question of the critical thinker, the 
basis of the whole investigation, as it is stated in the fourth chapter, the 
authors attempt to deconstruct the image of the autonomous, rational, 
and logical subject, as well as the most common definitions of critical 
thinking. This is likely to be the chapter in which the book presents us 
its most unique proposal: that academia and education need to exercise 
self-criticism. Indeed, the proposal is to assume the contingency of sub-
jectivity and its consequent vulnerability as a starting point for educa-
tion: man is fallible, poor, dependent on the recognition or contempt he 
experiences in the theater of the world; a scenario where difference has 
been made invisible and diversity has been silenced by the hegemonic 
discourse on what it is to be “truly” human.

From the perspective of a relational epistemology, the authors propose 
something new, which they call the “categories of the sensitive,” a series 
of complementary notions that enrich the idea of a decanted reflexivity 
as the axis of critical thinking. A very useful tool for its development in 
the classroom, articulated with the tools proposed by Bermúdez: corpo-
rality, moral sensitivity, situated cognition, imagination and curiosity, 
alterity and cosmopolitanism.

The last chapter of the book corresponds to empirical research on the 
understandings and practices associated to critical thinking in schools, 
which will later shape a curricular proposal for teaching philosophy. 
What I consider to be fully worthy of note in this area is the imple-
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mentation of the theoretical conclusions of the work: critical thinking 
is always an open horizon that is constructed in the dialogue between 
real actors in the world of daily life; in this case, the teachers. They par-
ticipate in a set of pedagogical relationships, and they are the catalysts 
in the transformation of education. They are certainly the authors: they 
do not act as expert philosophers who give normative orientations, but 
as partners in searching for an education that is not oriented towards 
competitiveness and productivity, but towards forging better human 
beings, who are able to recognize their common vulnerability, and the 
need to build a better world for all of us.

To conclude, I believe that a very significant motivation to read this 
book, which I have been asked to present —in addition to the rich-
ness and novelty of its content from which we can all learn from, help-
ing ourselves in our practice as teachers— is that it is an invitation 
for an open conversation in which each and every one of us, with our 
own unique perspectives, can make his or her voice heard. The greatest 
tribute we can make to the text and to the authors is to read it thought-
fully and critically, and to publicly discuss its contributions and 
limitations regarding the development of a curriculum proposal that 
promotes critical thinking in our children and youth for the progress 
of humanity.

November 2018
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PROLOGUE

Formal education has been expected to support the development of  
autonomous thinkers who then become responsible citizens by them-

selves. This concept of  “human being” establishes a path for each person 
and gives society parameters for the evaluation of  his or her actions. The 
growing opportunities to cultivate responsible, reasonable, thinking, and 
critical citizens is closely related, and inherent, to the need to promote ed-
ucated subjects in society. How much education can contribute, in a gen-
eral way, to the education of  responsible citizens, depends on other social, 
cultural, and historical factors that, at the same time, determine the ideas, 
ideologies, and practices in which the educational activity is developed. 
Colleges, universities, and other formal education centers are not exempt 
from external interests and impositions. It is, nevertheless, important that 
they reflect the processes they develop and the kind of  persons they aim 
to shape, and wonder about the interests that move them, the idea of  the 
future they promote, and the idea of  what it means to be a citizen they 
want to achieve.

Nowadays, multiple research and public education policies have submitted 
a set of arguments that identifies the need of educational institutions to 
foster critical thinking in formal learning spaces (Mejía, Orduz and Per-
alta, 2006; Boe and Hognestad, 2010). Educational institutions should 
generate self-reflection, given their dynamics and needs. If, as recent so-
cial theory affirms, every internal process generates structural changes, it 
is imperative that we build upon notions, knowledge, and experiences in 
educational settings to reflectively respond to their purposes and practices 
within the wider society. In this sense, thinking about school and educa-
tion from a self-critical and reflective perspective, easily transcends educa-
tional dynamics in which the quantitative method of evaluation has been 
privileged, where the quality of education is determined via comparisons 
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to foreign paradigms, where school subjects are determined accord-
ing to their usefulness in the formation of individuals and the type of 
knowledge they provide, and where educational strategies are oriented 
at the improvement of students’ skills and productivity. Thus, the eval-
uation, the quality, and the purposes of educational institutions should 
not respond exclusively to exogenous conditions, such as rankings, in-
ternational guidelines, or ministry policies, but to their own needs and 
scope, their own contexts, in a reflective manner.

Thus, critical activity must be seen not only as an exercise of higher 
order thinking skills, but as an active search for alternatives to the chal-
lenges imposed by politics, social dynamics, and the characteristics of 
current generations. In the last forty years, “critical thinking” has been 
at the forefront of education. A large number of curricula, study plans, 
programs, projects, and universities throughout the world have pro-
posed methodologies and didactics for the development of higher order 
thinking skills. The conceptualization, applications, and evaluation of 
critical thinking have experienced an exponential increase, especially 
in formal teaching-learning contexts. This way, “to teach how to think 
critically” not only emphasizes the common purpose of educational ac-
tivity, but it has come to be a many-faceted concept, encompassing 
both, dissimilar ideas and didactics, to make “critical” and “thought” 
nothing more than meaningless words.

On the other hand, from the point of view of the individual, some 
considerations of our shared social spaces within inherited perspectives 
regarding reality are often in conflict. In interpersonal dialogue, facts 
and views are often confused. Adults tend to assume as true, beliefs that 
have not undergone rational analysis (Paul, 1995). Very often, people 
discredit ideas based on assumptions and personal assessments because 
they differ from their own. Beliefs are conditioned by what has been 
learned, whether it has been handed down for many generations, it is 
an appreciation or an understanding particular to the current context, 
or it is a belief formed and cultivated over the years. In addition, from 
a broader and complementary perspective, Foucault (1999) has pointed 
out that social discourse is the discourse of power that privileges the 
particular interests of a person or group of people, by posing as neutral 
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and actually exercising “a kind of pressure and (…) coercive power” 
(p. 11). In this way, judgments and points of view are conditioned by 
a broader social reality, as well as determined by personal and group 
interests, previously learned ideas, and socio-historical discourses of 
power, that make critical thinking a difficult, yet imperative, work.

Confronted with this evidence, since 2014, the STUDIA research group, 
from Universidad del Norte, and the DENOVO research group, from the 
Promigas Foundation, have carried out a research project on the devel-
opment of critical thinking through the teaching of philosophy. The 
first questions that arise are: the place of philosophy in today’s society, 
how it contributes to reflection on society in general, and in the prep-
aration of students through critical training. Philosophy, the mother 
of all great sciences, occupies an uncertain and undetermined position 
in today’s society, governed by market principles and a discourse that 
poses a challenge to the cultivation and preparation of global citizens 
who, nevertheless, do not always act in a humane and globally con-
scious manner. Relations between countries depend on fluctuating eco-
nomic bases and, since no structure is abstract, and the age of machines 
does not yet rule the world, it must be the people who support these 
structures. Thus, the interest in supporting ethical bonds, the indi-
vidual role in social transformation, and the possibility of a continu-
ous improvement in society are renewed and remain in practice only 
on the basis of philosophical reflection. Philosophy adapts to current 
situations, aware of fluctuations and changes, enriching knowledge and 
conversation due to the ideas proposed by tradition that illuminate our 
present. Once again, philosophy sets forth certain questions: Who are 
these “citizens of the world”? What type of education are they currently 
receiving? How can they come to think critically?

In order to ensure that philosophical education becomes a forceful tool 
in raising critical people, it is necessary to build schools and classrooms 
as reasonable spaces, to use adequate curricula in the area of philosophy, 
and to implement pedagogical strategies that allow students to learn 
how to think critically. In addition, the Ministry of National Educa-
tion of Colombia (2010) expects children and adolescents to develop 
their basic skills, regardless of their economic, social, and cultural con-
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ditions. To accomplish this, the Ministry has formulated curriculum 
guidelines, standards, and supplementals that attempt to generate and 
strengthen more effective teaching-learning processes. These compe-
tencies include, among others: learning to think critically with the sup-
port of philosophical education and reflection, as it is only through 
these means, that is to say through critical thinking, that students can 
develop, “a reflective and transformative attitude toward their local 
contexts” (p. 10). Now, the students’ understanding of critical think-
ing, of its importance, their awareness of their own ability to learn how 
to do it, the socio-cultural value related to critical thinking, as well as 
its use for personal development and problem solving, largely depend 
on educational institutions having an adequate curriculum regarding 
the teaching of philosophy, oriented towards the development of criti-
cal thinking.

After exploring critical thinking as a concept (what it is, how it has 
been understood), our interest focuses more explicitly on what it is to 
think critically and what is that “critical thinker.” That is, beyond an 
essentialist theory that attempts a closed definition of “thinking” and 
“critique”, we understand critical thinking as an activity and, at the 
same time, as a disposition towards the world that affects our deci-
sions and relationships with others and with ourselves, and whose ideal 
manifestation has a direct and real impact on the public sphere. Educa-
tion that encourages critical thinking plays a central role in modeling 
and transforming the many, and varied ways, in which subjects interact 
with others and with their ways of living. Likewise, through the teach-
ing of philosophy, as a form of inquiry that discusses and questions the 
current conditions, critical thinking can be fostered.

THE RESEARCH PROJECT

Since 2014, the research project, which is the basis of the book, “The-
oretical-Methodological and Practical Processes for the Development 
of Critical Thinking in Students from the City of Barranquilla,” has 
sought to design a teaching curriculum of philosophy to develop critical 
thinking skills in middle school students. The project, which continues 
to this date, has had two initial phases: a theoretical one (2014-2015) 
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and an exploratory one (2015-2016); the results and scope of which are 
described in this book1. The purpose of this publication is to present 
the findings and explorations made so far, in studying critical thinking, 
as well as its practical consequences, both in education and in ethics2.

The first part of the book describes an initial conceptual exploration 
of Anglo-Saxon classical theories around the concept of “critical think-
ing,” whose source was the transdisciplinary work between psychology, 
pedagogy, and philosophy, with a particular emphasis on what is known 
as the “Third Wave of Critical Thinking” (for example, Facione, Elder 
and Paul). As an interpellation and response to the so-called classical 
theories, complementary proposals that come from feminist theories 
and those that explore the concept of “situated cognition” (for example, 
Barbara Thayer-Bacon) have also been considered. This theoretical ex-
ploration includes a contribution by the classical philosophical tradi-
tion, clearly outlined in Hannah Arendt’s interpretation of Immanuel 
Kant’s concept of “reflective judgement”, and an assertion of the place 
occupied by philosophy and an education in humanities, through the 
reflections of Theodor Adorno and Martha Nussbaum.

Secondly, a definition of critical thinking that has been formulated by 
the authors as a product of the research project, is offered (2014-2015). 
According to this proposal, approaching the critical thinker means 
linking four conditions of equal importance: i) a context and a narra-
tive; ii) a community of thought that includes and involves others; iii) 

1 Another research was conducted to explore the links between critical thinking 
and social leadership on community-based initiatives for social change. Read more on 
El padre Cyrilo Swinne y sus herramientas de indagación crítica como un recurso individual para 
acompañar iniciativas de cambio social: un estudio de caso, a parallel study case.

2 There is a relationship between critical and ethical thinking that will be devel-
oped later in this work. With regards to the foregoing, the STUDIA and DENOVO re-
search groups have conducted a parallel research work for this study, which is en-
titled Concepciones del maestro sobre la ética y su incidencia en la práctica docente. Two books 
have been published as a result: Concepciones del maestro sobre la ética (2012): http://
www.uninorte.edu.co/documents/72553/427200/http://www.uninorte.edu.co/
documents/72553/427200/Concepciones_del_maestro_sobre_la_ética.pdf, and 
Ética y práctica docente (2016): http: // mangrove. uninorte.edu.co/jspui/bitstream/105
84/5803/1/9789587416824 eEtica and practica docente.pdf
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a embodied subjectivity – exposed to the world and its inclinations and 
affections  and iv) tools for inquiry (criticism). These conditions create 
a focus on critical thought. That is to say, it centers on the thinker, his 
or her abilities, tools, and dispositions. But, also, and above all else, it 
focuses on the conditions, or the “experiential” reality, which makes it 
possible for thought to be truly critical. When asked what are the con-
tributions of thinkers to the act of thinking, we affirm that, first and 
foremost, they provide a fallible, contingent subjective perspective. In 
addition, we find that new proposals that describe critical thinking as 
a set of tools like those of Ángela Bermudez, establish criteria to define 
the extent to which a judgment is reasonable, moreover, critical. The 
articulation of a situated notion of subjectivity with the tools (and cri-
teria) of critical inquiry proposed by Bermúdez constitutes an innova-
tive contribution to the subject.

Finally, the research project consisted of a focus group, a participant ob-
servation, and workshops with teachers from public schools in the city 
of Barranquilla (see Annex). As a result, our theoretical proposal has 
been constructed taking into consideration the notions and experiences 
of the teachers, who are in classrooms everyday. Likewise, the advice of 
experts in the subject provides feedback on the experiences and creates 
a roadmap for future research phases.

CRITICAL THINKING IN THE CLASSROOM AS A TOOL 
FOR ETHICAL ACTION IN A PUBLIC WORLD

While there is no unified definition of the concept of “critical think-
ing,” the history and findings of this theoretical movement delimit it as 
a series of skills and dispositions —cognitive or procedural— that may 
be cultivated, taught, and developed. All these lead to the  exercise of 
finding arguments or justifications through rational orientation. How-
ever, in this book, we propose a more holistic approach to the concept, 
which moves us to other scenarios that involve the complexities of hu-
man beings. This vision will allow the design of a coherent curriculum, 
with the recognition of a fallible subjectivity, that uses the tools for 
critical inquiry, and that points towards two objectives: i) to claim the 
value of philosophy in teaching and learning spaces; and ii) to facilitate 
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the development of critical thinking in classrooms; both oriented, in 
the end, to promote ethical action in the public sphere.

Having a curriculum that effectively favors the development of critical 
thinking in the student’s learning process, through philosophy, is the 
ultimate goal of this project. However, it is not the only one.

We are sure that an educational institution carries out its tasks accord-
ing to what it represents. That is, if the school thinks of itself, and car-
ries out critical self-evaluation activities, then, its formative processes 
will favor the rise of critical thinkers. We hope this book succeeds in 
getting that reflexivity to be born or strengthened. The “citizens of the 
world” formed in these classrooms will be critical subjects as long as 
they are vulnerable, susceptible, and sensitive to their bodies and emo-
tions, and as long as they can defend, through dialogue, a particular 
point of view; and as long as they are able to recognize their mistakes 
and rectify their judgments; and to self-regulate through socially con-
structed criteria of reasonableness and “criticality.” Critical thinkers, 
then, will be subjects whose ideas may guide their actions and, there-
fore, will generate a positive ethical impact on their relationship with 
others. Never has this reflexivity, both personal and social, been as im-
portant as in the context of peace building.

As an attempt to outline the answers to the questions raised above, we 
identify the urgency of promoting a global citizenship education that 
aims to weave living relationships amongst self-aware subjects, but we 
are also aware of their inevitable social nature, and of their reactivity 
to their surroundings. On this basis, we favor the attempt to recover 
the value of the education in humanities, specifically philosophy, to re-
store those human bonds. Ethically, we offer a proposal to form critical 
thinkers in order to strengthen social and emotional ties, to highlight 
the importance of the other, and to approach other people’s narratives 
critically, in recognition of human diversity. Culturally, we seek to res-
cue the value of literature, art, the importance of asking, and the will-
ingness to see “beyond” what has been given to us. All these diverse 
paths turn out to be, to a large extent, the silent weavers of critical 
societies, ethically committed, and with a cosmopolitan consciousness.
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1

TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES 
ON CRITICAL THINKING

To encourage critical thinking in the classroom, first, we should 
know what its nature is, what its various components are, what 

processes are involved in this type of  thinking, and which functions 
are available or required to enhance it. Taking into account different 
perspectives, we will begin with a unified definition of  this concept, 
since, to develop these teaching and learning methods, one needs 
first to determine what is to be taught. However, in the case of  
critical thinking, there are a lot of  approaches and points of  view 
that may even be divergent. The efforts to arrive at a definitive 
and narrow definition encountered one obstacle, summarized and 
colloquially described by Moore (2011) as follows: “I do not know 
what exactly [critical thinking] it is, but I do recognize it when I see 
it” (p. 13). This delimitation, nearly humorous, brings us back to 
a certain intuitive character leading to the recognition and teach-
ing of  critical thinking, which, in general terms, is in line with the 
thought in itself. We know what we mean by “thinking,” but it is 
difficult to establish those particularities that make it “critical” and, 
above all, to have an accurate criterion to know when it becomes 
more and when it is less. This, of  course, simply obscures the view, 
placing theoreticians in a kind of  exploratory perceptive scene and, 
moreover, making the creation and evaluation of  effective teaching 
methods more difficult.

According to its nature, critical thinking has always had a trans-
disciplinary approach in the light of new perspectives (Hale, 2008, 
Sternberg, 1986). Such disciplines as philosophy, cognitive psy-
chology, and pedagogy have attempted to define its characteristics 
and principles, establish its purposes and, based on them, propose 
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specific definitions. In the 1970s, these disciplines converged in the 
United States to share common concerns in order to define “teaching for 
critical thinking.” This convergence has been attributed mainly to the 
prior identification of “deficiencies in high-level thinking processes” 
(DiFabio, 2005, p. 169), especially those of the North American popu-
lation. Deanna Kuhn (1991) sums it up in these words: “[educators] are 
failing our central mission: to teach our students how to think” (p. 5). 
This same perception is expanded nowadays in most Latin American 
countries. Since then, critical thinking has become the ideal and the 
purpose of a large number of educational school curricula in Western 
countries, as well as the goal of education reform and public policy.

1.1 CRITICAL THINKING FROM A COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVE

The so-called “Critical Thinking Movement” emerged as an effort to 
highlight this concept. Richard Paul, one of its most important theo-
rists, claims that an emphasis should not be placed on one single defini-
tion, since, given the complexity of the proposal, any brief formulation 
would impose severe limitations (Paul and Elder, 1997, cited in Hale, 
2008). While it may be tempting to find a comprehensive formula 
concerning the nature of critical thinking, it takes so many shapes and 
form, in a wide variety of contexts, that an attempt to synthesize the 
issue can be a daunting task.

Richard Paul (s.f.) summarizes the history of critical thinking in three 
“waves”:

i. The first wave (1970-1982), based on logic, argumentation, and 
reasoning, had the purpose of linking critical thinking with the 
formal argumentative capacity of the students, as a tool to im-
prove and justify their judgments. There, Anglo-Saxon philoso-
phy occupied an important place by outlining normative crite-
ria from the perspective of formal and informal logic (Bailin, 
2002). Its main interest was to design courses to promote criti-
cal thinking based on logical and argumentative skills. In this 
perspective, critical thinking was very limited, since neither the 
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context, nor the elements of meaning associated with thought, 
were taken into consideration.

ii. The second wave (1980-1993), characterized itself for its collec-
tion of investigations from various disciplines, which included el-
ements that had hitherto not been considered within the strictly 
logical terms of critical thought. The theorists of this movement 
focused on the ideas, behaviors, and skills that use reflexivity to 
examine a specific discipline in depth. Thus, its scope, spectrum, 
and application levels were extended. However, this contribu-
tion also limited critical thinking to specific areas of knowledge, 
without taking into account its transversality and, even less so, 
its practical application in real contexts where problem-solving 
skills are demanded or in everyday ones. Additionally, instead of 
broadening their concept of “logic,” they sought to eradicate it, 
which turned critical thinking into a specific skill in particular 
domains3.

iii. Finally, the third wave of critical thinking (1994-present), has 
sought to consolidate the roles of emotions, values  , and subjec-
tivity, as well as the rational and logical criteria used in the pro-
cess of thought. The psychological-cognitive approach to critical 
thinking, so crucial at this stage, focuses on the measurable char-
acteristics of the act of thinking critically, such as the (cognitive) 
skills that it entails and the (attitudinal) necessary dispositions 
to think critically (Facione, 2007). At the same time, meta-cog-
nition, that is, the ability to think about what one’s thinking, is 
a central part of this paradigm. The following is a general over-
view of the purpose of each “wave”:

3 Suggestive questions of  the “second wave” are those that we should be asking 
students from different programs in the following way: “How do you think math-
ematically / philosophically / administratively / from engineering?”, etc.
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Table 1. Main Ideas of the Three “Waves” of Critical 
Thinking, according to Richard Paul (s.f.)

FIRST WAVE SECOND WAVE THIRD WAVE

Develops theories on informal 
logic, argumentation, 
justification, persuasion, and 
rhetoric.

Develops models to teach 
critical thinking at a certain 
level of studies or in a certain 
area.

Develops comprehensive and 
rigorous theories of critical 
thinking, in a broad-spectrum 
integration between the 
logical perspective (first wave) 
and the concept of thought 
across disciplines (second 
wave).

Explores the role of logical 
reasoning.

Explores the links between 
critical thinking and problem 
solving, creative thinking, 
management, agendas, and 
political ideologies.

Explores intellectual criteria 
that characterize critical 
thinking, within and outside 
academia (and transversely).

Develops theories on logical 
fallacies.

Develops critical thinking 
theories in relation to a 
particular discipline.

Develops comprehensive 
theories and effective tools to 
measure critical thinking.

Explores philosophical themes 
arising from informal logic 
and argumentation.

Explores topics such as 
creativity, emotions, intuition 
and their links with critical 
thinking.

Establishes common 
denominators between theory 
and critical thinking practices.

Develops courses on informal 
logic or critical thinking.

Investigates the link between 
critical thinking and cognitive 
psychology.

Investigates the role of values 
and interests in shaping 
thinking.

The Anglo-Saxon Movement has focused mainly on the cognitive ap-
proach to critical thinking. A summary of Lai (2011), based on the 
Critical Thinking Movement, gives an overview of the most influential 
definitions throughout time. Ennis (1985), for instance, defines it as 
the “reasonable and reflective thinking that focuses on knowing what to 
believe or what to do” (as cited in Lai, 2011, p. 6). McPeck (1981) pos-
tulates that critical thinking is “the appropriate use of reflective skepti-
cism within the problem area under consideration” (cited in Lai, 2011, 
p. 6). Lipman (1988) states that it is the “skillful, responsible thinking 
that facilitates good judgment because 1) it relies upon criteria; 2) it is 
self-correcting; 3) it is sensitive to context” (cited in Lai, 2011, p. 6). 
In one of his most broad-based and inclusive approaches, Paul (1997) 
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considers critical thinking as “the intellectually disciplined process of 
actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, synthesizing, and/or 
evaluating information gathered from, or generated by, observation, ex-
perience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to belief 
and action” (cited in Hale, 2008, p. 48).

In most of these perspectives, critical thinking is used to focus on analy-
sis, evaluation, and justification to support an argument or evidence 
(Ennis, 1985, Facione, 1990, Paul, 1992), as proposed by those spokes-
persons from the Anglo-Saxon Movement. This is closely linked to the 
use of logic as a tool to establish criteria to develop and evaluate critical 
thinking, and it is founded on scientific-analytical principles for re-
search. (Yanchar et al., 2008). All these definitions share elements, such 
as, formulation or analysis in the process of reflective judgments (judg-
ing, evaluating, deciding), which are characterized by positive attri-
butes (being correct, responsible, disciplined, appropriate), and linked 
to reason (being reasonable, skeptical). Likewise, the act of “judging” is 
perceived as an intentional activity of consciousness, in which, unlike 
judgments referring to the world, it is directed towards itself in a meta-
cognitive way. Thus, critical thinking is conceived not only as rational, 
but also —and, above all— self-aware, and directed ultimately to make 
decisions or solve problems.

The fundamental turning point for the Critical Thinking Movement 
was The Delphi Report (Facione, 1990), which brought together the voic-
es of Ennis, Paul, Lipman, and other experts, led by Facione, to reach 
a consensus regarding the characteristics, skills, and dispositions that 
a critical thinker must possess. In the introductory paragraph of this 
report, Facione (1990) summarizes what we have stated:

“We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory 
judgement, which results in the interpretation, analysis, evaluation, 
and inference, as well as the explanation of the evidential, conceptual, 
methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations upon 
which that judgment is based. Critical thinking is essential as a tool 
of inquiry. As such, critical thinking is a liberating force in educa-
tion, and a powerful resource in one’s personal and civic life. The ideal 
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critical thinker is habitually inquisitive, well-informed, trustful of rea-
son, open-minded, flexible, fair-minded in evaluation, honest in facing 
personal biases, prudent in making judgments, willing to reconsider, 
clear about issues, orderly in complex matters, diligent in seeking re-
levant information, reasonable in the selection of criteria, focused in 
inquiry, and persistent in seeking results which are as precise as the 
subject and the circumstances of inquiry permit. Thus, educating good 
critical thinkers means working toward this ideal. It combines develo-
ping critical thinking skills with nurturing those dispositions which 
consistently yield useful insights, and which are the basis of a rational 
and democratic society.” (p. 2).

This document proposed a series of skills which have also been included 
subsequently in the famous article Critical Thinking: What It Is and Why 
It Counts (Facione, 1990), namely:

• interpretation and categorization of main and secondary ideas, ex-
plicit and underlying texts, or situations.

• the analysis and examination of arguments, under criteria of ratio-
nality, and in a rigorous manner.

• evaluation of one’s own thinking, identification of one’s own faults.

• inference (and questioning of evidence, proposed alternatives and 
conclusions).

• explanation and self-regulation (and keeping track of one’s own 
activities).

In the same way, as stated above, this argumentative line emphasized 
the provisions a critical thinker must have in order to be evaluated as 
such:

• Intellectual humility: Awareness of the limits of one’s own knowled-
ge, including sensitivity to circumstances in which one’s own na-
tive egocentrism is likely to function self-deceptively; sensitivity 
to bias and prejudice in, and limitations of, one’s own viewpoint. 
It implies the lack of intellectually pretentious aspirations, and the 
recognition of “sociological” influences in one’s own beliefs.
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• Intellectual courage: the willingness to face, and fairly assess, ideas 
or points of view not heard before or that have been excluded by 
tradition, regardless of the emotions they provoke in the listener. 
“This courage arises from the recognition that ideas considered 
dangerous or absurd are sometimes rationally justified (in whole or 
in part), and that conclusions or beliefs espoused by those around 
us or inculcated in us are sometimes false or misleading” (Facione, 
1990, p. 104). In other words, it’s the willingness to critically and 
independently determine what appears to be evident, and what has 
been received from others.

• Intellectual empathy: To become aware of the need to truly unders-
tand others, their points of view, and the position they speak from; 
as well as to identify our biases or tendencies to identify “truth” 
with our immediate perceptions, deeper insights, or beliefs. To de-
monstrate a certain ability to reason, and to reason from premises, 
assumptions, arguments, and ideas (values, beliefs) other than our 
own.

• Intellectual integrity: Recognition of the need to be true to one’s 
own thinking, to be consistent in the intellectual standards one 
applies to oneself and others. The capacity to be fair with criteria, 
and to admit discrepancies or inconsistencies in our own thoughts 
and actions, and it that of others.

• Intellectual perseverance: A willingness, desire, and impulse to pur-
sue truth despite difficulties, obstacles, and frustrations. “A firm 
adherence to rational principles despite the irrational opposition 
of others; a sense of the need to struggle with confusion” (Facione, 
1990, p. 105).

• Faith in reason: A confidence that our interests are linked to the 
development of reason and rationality as human beings, and how 
that exercise promotes intellectual independence. To have faith in 
the idea that people can learn to think for themselves, can come to 
reasonable conclusions, and develop coherent and logical approa-
ches, but also persuade others by reason, despite the deep-seated 
obstacles in the native character of the human mind.
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• Intellectual sense of justice: The awareness that it is necessary to 
consider all points of view compassionately, without reference to 
one’s own feelings or vested interests, or those of our friends and 
community. It implies adhering to intellectual standards without 
reference to one’s own advantage or particular interests (personal or 
collective).

So, in short, a person thinks critically when his or her ideas are ground-
ed in practice, can respond to a situation with relevant actions, and 
always assess the context in the situations faced by him or her. It is a 
procedural skill that emphasizes the gradual and situated construction 
of reasoning, rather than abstract skills or structures, to put into reality. 
To be more concise, Paul (1997) also exposes it in the following way, 
through what he calls “critical thinking in the strong sense”: “Critical 
thinking is thinking about your thoughts, while you’re thinking to 
improve the quality of your thoughts” he adds, “so that it can serve the 
common interests of society” (cited on Hale, 2008, p.48). This “strong” 
thought opposes the “weak” sense of critical thinking, which is the 
same disciplined and self-directed thought to serve the particular in-
terests of a particular individual or group (Thayer-Bacon, 1992). Yet, 
from this perspective, it is not clear how critical thinking is integrated 
within the context, and how it effectively assesses multiple perspec-
tives, nor how it affirms the possibility of becoming aware of one’s own 
cognitive and affective states. If critical thinking is not just an exercise 
for intellectual justification, as Paul affirms, then there are some limita-
tions in the perspectives we have considered.

1.2 “HERMENEUTICS” AND CRITICAL THINKING IN LATIN AMERICA

Due to the limited nature of Anglo-Saxon thought, theories linked to 
hermeneutics, Latin American theories, and feminist perspectives, have 
offered us some complementary and broader views about the topic that 
concerns this work. These contributions, much closer to our proposal, 
however, do not exclude the previous ones; we preserve the ideas offered 
by the Critical Thinking Movement as indicators, to highlight the im-
portance of reasonable thought (and judgment). However, we believe 
a conceptualization that goes beyond skills and dispositions as simple 
fixed elements of cognition, is necessary.
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According to the contributions of hermeneutical perspectives4, critical 
thinking also implies being aware of one’s own prejudices and learn-
ing how to use tools, skills, and dispositions to review and clarify such 
prejudices (Thayer-Bacon, 1992). It seeks to analyze and reveal the as-
sumption of an argument, statement, or situation and, therefore, to 
discover the values that conditions and have an impact on them. This 
approach conceives critical thinking as “the consideration of informa-
tion from multiple perspectives, and the questioning of what has been 
assumed” (Yanchar et al., 2008). John Dewey, one of the most impor-
tant educators of the early 20th century, proposes that the starting point 
is to question our own beliefs and assumptions. Thus, thought gets 
prepared for perplexity, for unfolding the potentials of critical option. 
Nevertheless, though, to clarify our prejudices, requires a fundamen-
tally situated thought. And, to simply state that thought is applied in a 
particular context or in order to evaluate a particular situation, does not 
suffice; it is necessary to understand how thought seeks to analyze social 
practices from a perspective. That is, it is important to understand how 
thought plays a role in solving individual and particular problems, but, 
as Paul affirms when speaking of a “strong sense,” how thought can cre-
ate social criticism with real world consequences.

Such concern would be reflected in the so-called “Latin American Criti-
cal Thought,” which emerges as a model that resists cultural hegemony 
in and from Latin America, and deals with “other forms of knowledge 
(...) emerging from the margins of society, in the defense of alterna-
tive ancestral ways of knowing, through cultural resistance, or associ-
ated with political struggles and / or popular mobilization processes” 
(Lander, 2001, p. 13). The ideological basis of this movement assumes 
that speeches operate in reality, that they oppress and legitimate hi-
erarchies, and that they also promote the naturalization of inequality 
and exclusion that have prevailed in societies throughout the conti-
nent. To this extent, knowledge and critical analysis of ideas, and not 

4 These perspectives are defined as how the attempt to understand (linguistic/
discursive analysis) experience and thought “implies to identify the meaning of  the ac-
tion, according to the intention of  the actor, and recognizing the context to which the 
action belongs and from which it obtains meaning” (Mella, 1998, p. 2).
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only direct critical action, become tools of social change. “The process 
of knowing is conceived as the creation of knowledge, as a dynamic 
of self-consciousness — individual and collective — that allows us to 
recognize relations of oppression, and to facilitate liberation” (Lander, 
2001, p. 14).

In this context, thinkers, such as Paulo Freire (1921-1997), have es-
tablished a link between education and democracy or, in more concrete 
words, between the improvement and refinement of thinking and ac-
tion for change. Freire (1993) proceeded from the idea that society is 
based on a permanent interaction of power between the oppressors and 
the oppressed people, and that domination happens when the oppressed 
do not know, nor can respond, to the causes and effects of their exclu-
sion. More specifically, in the educational scenario, Freire referred to the 
pedagogy model of information transaction as the “banking model of 
education”, where the teachers “fill” students’ minds with information. 
Likewise, this model also requires teachers who are compliant with the 
rules and standards of society, who are always adherent to their subjects 
and schedules, and who demand discipline and the subjection of the 
students to the established system.

However, Freire coined the term “awareness” to refer to a cognitive 
activity of critical interpretation, from various perspectives, which ex-
plores the causes of oppression and acts as a stimulus for change to 
overcome the “banking model of education” (Rafi, 2003). Awareness 
happens as a continuous process of dialogue and exchange, that aims to 
discover the obstacles in the present situation, and it is based on a criti-
cal analysis that identifies and faces possible difficulties. This exercise 
allows to plan future actions, in what is conceived as Praxis (action-
reflection-action).

In the words of Freire (1993), awareness requires organization and ac-
tion. In order to change the inequality of social structures, it is just as 
important to be aware of power dynamics (cultural dynamics), as well as 
the achievements of “political action and organization,” a mobilization 
which will not be reduced to the dictates of the ruling system. Teaching 
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and learning contexts allow dialogue, critical, and ethical practices to 
be undertaken, as well as to reaffirm the terms of trade.

To question our most pervasive assumptions implies confronting our 
perspectives with others, and to create alternative solutions to common 
problems. Critical thinking, in that sense, more than a logical activity, 
must be considered as a relational activity (Lim, 2015). A cognitive 
understanding of critical thinking —closely aligned to curricula, plans 
and assessments around this topic— does privilege, above all, a narrow 
notion of rationality, composed of sets of ordered pairs: true/false, cor-
rect/incorrect, and valid/invalid. As a result, this is why the problems 
and contexts associated to a specific individual can be thought of as 
ahistorical, asocial and amoral and why they can only be treated or con-
sidered from a decontextualized perspective.

On this basis, feminine and feminist5 approaches have brought back the 
issue of the relationship between critical thinking and context; or, as 
Barbara Thayer-Bacon calls it, the classic epistemological relationship 
between the thinker and the thought. In the following pages, we specif-
ically examine the contribution of Thayer-Bacon as an option to think 
about the subject from a feminist perspective, one rescues elements left 
behind in classical or cognitive theories. This will be complemented 
with Ángela Bermúdez’s argument, who has proposed a way of conceiv-
ing the activity of thinking critically in contexts of dispute or contro-
versy, which she calls “tools for critical inquiry.” The practical nature of 
these tools focuses on the criteria used to establish whether a thought is 
critical and, for example, neither logical nor creative. Also, Bermúdez 
integrates all the perspectives exposed so far and, as a result, she pro-
poses these tools with a practical purpose so as to be implemented in 
contexts of debate, controversy, education, and dissent.

5 Female perspectives refer to those that are raised by women, regardless of  their 
conceptual framework. For their part, feminists are those who have an explicit com-
mitment to feminism as a theoretical position. In this particular case, Ángela Bermú-
dez is part of  the first group, while Barbara Thayer-Bacon is part of  the second.
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1.3 CRITICAL THINKING AS CONSTRUCTIVE THINKING

The thinker and the thought are mutually involved. This may seem 
like an obvious truth, but it is Barbara Thayer-Bacon’s starting point 
for understanding why thinking critically should not be considered 
only as an objective and cognitive activity. She studies the common 
characteristics between the pragmatist tradition, which looks into the 
relationship between experience and ideas, and feminist theories, which 
have focused on how gender, race, class, and sexual preferences are con-
sidered crucial in context. In addition, she clarifies how both currents 
provide valuable insights into the ideas that have been traditionally 
overlooked by philosophy. For instance, how a subject’s awareness is af-
fected by the power relations that shape said awareness. If people think, 
then the information contained in thought within the thinking activ-
ity, of course, flows across interests, previous ideas, and biases, which 
are affected by the ways in which their owners perceive the world and 
individuals create meanings (Thayer-Bacon, 1997). Feminism, beyond 
its demonstrations, does theoretically contribute to the discussion by 
noting the direct relationship between subjective experiences and so-
cial frameworks, or, in other words, the close relation between how 
one knows and what one knows, especially when knowledge cannot be 
supported on ideas per se, but on the experiences and narratives that 
involve inclusive ways of approaching knowledge.

Besides, Barbara Thayer-Bacon argues that cognitive approaches of crit-
ical thinking ignore important tools to think critically, such as imagina-
tion, intuition, and feelings. Valuing reason, or intellectual reflection, 
as the main feature of thought, reflects, according to her, a cultural 
bias dating back to the Euro-Western tradition. Since the beginning of 
the history of thought, the ability to think logically has been consid-
ered a predominantly masculine ability, while intuition, imagination, 
and feelings have been, and continue to be, associated with feminine 
traits. Even if we notice the differences between the “feminine” and 
“masculine” perspective of thought, the former is measured accord-
ing to the latter: the masculine (objective, rational, not biased) is the 
standard, the established norm, and the “feminine” is defined as “the 
other” or “the additional” (intuitions, feelings, imagination). If you try 
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to describe critical thinking exclusively from the Western-European, 
predominantly masculine position, you encounter a paradox affirming 
what you want to deny: the separation between ‘the thought’ and who 
thinks the thought.

In response to this criticism, the author assigns an equivalent value to 
subjective and objective factors of thought. It includes understanding 
critical thinking as a transaction between the tools provided by intu-
ition, emotion, and reasoning, in order to build common reflections on 
a particular issue, including a variety of perspectives.

She names this re-description of critical thinking, as “constructive 
thinking.” In this case, intuition is a tool that guides the subject when 
a decision must be made or in a situation of doubt, and in understand-
ing the meaning of the experience. Emotions are closely related to how 
one chooses a topic or question of interest, and also to what motivates 
or inspires oneself. Emotions can also be seen as signals or alerts when 
dilemmas or problems are encountered. Finally, reasoning plays a role 
in aligning one’s ideas with reality, as well as to clarifying, maintain-
ing, or modifying them when confronted with context. Thayer-Bacon 
(2000) proposes that, although critical thinking is not, mostly, neither 
neutral nor objective, it does have standards of reasonableness that are 
built intersubjectively. It strengthens the point of view of a particular 
subject in the construction of joined-up thinking.

1.4. AN INTEGRATED THEORY

To think critically, alongside others, about any subject in question, is a 
fundamental step towards the construction of dialogue and democracy. 
Following this idea, Professor Ángela Bermúdez wonders what it means 
“thinking critically together.” Bermúdez examines the intellectual and 
social dynamics that unfold with regard to a dispute or a contentious 
situation, and how interactions between them transform deliberation 
into a productive (or unproductive, as the case may be) experience. For 
Bermúdez, the intellectual dynamic of critical inquiry refers to the cog-
nitive and personal tools that subjects use to examine a problem, and 
to improve the understanding of its implications and consequences in 
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the hope of finding reasonable explanations and sensible solutions. On 
the other hand, the dynamic approach to social criticism refers to a dis-
cursive negotiating process through which participants evoke their cul-
tural beliefs, interests, experiences, identities, and narratives around the 
issue (Bermúdez, 2008). Both dynamics interact and create a situation 
where critical thinking is exercised and dialogue occurs simultaneously.

To find tools for critical inquiry, Bermúdez draws attention to the four 
categories that arose from the traditions referenced in the text. With 
this, she puts forward an integrative theory amongst conceptions and 
schools based on critical thinking, and proposes four tools for critical 
inquiry. Bermúdez (2015) recognizes four fundamental currents that 
have worked extensively on critical thinking from different epistemo-
logical and axiological perspectives. These are: i) the so-called “Critical 
Thinking Movement”: the Anglo-Saxon Proposal by Facione, Ennis, 
Paul, McPeck and others, which is based on the idea of critical thinking 
as a set of skills and dispositions that serve the purpose of valuing argu-
ments, following logical criteria, and developing standards of intellec-
tual integrity; ii) the teaching of history, as well as specific procedures 
in relation to the study of this discipline, and other social sciences, 
which seek a heuristic evaluation of existing sources and the assess-
ment of narratives with multiple perspectives (in time and context); 
iii) moral education, where multiple dilemmas and controversies are 
identified but cannot be solved based on particular interests or social 
habits; and, finally; iv) critical pedagogy, whose purpose is to develop 
critical inquiry in order to “deconstruct power relations that regulate 
knowledge, and reveal biases, hidden assumptions, propaganda, and 
ideological manipulation,” as well as to “unveil and explain deep struc-
tural forces that regulate societies” (Bermúdez, 2015, p. 105).

Bermúdez is right in saying that critical thinking is essential for ef-
fective problem solving, conflict resolution, the rectification of ideas 
and prejudices, and the identification and recognition of diverse social 
interests. In colloquial terms, critical thinking is “don’t believe every-
thing you hear” and “think for yourself” (Jaramillo and Murillo, 2013, 
p. 5). The critical thinker asks him or herself not only what reality is, 
but why it is like it is, especially when what he or she thinks is real 
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and truthful. That is, the critical thinker evaluates the argument, is 
ready to question in pursuit of truth and the exact meaning of what has 
been stated, and, secondarily, takes into account connections and links 
between this reasoning and other questions, judgments, or contexts. 
Truthfulness and meanings are questioned, so that a clearly expressed 
judgment can be made, which is actively based on evidence and reasons, 
and that considers alternative perspectives.

Thus, based on the theories revised in her investigative work, Bermú-
dez (2008) proposes four tools that are conceived as practical structures 
to think-and-do critically, which allow for: i) the identification of false-
hoods, biases, or injustices committed in judgments made by others 
in social situations (“problem statement”); ii) the ability and willing-
ness to promote quality monitoring processes of our thinking, in order 
to correct and rectify failures and propose new alternatives (“reflexive 
skepticism”); iii) the possibility to identify, build, and establish com-
plex relationships between a variety of factors that interact both in his-
torical time (diachronically) and, simultaneously, at present (synchron-
ically) (“systemic thinking”); and iv) the recognition and coordination 
of diverse and complex perspectives, given their diversity and plurality 
in social issues (“multi-perspective”).

These categories represent not only skills that refer to a cognitive in-
stance, but also the components of “social” reflection. On this basis, 
Bermúdez proposes diving into the complexities that lie beneath so-
cial life controversies, such as: the urgency of addressing the multiple 
dimensions related to an issue, conflicting perspectives, unexpected 
causes and consequences, the role of non-explicit social forces in per-
formance, and the presence of limits within our values   and convictions. 
On the other hand, Bermúdez also says that critical thinking is a collec-
tion of different tools, rather than an unitary way of thinking. Each tool 
allows to cover many aspects of an issue: “While some are more ana-
lytical, others are more intuitive; some emphasize personalization [on 
the subject], others, its contextualization; some allow detachment, and 
others emotional commitment” (Bermúdez, 2008, p. 28). They are not 
intellectual operations, but necessary forms of reflection to rigorously 
explore broad social issues or, in her words, “they process the issue (the 
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knowledge about an issue) through means that tend to produce a better 
or more sophisticated understanding: more acute, more rigorous, more 
comprehensive, more ecological” (Bermúdez, 2008, p. 27).

As previously noted, the exclusively cognitive or logical understand-
ings of critical thinking have neglected considerations related to the 
so-called “practical rationality,” linked to empathy, care, and intuition. 
As a consequence, these models affect the reflections and decisions that 
take place in the classrooms because they do not take into account the 
situated knowledge and the political and social conditions of the stu-
dents’ context. Critical thinking thus becomes a technical method that 
“recognizes argumentative failures” or “selects plausible explanations or 
causes.” The contribution of feminist and integrative theories ensures 
attention to holistic and inclusive perspectives, which allow students 
to be prepared for the challenges and responsibilities they will inevi-
tably encounter in citizenship and governance practices (Lim, 2015). 
Likewise, broader perspectives, which arise from the philosophical tra-
dition, invite us to take into account the close linkages between the 
thinker and his or her context, specifically, between those who think 
and the “others” who are thinking alongside them. Thus, it is necessary 
to turn our attention to the contributions of the philosophical tradi-
tion in order to understand what it means to “think critically alongside 
others.”
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2

PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES 
ON CRITICAL THINKING

At this point of  our journey, we have been able to build an un-
derstanding, from a historical and varied perspective, of  the 

concept of  critical thinking, and particularly from a traditional dis-
ciplinary perspective, close to cognition, and well as other comple-
mentary perspectives, such as Latin American hermeneutics, femi-
nism, and an integrative approach. Philosophy, as a discipline, has 
only explicitly referred to “critical thinking” in the last fifty years. 
However, the philosophical tradition itself  is a proof  of  critical 
thinking practice; therefore, the activity of  philosophers and their 
definitions of  “judgment”, “critique” and “reflection” can provide 
insights too. Additionally, if  philosophy is the theoretical under-
standing of  the present age, of  the challenges, and possibilities 
for the future, then it has something to tell us when we explore 
critical thinking and its teaching. In this chapter, we present, first, 
the proposals of  the European philosophical tradition concerning 
the critical, to later understand what it is to think critically from 
a comprehensive perspective. Our idea is, precisely, a critique of  
thinking. That is to say, to delimit what can be understood when 
talking about “thinking critically.” In defining critique, an inevitable 
invitation is offered to us: to return to its beginnings, in the words 
given to us by the father of  the critical philosophical project: Im-
manuel Kant.

2.1 A CRITIQUE OF CRITICAL THINKING

One of the canonical works of philosophical thinking is The Critique 
of Pure Reason by Immanuel Kant. It was published in 1781 as a 
response to the main discussions of his time about the nature of 
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human knowledge. In it, generally speaking, Kant defines critique as 
an exploration of the limits of knowledge: what we can know and how 
we know. In addition, he establishes the conditions for the possibility of 
knowledge, that is, in his philosophical system, he proposes a structure 
that makes it possible for humans to know. The first general idea we 
would like to suggest is that the only things human beings can truly 
know are objects, but that knowledge is predetermined by themselves: 
reason is what really turns the “object” of knowledge into reality. To 
understand this movement, Kant distinguishes two uses of reason:

i) The theoretical use of reason, which involves a pure a priori knowledge, 
which is a form of knowledge that does not depend on reality —nei-
ther on objects, nor sensorial data— and is present prior to external 
determination, and instead, determines what corresponds to an ob-
ject and its concept as well as what does not.

ii) The practical use of reason, which turns the object into reality, as it 
is the principle action that serves as a necessary condition to make 
the object possible. This determination of what an object may or 
may not be happens because the structures that the human being 
already has within allow for the encompassment of a multiplicity of 
sensorial data into a coherent and unitary concept.

In his first critique, The Critique of Pure Reason, Kant minutely pro-
vides a careful and detailed explanation regarding the theoretical use 
of reason and its possibilities for the understanding of knowledge or, in 
the same sense, for understanding thinking. Subsequently, in a second 
critique, in The Critique of Practical Reason (1788), the German philoso-
pher refers to the will or the power to act. Thus, in the first critiques, 
Kant develops the structure of a subject who knows, and he also elabo-
rates the preconditions of knowledge, which, as we have pointed out, 
exist in the subject itself, regardless of the objects. On the other hand, 
he examines the practical scope of thought, or how some ideas and cer-
tain judgments lead us to act in a certain way and to oscillate between 
how we should act and how we do.
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The terms of these first two critiques are universal. They look for gen-
eral structures of thought that explain why we think the way we do, 
and why reason causes us to question what can and cannot be answered, 
and how should we act. However, these two critiques correspond to 
a purely epistemological field. An attempt to define critical thinking 
from such position would lead us to a very limited notion, once again, 
exclusively rational, and inevitably narrow, where critical thinking 
would only serve to make individuals think in isolation, despite their 
high argumentative skills.

Therefore, Kant’s critical work does not end there. Within the formu-
lation of the universal structures of thought, there is a contingency, 
something dependent upon its particular situation, or an element that 
does not entirely fit within the universal forms that constitute the act of 
thinking. While the first critiques enable us to better understand how 
thought operates, something is left aside, or, rather, it points out the 
reason why man cannot be seen only as a determining and determined 
form, but also as a contingent nature. In both works, Kant identifies a 
particular exercise involved in reasoning activities which he calls judg-
ment, or a phrase or statement that expresses certain knowledge. How-
ever, Kant does not explain in detail the purpose of this exercise until 
the publication of his third critique, The Critique of Judgment.

2.2 THE REFLECTIVE JUDGEMENT AND THE INCLINATION 
TOWARDS PUBLIC-POLITICAL REASON

In 1784, Kant’s concerns were mainly for the political disposition of 
human existence. His question will no longer be on how understanding 
understands, but on what feelings feel: “the melancholic contingencies” 
of human life (Arendt, 2012, p. 51). The German philosopher did not 
specifically deliver a political philosophy, but he develops the topic in 
his essays, An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?, Idea for a 
Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose, Conjectural Beginning of Hu-
man History, and Perpetual Peace. There, he collects and raises the issues 
referred to in his texts, published between 1784 and 1790, in which 
the nature of his reflection is political, for he calls into question what 
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constitutes human life in context. As Hannah Arendt (2012) points out 
in the second conference on Kant:

In other words, the topics of the Critique of Judgment —the particular, 
whether a fact of nature or an event in history; the faculty of judge-
ment, as the faculty of man’s mind to deal with it; sociability of men 
as the condition of the functioning of this faculty, that is, the insight 
that men are dependent on their fellow men not only because of their 
having a body and physical needs, but precisely for their mental facul-
ties— these topics, all of them of eminent political significance —that 
is, important for the political— with which Kant was concerned, after 
completing his critical enterprise, before returning to them in his old 
age (p. 35).

These essays set out key concepts for critical thinking, before reaching 
the third part of his project in 1790, The Critique of Judgment. For exam-
ple, in the fourth thesis of Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopoli-
tan Purpose, Kant announces human nature’s antagonism, the “unsocial 
sociability,” of men because, although he recognizes their propensity to 
enter into society, there is also the constant hostility which threatens 
to break said society. However, nature has endowed man with a faculty, 
reason, which has to be exercised to improve how we relate to each 
other in order to achieve a universal society of autonomous subjects.

Now, having already focused on the theoretical (logical) form of the 
judgments and the political nature of his reflection in The Critique of 
Judgment, Kant extends his reflection to the aesthetic judgments, which 
refer to the contemplation of “the beautiful”, and are generally ex-
pressed in the judgments of taste. Reason, by itself, cannot create in-
tersubjective relationships (between human beings), or value, or, make 
judgments about beauty. Reason, as Kant presents it in his first works, 
only makes possible the knowledge of objects (the so-called “a priori 
synthetic judgments”). However, in The Critique of Judgment, reason and 
imagination, together, make possible another particular type of judg-
ment: the reflective judgment. With this concept, Kant’s reflection on 
aesthetic judgments takes a particularly interesting turn because, in 
part, the power to judge arises by functioning as a condition of possibil-
ity for the ability to achieve the universal communication of the sub-
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jects. Reflective judgment allows for the subject to take into account 
the existence of other subjects, present or not, with different thoughts 
and opinions, which can be compared with their way of thinking, and 
thus obtain more critical conclusions regarding reality. That is to say, 
reflective judgment is the capacity of human beings to get out of them-
selves and think together with others. This activity of judging involves 
placing oneself in the position of the spectator, who needs contact with 
other subjects; one that, in order to think and to reason, needs other 
thoughtful subjects. This does not mean that they are necessarily there, 
but simply refers to the possibility of thinking of other thinking sub-
jects.

Moreover, reflective judgment is possible thanks to the creative wings 
of imagination. So, what is the place of imagination and its relevance? 
Imagination is responsible for the opening of thought. That is to say, 
thanks to it, we can elaborate other possibilities and ways of think-
ing different from one’s own. The creation of other points of view, of 
people real or possible, lets the subject to move off the beaten track, to 
undertake other paths of understanding, and to understand different 
situations from different angles while comparing those different points 
of view. Then, between the understanding of one’s own perspective and 
the perspective of others, it is possible to reach a successful conclu-
sion. This game of the imagination allows for the aesthetic or reflective 
judgment to start from a position which is, in principle, particular, 
since judgment makes oneself “have inclinations” and feel the need to 
compare “one’s judgment” with other particular judgments intersub-
jectively.

Now, in her Lectures on Kant’s Political Philosophy, Hannah Arendt ana-
lyzes Kantian reflections on the particular, on sociability, and the future 
of the human species, and attributes to them, since they are fundamen-
tal human issues, a political nature. Arendt notes that, for Kant, think-
ing critically through reflective judgment, that is, considering others, 
does not have an active, but rather a passive, contemplative character. 
In contrast, however, for her these issues have active implications, as 
thinking about ourselves as sociable subjects inevitably affects our way 
of acting. According to Arendt (2012):
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[Kant] spelled out man’s basic ‘sociability’ and enumerated as its cons-
titutive elements: communicability, the need of men to communicate, 
and publicity, the public freedom not just to think but to publish —the 
‘freedom of the pen’—; but he does not know either a faculty or a need 
for action” (p. 44).

Thinking critically implies reflection, not only in terms of the par-
ticular subject, but of the subject as part of the whole. Through Kant’s 
concept of reflective judgment, the possibility of understanding critical 
thinking is opened as a way of thinking that exceeds the limits of good 
argumentation as it is a reflective and intersubjective thought. For Ar-
endt, Kant’s reflections are political, and, although she cannot identify 
the bridge between contemplation and action, she does find in Kant’s 
works the possible conditions to speak and build a reflective way of 
thinking actively about ourselves through reflective judgment. Critical 
thinking has an impact on the relationships we build in the world when 
sharing it with others.

Learning to think critically implies, in its ethical sense, the recognition 
of actions and decision-making processes through the engagement of 
reflective practices. Consequently, to teach critical thinking, according 
to the Kantian Project, implies the formation of “reflective judgment.” 
If the aim is the configuration of an adequate moral character, learning 
to take the place of others is a way to vindicate human relationships 
and, consequently, strengthen our joint projects. A moral and ethical 
education opens up a new possibility for the formation of human be-
ings and, even more so, of citizens (Kant, 2002). This reflective heritage 
and this pragmatist perspective of thought allowed John Dewey, on the 
shore of the philosophical tradition of pragmatism and the American 
“Active School,” as well as Theodor Adorno, representative of the “criti-
cal theory of society” in post-war Germany, to propose, in dissimilar 
contexts, the notion of “reflective thinking.”
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2.3. REFLECTIVE THINKING AS A SYNONYM FOR CRITICAL THINKING

There are several inheritors of the Kantian tradition. Sometimes more 
and sometimes less explicitly addressed, post-Kantian philosophy has 
used his concepts and interpretations on the reality of human experi-
ence and knowledge. Moreover, tradition has used his most practical 
reflections to conceptualize phenomena that are still current today, such 
as citizenship, training, and knowledge.

John Dewey (1989) proposes a primarily introspective reconsideration 
of the concept of “reflective thought,” which consists of a sequential 
regulatory activity where an idea is determined by a preceding one, 
and, in turn, it becomes fundamental in determining the following 
idea, giving rise, during the process, to a temporary conclusion. The 
sequence acquires meaning as long as it responds to an objective that 
is previously established, and as long as it returns, permanently, to the 
sequence itself, in order to give meaning to the whole. Its basis is found 
in the experience of someone capable of questioning that what is found, 
and capable of doubting that what has been given, as well as in someone 
who can establish complex relations between dissimilar ideas.

There are two types of operations that determine reflective thought: 
“1) a state of doubt, hesitation, perplexity, mental difficulty; and 2) an 
act of searching or a quest directed toward bringing to light further 
facts which serve to corroborate or to nullify perplexity” (Dewey, 1989, 
p. 28). Thanks to doubt and perplexity, thought is energized, and ex-
perience and reflection are linked. From everyday life situations, Dewey 
relates reflective thought to critical thinking by defining the mental 
operations that produce reflection: inference, verification, search for evi-
dence, and actions which verify that thought has happened. According 
to Dewey (1989), “the function of reflective thinking is, therefore, to 
transform a situation in which obscurity, doubt, conflict, disturbance of 
some sort is experienced, into a situation that is clear, coherent, stable, 
and harmonious” (p. 98).

Reflective thinking is, then, a synonym for another notion of the activ-
ity of critical thinking. It is not a characteristic of a particular subject. 
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On the contrary, it refers to an activity of “ordinary people” and scien-
tists alike. A good thinker is not happy finding some kind of relation-
ship, but searches, instead, for the most accurate relationship that so-
cial, historical, and contextual conditions would allow (Dewey, 1989). 
The thoughtful person “ties loose ends,” recognizes, calculates, and 
risks an explanation.

It should be noted that critical/reflective thinking finds new and cre-
ative links between data, but also takes into account an adequate con-
trol of evidence, reasoning, and concepts that support such relations. 
Subsequently, all evidence is inserted within a constituted conceptual 
system, which acquires validity when the path of reflection is exposed 
to others, in order to seek new relationships and expand the experience.

2.4 THOUGHT AND SOCIAL REFLEXIVITY

In a different context, but with regard to the idea of   the expansion of 
experience, Theodor Adorno builds another notion of “reflective think-
ing.” The basis of all action in a social context is reflective thinking, 
understood as critical self-reflection, a concept that refers, rather than 
to the introspection of an individual, to a detailed analysis of the social 
whole. In this way, contrary to what one might think, critical self-reflec-
tion, in contrast to introspective connotations, is not oriented inwards, 
but outwards. The practice of critical thinking, according to Adorno, 
merely stagnates on the individual. On the contrary, it is an expansive 
expression of thought which unites, as Dewey proposed, the individual 
with social conditions and mediation. Based on this dynamic, Adorno 
attributes political responsibility to critical thinking: experiences like 
Auschwitz cannot be repeated6.

6 The validity of  a critical education project in opposition to Auschwitz, in Ador-
no, is not confined to a specific historical context. On the contrary, its resonance 
relies in most contemporary contexts. Auschwitz still remains in places such as Darfur, 
Rwanda, Sierra Leone, the former Yugoslavia, in Mexico with the disappearance of  
students and social activists and, constantly, as has happened in Colombia for decades. 
Genocides such as these motivated Giorgio Agamben (2002) to observe contempo-
rary society in a perpetual “state of  emergency,” because, actually, Auschwitz “has not 
ceased, it is constantly repeated” (p. 101).
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A consideration of this specific situation leads us to affirm that critical 
thinking is historically situated and, consequently, in order to speak 
knowledgeably about the social dynamics that determine human life, 
critical thinking is essential. Adorno’s contribution to an understanding 
of critical thinking lies in the fact that critical self-reflection is a nega-
tive form of thinking. This means that its main function is to unveil the 
widest social contradictions. However, any negative thought regarding 
the diagnosis about the present must be a dialectical proposal. In other 
words, it must also postulate possible alternatives for change and trans-
formation as the result of a positive movement of thought.

The current imaginary suggests that there is nothing other than the 
capitalist model of production. In the present era, marked by the po-
litical process of development that characterizes the capitalist system 
which colonized human relations and human needs — including the 
formation of the psychic structure — we should ask: Should we con-
tinue thinking about the possibility of an autonomous subject? Does it 
still make any sense to defend the need and the possibility for a radical 
transformation of society? What if we bet on critical self-reflection? 
Let us restate Adorno’s perspective arguing that it would be possible 
to think of an option for human development and human relations 
without the determinism of the mercantile circulation model ruled by 
capital accumulation. Social relations, primarily based on the rules of 
commercial exchange, have not given up hope that something different 
can be possible. This implies, from an Adornian perspective, to work 
towards its emancipation.

The freedom to think critically, as in the context of Kant’s project, 
corresponds to a dynamic category, in constant change and formation. 
During the European post-war context, Adorno (1998) explains why 
it is necessary: “the demands of emancipation seem evident in democ-
racy (…). Democracy is based on the formation of the will in human 
beings (…). So it’s not unreasonable, it is necessary to assume the value 
and capacity of each individual to make use of his or her understand-
ing” (p. 115). According to a self-reflective diagnosis, human beings 
are inmmersed in a social system where not everything is planned with-
in the sphere of cultural industry (Horkheimer and Adorno, 1998), but 
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where everything is transformed into challenges generated by a particu-
lar way of living in the contemporary societies. Precariousness and the 
constant uncertainties, typical of a “liquid life,” according to Bauman 
(2006), mark an experience of permanent beginnings and, at the same 
time, of permanent endings. For Adorno (1998), the issue of emancipa-
tion is whether “individuals can oppose it, and how (...)” (p. 124).

2.5 THE PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS OF CRITICAL THINKING

Although thought is, in general, an individual activity, it is not only 
about giving validity through the monological exercise of reason. On 
the contrary, the purpose should be to recognize its communicative 
power. This approach is found in Dewey when he brings, through his 
idea of   reflective thought, priority over the sequential and orderly man-
ner in the act of thinking towards the enactment of reflection based on 
experience including those shared with others. This is also the reason 
Arendt had to recognize in Kant’s reflective judgment its practical im-
plications: it should no longer be perceived as an intersubjectivity con-
stituted by the play of imagination along with other mental faculties; 
instead, it is fully known that existence really “is,” as long as we share 
it with others.

Critical reflection and self-reflection are possible thanks to the creative 
power of imagination within thinking. In this approach, critical think-
ers are able to build their thoughts the exchange with fellow human 
beings by means of imagination. As a result, although events take place 
inactively and internally, critical thinking creates a forum for public 
debate, since reflective judgment would open up the possibility for the 
new resolution to be a compilation of those possible judgments taken 
into account by imagination. In this way, reflective judgment is a par-
ticular activity that makes it possible for us to think as a community, 
and this space, whether mental or not, still is a public space.
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In this sense, reflexivity, as the central operation of critical thinking, 
makes it possible for thought to return to itself and broaden the spec-
trum of the possibilities of action. That is, although judgment doesn’t 
lead us to action, it does allow us to know the greatest number of 
possibilities we have when it comes to acting fairly. From a broader 
perspective, following Adorno, critical awareness and praxis for eman-
cipation depend on extending the scope of the possible, from a reflective 
social diagnosis that, besides pointing out the negativity, opens our 
minds to the possibilities of new opportunities. Even though inequal-
ity and injustice occur, there is not a complete coercion or domination 
since there is also the possibility to take distance. It is precisely that 
reflective broadening of our gaze and the possibility of returning to 
oneself that offers alternatives for criticism and action.

These concepts have also shown that critical thinking involves ethical 
and political implications. Critical thinking allows the subject, in con-
text with “others,” or in the “place of another,” to understand that there 
is “another existence” different from one’s own. There are two areas 
where these implications are evident: an education in humanities, and 
the ethical formation towards the recognition of mutual dependence 
and vulnerability.
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PRACTICAL AREAS OF CRITICAL THINKING: 
ETHICS AND EDUCATION

Thinking critically has an eminently practical purpose, since it 
considers views on multiple perspectives and invites one to 

be socially responsible, reasonable, and consistent. As has been 
pointed so far, thinking critically demands the inclusion and con-
sideration of  a “we” in a democratic context. This exercise is not 
reduced to a manifest need for a particular educational or social sys-
tem, but it is part of  the dawn of  the history of  Western thought, 
since philosophical reflections on the formation of  critical indi-
viduals, ethics, and the constitution of  public life occurred simulta-
neously. This chapter explores, in depth, the areas where thinking 
critically is most relevant, making use of  philosophical reflections 
on education, based particularly on the approaches of  Immanuel 
Kant and the Critical Theory of  Society, and complementing them 
with Martha Nussbaum’s contemporary perspective. Finally, we 
propose linking the above with ethical actions, one of  our biggest 
critical tasks.

3.1 CRITICAL EDUCATION AS A PUBLIC ISSUE

To critically recognize the dignity of others as truly “others” —a 
defining and non-negotiable condition of human beings— is the 
way to recognize our own value as subjects, by simply being indi-
viduals with specific histories, beliefs, lifestyles, feelings, and ways 
of inhabiting the world. In light of this fact, we can embrace the 
opportunity to experience that “my” particularity as a person is the 
bridge to find myself and to join the particularities of the “others,” 
both different and similar to my own. In other words, to be open 
and aware of the well-being of “others”, just like my own. After so 
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many years under the shadow and threat of systematic violent practices, 
there is some light at the end of the tunnel where we can think about 
ourselves as a diverse, plural, and dialogic society.

However, this claim is not easily achievable in practice because, as Kant 
(1994) states, there is a conflicting, antagonistic, but simultaneously 
complementary condition in human beings: sociability and unsociabili-
ty are inherent to human beings, and, therefore, to culture. Kant (1994) 
states, “By antagonism, the unsocial sociability of men, that is, their 
tendency to come together in society, coupled, however, with a continu-
al resistance which constantly threatens to break this society up” (p. 46).

Both tendencies are characteristics of human beings: just as we are 
prone to form societies, we can also experiment antisocial feelings when 
we do not hesitate to freely take possession of everything in opposi-
tion to others. Although tensions produced by this double tendency 
are necessary for the development of societies, we wonder if there is a 
possibility for achieving a successful sociability. Kant proposes that, 
with the idea of civil society, there is an alternative that constitutes 
a challenge to gradually defeat unsociability through reasoned acts of 
freedom which, driven by a collective willingness, could benefit com-
mon interests. Therefore, Kant does not refer to an absolute and unre-
strained tendency towards a lasting peace in stages with higher levels of 
development, but to this “propensity for living in society.”

This challenge is an ambitious project to be accomplished from an indi-
vidual and collective approach focused on education. Kant (2004) states 
a condition that gives viability to any educational project: “the human 
being is the only creature that must be educated” (p. 25). Man needs to 
be educated primarily for two reasons: “to think” and “to discover” the 
consciousness of self; and “to open up” the horizon for possibilities to 
carry out the project drawn up by humankind: sociability. If thinking 
critically is characterized by being the condition of possibility of socia-
bility in human beings, and, as Kant (2004) points out, progress and 
education towards an age of majority imply the improvement of reason, 
then teaching must be the means through which reason is exercised to 
improve human conditions as a social species.
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In the Kantian project, it is explicitly noted that educational processes 
hold an intrinsic value in an ethical sense, with implications in the 
political and public spheres, to the extent a simple instrumental notion 
of education is overcome. Rather, it is a process framed in the idea of   an 
intergenerational project in which the self-construction of the individ-
ual, based on its original plasticity, as Rousseau proclaimed, demands 
that “the human race must gradually draw from itself and by its own 
effort, all the natural dispositions of humanity” (Kant, 2004, p. 25).

Education cannot put aside its higher purpose: to teach us to relate to 
others in a respectful and open manner, or, differently put: the process 
of “moralization.” So, Kant recognizes that education must form indi-
viduals to survive through work and thereby to earn their livelihood, 
while also recognizing that, in addition to being a skilled person, they 
must increase moral awareness of others on the ground that therein 
lies the full significance of humanity and its development. Based on 
the idea that the human condition is renewed through education, the 
origin of a critical formation that is complemented by moral action is 
being expressed. The means to achieve this is to be found in “practi-
cal education,” by which “man must be trained to live as a being who 
works in freedom” (Kant, 2004, p. 34). This implies the commitment 
to not renounce human dignity in one’s own person, as well as “the 
veneration and respect for the rights of men” (Kant, 2004, p. 57). In 
practical education, the development of a critical conscience that can 
perceive the reality of others is a priority.

3.2 EDUCATION AS CRITICAL SELF-REFLECTION

Along the same lines, when talking about the relationship between 
education and formation, one of the possible perspectives is the one 
found in the set of reflections raised by a group of scholars known as 
the Frankfurt School, but identified more precisely as Critical Theo-
ry, a circle associated with such names as Max Horkheimer, Herbert 
Marcuse, and Theodor Adorno, of whom a reference was already made 
in the second chapter where the concept of critical self-reflection was 
introduced. These great thinkers belong to the first generation; Jür-
gen Habermas, to the second, and Axel Honneth, to the third. In the 
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theoretical proposals of this movement, particularly in those of the first 
generation, there is no specific approach to education. However, in the 
complex geopolitical context of the two world wars, and the prolifera-
tion of mass culture and the worldwide bureaucratic administration in 
late capitalism, education began to appear as a specific object of study 
for the critical reflection of society. The determining question during 
this period, introduced in the first instance by Horkheimer, and then 
developed by Adorno and Marcuse, follows: Is it possible to address 
the issue of education after the barbarism made evident in Auschwitz 
concentration camps and the dropping of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki 
atomic bombs?

To begin to approach this issue, it is worth clarifying the way Critical 
Theory works. Based on a critical approach to political economy, psy-
choanalytic theory, and cultural theory, the thinkers of the Frankfurt 
School analyze society based on historical terms. This means that it is 
not possible to critically understand society and its phenomena without 
a historical reconstruction of the categories and concepts that determine 
every social theory. Thus, for example, in order to understand how the 
task of education is training, we must first analyze the shapes relation-
ships take within a family. To carry this out, Horkheimer conducted a 
study on authority and the family in 1936, which explored the loss of 
identity within the roles of the bourgeois family and its impact upon 
the spectrum of authority, particularly focusing on the place of the fa-
ther within the family tradition and its consequences in the primary 
socialization of children. Why is this example important? If the idea 
of critical thinking raised by Ángela Bermúdez (2015) has been well 
understood, which states that thinking critically implies knowing what 
happens in history, then, it is possible to trace the effects of authority 
on the child’s personality in the transition from liberal capitalism to 
late capitalism. For Horkheimer, the loss of the particular aspects of the 
father’s character —given the demands of a productive world focused 
solely on the development of the market and the laws that regulate 
it— will be transmitted directly or symbolically to the child by means 
of its formation processes. Progressively, just like the father, the child 
will begin to be part of the mechanization processes of the production 
system and the permanent administration, touching upon all spheres of 
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human activity, whose purpose is none other than the fracturing of in-
dividual autonomy. Is there a social place where this is minimized and 
moral and intellectual autonomy can be safeguarded?

In this regard, Horkheimer mentions the university. He states that in 
university, it is possible to safeguard those ideas that oppose the forces 
of destruction because it is a propitious space to sustain, in the relation 
Education-Formation, the possibility of free thought (Horkheimer, 
1985b, pp. 88-89). How is formation understood according to this 
discipline? In a memorandum of 1942, found in Max Horkheimer’s 
work, the first sketches of this idea appear. Formation is developed for 
a critical thought which allows displacement of education linked to 
a “non-political” culture, which is alien to the changes of social and 
political reality, towards a project that includes freedom as one of its 
fundamental interests. Horkheimer dared to make an outline of this 
project because he had seen that, in the rigid conception of education 
of German National Socialism, the curriculum had focused on the de-
velopment of physical abilities, and human thought —its development 
and its possibilities— no longer had any place in the curricular struc-
ture. It is for this reason that the professor ceased to be an intellectual, 
lost his rational authority, and became a simple instructor to improve 
strength, and develop physical skills.

From Horkheimer’s analysis, it is clear that the possibility of a critique 
of education cannot be separate from a criticism of society. In its eager-
ness to make more productive subjects, education in National Socialism 
shifted from a non-instrumental formation [Bildung] to pseudo-forma-
tion [Halbbildung], which turned people into artifacts and things. In his 
Theory of Pseudoculture, Adorno (2004) affirms that within the notion of 
formation, social relations are inextricably linked, as well as relations 
with nature, and relations between subjects and their own natural di-
mension. In education, these dimensions are normally conceived of as 
if they were separate “things.” Education, in the perspective of critical 
thinking, seeks that the student, the human being, is not fragmented, 
that is to say, that he or she can develop his or her thinking freely, with 
a political and social projection, where relations between culture and 
nature are part of a constellation, of an inseparable set in which hu-
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manity is conceived “without status or exploitation” (Adorno, 2004, 
p. 97). In this context, when talking about the formation of a critical 
individual, the ideas of the formation in freedom and the uniqueness of 
people are involved. Ultimately, the task of education is not to answer 
to the demands of a productive and market system, already described by 
Horkheimer, for that would blur the first healthy relationship of every 
society: the father who seeks freedom for his son through the exercise of 
his thought as well as in his practical life.

3.3 EDUCATION AND EXPERIENCE [ERFAHRUNG]

With the affirmation “Auschwitz should never be repeated”, Adorno defines 
a clear imperative for education as an alternative for critical reflection 
to ensure its relevance. With it, he exhorts the imperative need for re-
flective thinking in the education system. In this idea about education, 
there are common points shared by the first generation of thinkers from 
Frankfurt.

For instance, Horkheimer considered that any learning experience ac-
quires a greater sense when it is not reduced to the requirements, or to 
the specific domain, of a particular technique. Training, when it is criti-
cal, is a way to prepare children, and young people, to build a space in 
order to enhance the practice of citizenship for the transformation of the 
world. It is in the acquisition of a critical awareness, along with a reflec-
tive capacity, that established orders that seek to sacrifice human lives, 
relationships, and ways of being in the world can be questioned. In this 
regard, Horkheimer considers critical thinking as a form of resistance 
against the dire course of current education, where cognitive skills that 
focus on differentiation, inquiry, classification, and calculation based 
on concepts and procedures are a priority, thus ignoring the training of 
other intellectual skills that relate to life and to the particular experi-
ence of students.

Thus, for example, not only in the past, memory [Erinnerung] has been 
considered just one among many other cognitive processes. However, if 
critical thinking is directly related to history, then this process is neu-
rological, because it does not only refer to “something” that happens 
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in the mind, but also to an experience [Erfahrung] that occurs in the 
thinking subject. This is key for the Colombian context, where after a 
peace-negotiation process, we are beginning to think about a formation 
aimed at reconciliation. Memory, as a condition to ensure non-repeti-
tion, implies transition, according to Horkheimer, of the consciousness 
to a focus only on things that are open to reflection. There, education 
has a preponderant place, since it becomes, as already studied in the 
second chapter with Adorno’s proposal, a “critical self-reflection.”

Education, then, is expressed as an ethical imperative whose voice is 
experience and memory, since it uses concepts and situations from a 
bygone era as a critical tool in order to reflect on present-day society. 
The new alternative expressed by the Critical Theory presents, in addi-
tion to the relationship between education and formation, the relation-
ship between training and experience. For this reason, Horkheimer’s 
argument turns toward the history and semantics of terms such as for-
mation [Bildung] and culture [Kultur]7. In the former, the modeling 
process set out to teach something new, is implied, while the latter is 
linked to the analogy of sowing, growing, and bearing fruit, based on 
the idea of cultivation. In his analysis, Horkheimer used the opportu-
nity to indicate the transformation education had to undertake, the 
exercise of reason and the possibility of revealing the contradictions 
that determine reality. In addition to highlighting the contribution of 
Hegel and Goethe, the fathers of non-instrumentalized humanistic ed-
ucation, he affirms that, “both knew that the path of formation is that 
of outsourcing [Entäußerung]; or said more simply: experience. Nobody 
gets culture [gebildet] by what he ‘does himself’, but for his dedication 
to the thing, that is, both for intellectual work and for self-conscious 
practice [Praxis]” (Horkheimer, 1985a, p. 415). Here, perhaps a little 
alien to our culture and our notion of education, is Horkheimer’s inter-

7 Marcuse expands Bildung’s idea by contrasting it with the intention of  contem-
porary society to reduce everything to a one-dimensional way of  thinking. For him, the 
task of  formation is to educate young people not in the present, but for a better future 
condition of  humanity. In unidimensionality there is no possibility for negativity, criti-
cism, and a transformative practice. The above are indisputable conditions for a notion 
of  critical education (Kellner, Lewis and Pierce, 2008).
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est for his educational project: the acquisition of critical awareness. An 
individual-centered training activity is not enough, notwithstanding 
the impact of this process on the world. In the notion of “outsourcing” 
lies a practical expression, namely, the need to reflect on the ways in 
which human beings relate to each other and to their environment. 
The effort should be to start to write history differently, knowing that 
what acquires sense and meaning is the experience of understanding 
and coming to agreements between human beings.

3.4 CRITICAL EDUCATION FOR GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP

Kant had already differentiated between the achievements of human-
ity that focus on the development of skills, and those oriented towards 
developing human beings interested in achieving their own goals. Like-
wise, it is evident from a Critical Theory analysis, that the possibility 
of a critique of education can proceed naturally from a critique of so-
ciety. Modern education, in its approach to formation, introduces, in a 
subjective way, the affirmation of the autonomy and the freedom of the 
subject. What is then sought is to educate the personality, develop the 
powers of the spirit, shape a character, and form a subject that, with 
the use of judgment, can act freely. Given this scenario, in line with 
the analysis of Martha Nussbaum (2005), it is important to remember 
that we live in an increasingly complex and interconnected world. We 
have the task of training future citizens in an environment of cultural 
diversity and growing internationalization.

In Not for Profit, Martha Nussbaum gives us the keys to think about an 
education that exercises critical thinking by forming global and demo-
cratic citizens. Nussbaum (2013) criticizes the instrumentalization of 
education and formation, focused on profit, and on the generation 
of strategies to produce money and, consequently, limiting education 
to the demands of the economic world and its organizations, in an at-
mosphere of competition.

As an alternative, she proposes an idea of education for citizenship 
that enables us to speak with confidence about dignity. According 
to Nussbaum (2010), “narcissism, helplessness, shame, disgust, and 
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compassion constitute the core of what education for democracy should 
focus on” (p. 68). Education aims to train subjects with moral feelings 
for the understanding and acceptance of the other in its “otherness” 
without generating rejection or disgust, and without social hierarchies 
that increase inequalities between subjects of the same society. For this 
purpose, teaching should focus on the development of abilities to un-
derstand the world from the perspective of the other, by inculcating 
new attitudes towards weakness and impotence, and generating a genu-
ine empathy for others.

The starting point is the sensitivity to deliberate on the problems that 
concern us as a society, to think of the good of the nation as a whole, 
and worry about the lives of others. It is interesting that this thinker 
proposes the cultivation of humanity focused on the formation of world 
citizens. In gaining this sensitivity, according to Nussbaum’s perspec-
tive, certain capabilities typical of the “critical citizen” are developed, 
as will be shown below.

Following Socrates, Nussbaum poses, first of all, the importance of 
evaluating tradition and self-knowledge. The Socratic ideal of an exam-
ined life requires the development of the ability to reason logically by 
being willing to test the solidity of reasoning, the accuracy of the facts, 
and the accuracy of judgments. Thus, the development of the ability to 
reason carefully not only contains specific cognitive and social skills, 
but also the necessary elements for the constitution of “a decent demo-
cratic life” (Nussbaum, 2010, p. 108).

This is a call for citizens to think for themselves and learn how to differ 
through dialogue, to justify their own arguments, and to propose alter-
native solutions in a forum with each other. According to Nussbaum 
(2005), a democracy that takes into consideration the common good 
must establish a genuine dialogue because “to unmask prejudice and 
to ensure justice, we need argumentation: an essential tool for civic 
freedom (p. 40).

Secondly, Nussbaum studies the ability to explicitly recognize our-
selves as citizens of the world. In this regard, it should be noted that we 
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should not only see ourselves as citizens belonging to a particular group 
or region, but that we need to bond with other human beings based on 
the principles of recognition and mutual concern (Nussbaum, 2005). 
That means understanding that there are different ways of thinking, 
and feeling, and different interests, which are expressed through mul-
tiple narratives that illustrate the complexities of the world. In addition 
to recognizing the diversity of world views and experiences, being a 
citizen of the world implies exercising “critical judgment towards in-
dividuals and cultures. (...) The citizen of the world can be very critical 
about unfair actions or policies, and about the nature of the people who 
promote them” (Nussbaum, 2005, p. 93).

Thirdly, Nussbaum poses the ability of the “narrative imagination,” 
which consists of being able to put oneself in the place of another per-
son because that is the starting point to making a fair judgment. It 
is, ultimately, to learn to decipher meanings through imagination and 
thus, to learn to put ourselves in other people’s shoes, and understand 
their emotions and motivations. In her words, it is an ability to “recog-
nize other citizens as persons with the same rights as other people, even 
from another race, religion, gender, or sexual orientation, looking at 
them with respect, as ends in themselves rather than as means to obtain 
our own benefits through manipulation” (Nussbaum, 2010, p. 48). It is 
beneficial to the members of a society to know that they are united by 
the same weaknesses and needs that are experienced personally, as well 
as by their achievements and successes. “If the narrative imagination 
develops compassion, and if it is essential for civic responsibility, then 
we have good reason to teach the works that promote the kind of com-
passionate understanding we wish for and need to achieve” (Nussbaum, 
2010, p. 134).

The abilities enunciated by Nussbaum are a vindication of intersubjec-
tivity, of the encounter with others, for the construction of senses and 
the establishment of relationships by embracing diversity and plurality 
in how we think, feel, and act. Given this perspective, what particular 
form of thought is required to develop an idea of   education oriented to-
wards the formation of citizenship? According to Jaramillo and Murillo 
(2013), the sensitivity of people to decide and act in a conscious and 
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responsible manner is teachable by means of critical thinking. Their 
initiative seeks to generate spaces for reflection on specific practices 
involving decisions and actions taken by the individuals and specific 
institutions. Starting with these practices, the intentions and conse-
quences of human action can be examined and questioned, as well as 
how they are affecting society. This critical idea in the formation of   
citizenship seeks to develop a sense of justice and care for the other, 
which starts with recognition. In this way, the formation of citizenship 
is related to ethical reflection.

3.5 CRITICAL AND ETHICAL THOUGHT

A close link between the critical capacity of the subject and its ethical 
and political sense has been identified. We can affirm that the devel-
opment of reason is, simultaneously, an intellectual and moral devel-
opment, and that critical thinking is developed in parallel to moral 
integrity and responsible citizenship. It is recognized that the imagi-
nary, prejudices, notions, ideas, and ideologies about our social life have 
effects on the material, social, historical, and cultural reality. That is, 
cultural and institutional discourses determine, in advance, the type of 
people we are and who we can be. In addition, our shared language es-
tablishes diverse ways of relating, and of facing our concerns and others.

On the other hand, ethics cannot be understood as a merely normative 
or prescriptive discourse regarding the forms and ways of human ac-
tion, but neither as a description of behaviors or facts. It is not a subarea 
of   philosophy, or a merely theoretical discourse, but an understanding 
from multiple perspectives that involves asking oneself about the con-
ditions for a good life, or that life that is worth living together, and 
about the possible conditions (contextual, historical, affective, psycho-
logical, etc.) that allow acting accordingly.

Consequently, approaches oriented towards an ethical formation of the 
individual —for example, education in values, the formation of moral 
judgment, the creation of virtuous habits— and their links to broader 
social ideals —such as the search and affirmation of justice or human 
rights—, must start from a consideration of the daily life contexts 
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where thought arises, in those shared spaces where we not only “think” 
or “act,” but where we are also offered a chance to reflect, to be empa-
thetic to talk and relate, to be affected and vulnerable to physical, psy-
chic, and emotional conditions; necessarily from a historical and situ-
ated perspective. Likewise, our ethical formation implies recognizing 
the distance between our ideals and the reality where they take shape; 
the gap between what we expect and desire as “good” or “better,” and 
what is actually done. This principle allows us to analyze reality, and 
to identify those gaps, but also to question the facts, and “act towards 
a progressive approach to the proposed ideal” (Schujman, 2004, p. 12).

Just as certain notions that affirm the status quo serve to perpetuate the 
conditions of injustice, social inequality, and other challenges of our 
common life, changing these notions through critical and ethical forma-
tion also opens up a possibility for the transformation of these realities. 
This is an important starting point because our values, conceptions, 
and stereotypes are internalized through procedures and mechanisms 
often implicit or hidden; they are “naturalized” according to certain 
images or behavioral patterns that are constructed as “desirable.” In ad-
dition, they form habits and attitudes that are reproduced without the 
mediation of rationalization, and that establish mandates and mentali-
ties that lead to the identification and establishment of certain models 
that respond to social interests (Oraisón, 2005). Critical thinking, from 
a theoretical-practical framework, operates as a reflective examination 
of the conditions and accomplishments necessary to pass judgement, 
which already entails, for lack of a better word, a series of life expe-
riential consequences. Ethical reflection becomes a practical activity 
that allows, precisely, to question, resignify, and transform these values, 
judgments, conceptions, imaginary, and naturalized stereotypes. It is 
something that we do, and that determines how we form our points of 
view and the actions we take to transform our world. As has been said, 
ethical reflection is closely linked to the possibility of asking critically. 
In the words of Schujman (2004), and very concretely:

(…) critically, without being naïve, that is, not accepting this system 
of beliefs and representations as if it were a natural attribute, admit-
tedly, not problematic. Neither in a dogmatic non-dogmatic way as 
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if it were a corpus revealed by some divinity, or as if it were the only 
truth. This implies turning that system into an object of reflection, 
examination or questioning, examining its coherence, its foundations 
and its origins in as much as it is a historical and a cultural construc-
tion. Or, as they say, in denaturing it, in disturbing its obviousness, in 
problematizing and defetishizing it (p. 69).

Considering that we live in a world of shared and co-constructed mean-
ings, what we understand by “life” or “good” is the result of the rela-
tionships established between people, in the fabric of human relation-
ships, and the imaginaries that have generated our identity (individual 
and common). Thus, critical ethical reflection starts from questioning: 
who am I in the environment to which I owe myself? What are my 
imaginaries and prejudices about others and where do they come from? 
What is my role here, in this particular time and space in which I in-
teract with others, and how am I doing it? This will result in questions 
about what I am doing to perpetuate or generate injustice (and from 
what position I do it) and, likewise, what my own contribution to forg-
ing relationships that contribute to the common good is, strengthen-
ing the exercise of our citizenship and, in this, recognizing the other as 
equal (with the same rights) and yet, different from me (as a unique and 
unrepeatable being). In this sense, ethics are always based on questions 
and, as such, open to critical reflection. Every single inquiry builds a 
collective fabric of citizens.

Finally, when talking about ethics and civic formation as something in 
progress or unfinished, one risks relativizing values and criteria; that is 
to say, one faces the danger of not conceiving action and ethical norma-
tivity as something that responds to subjective or specific interests of a 
particular context. For this reason, it is important that ethical action is 
accompanied by critical reasoning, that is to say, a way of questioning 
and arguing that leads to a normativity that does not respond solely to 
particular interests or those determined by others (heteronomous), but, 
as it was annotated by Nussbaum, by judgments, criteria, and conclu-
sions rationally justified, recognizable and justifiable as common to all 
beings, and that are the product of an autonomous thinking and liv-
ing (that is, to be decided and determined autonomously by humans). 
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In this way, reason is understood as the common element we all share 
and the one we can use in the universalization of our judgments. This 
reflective capacity is what helps us to not submit passively to instances 
outside identity itself.

Thus, we come back to the issue concerning the need for an ethical 
and critical education in order to incite new ways of relating to other 
people, and new ways of thinking. This gives rise to an alternative way 
of looking at critical thinking, which collects all the elements explored 
so far.
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“THINKING CRITICALLY TO LIVE”: 
THE CATEGORIES OF THE SENSITIVE AS A 

CONCEPTUALLY NEW PROPOSAL

Throughout this text, as we redeem the relational and situated 
nature of  critical thinking, we are also affirming its potential to 

be applied to educational, ethical, and institutional contexts and, in 
general, to any field where the analysis of  human situations is made 
without prejudices through receptive openness to others. All think-
ing is situated thinking and, by the very fact of  being people in a 
world, all of  our interactions, knowledge acquisitions, and reflective 
judgments are conditioned by elements that transcend purely intel-
lectual exercise. We write these words persistently because critical 
thinking has not always been conceived in this way. Circumscribed 
in hegemonic perspectives, the proposals regarding critical activ-
ity have started from the assumption that the subject is mainly an 
autonomous and thinking individual who establishes a relationship 
with the “outside” world, and who has a series of  fixed cognitive 
structures and certain corresponding competencies, and whose 
education implies a progressive development (or loss) in order to 
acquire a major state of  intellectual rationality.

This project has tried to draw a new itinerary for the exercise of 
thinking critically. That is, it proposes a referential framework that 
has the potential to conceptualize, once again, what it means to 
think critically and to ask, above all, what are those ways of inhabit-
ing the world that contribute to critical thinking. In other words, 
to explore what conditions critical individuals must have, immersed 
in a social world, to think critically and, what are the “tools” at 
their disposal. In this way, as a central assumption, we proceed from 
the principle of a situated, fallible, and contingent consideration 
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of subjectivity, and we recognize common experience as the vulner-
ability of each “thinking” human being and as the fallibility of one’s 
own thought. Those who see themselves as in need of relationships, are, 
then, susceptible to being affected by external discourses, norms, and 
prejudices, and are permanently at risk of passing wrong judgments. In 
addition, those who see themselves as living in communities enriched 
by different thoughts and are constantly exposed to a diversity that is 
not “out there,” but is constitutive of their self, and shapes their bodies, 
affections, possibilities in their actions, as well as what they think, and 
the way they can (or cannot) live.

In this sense, based on a contingency approach to the individual, we 
argue that critical thinking does not attempt merely to confer greater 
rationality to the evaluation of some experiences. To think critically 
is to transform our ideas, being aware of our prejudices and possible 
errors, in order to enhance the reflective and empathetic character in 
our approach to the world. We have already noted that to think criti-
cally is a socially constructed practice by embodied, affective, and situ-
ated people in an intersubjective context (Benhabib, 1992). It implies 
thinking, as we noted in the Prologue and we have explored in previous 
chapters, that it is linked with four conditions that precede it: a con-
text and a history (Critical Theory of Society), a community of thought 
which includes and involves others (Kant, Hannah Arendt), a body and 
affections (Thayer-Bacon) and reflective imagination based on the un-
derstanding of others (Kant).

4.1 THE IMPORTANCE OF “RELATIONALITY” AND DIALOGUE

These conditions for understanding critical thinking are based on what 
has been called a relational epistemology, whose most concrete manifes-
tation is the so-called situated cognition. This is a theory of knowledge 
that recognizes, as its name implies, the situated character of our think-
ing and the importance of others (the alteration) in our activity, as well 
as in the daily bonds of affection, empathy, knowledge creation, and 
decision-making. This perspective affirms that those who know are so-
cial beings. Knowledge is created, and meanings are built, in contexts 
that involve cultural, bodily, social, and political dimensions which 
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deserve to be recognized based on the criteria to assess rationality, or 
when we intend to understand phenomena beyond pure formal logic. 
In the words of Thayer-Bacon (2009):

I seek to offer an epistemological theory that insists that knowers/sub-
jects are fallible, that our criteria are corrigible, and that our standards 
are socially constructed, and thus continually in need of critique and 
reconstruction. I offer a self-conscious and reflective epistemological 
theory, one that attempts to be adjustable and adaptable as people gain 
further in their understanding (p. 2).

However, when critical judgments, or judgments with moral and social 
consequences, are formulated, it takes more than a rigorous argument, 
since they can usually be understood from multiple and contradicto-
ry perspectives that reflect the variety of interests and axes of power 
manifested therein. Therefore, it is not purely a search for justified 
arguments, but to problematize and construct justifiable arguments 
together, which give rise to real deliberation about our common life. 
Why is this a problem? Who benefits from this situation or this prob-
lematization? What perspectives are offered? (Lim, 2015, p. 13). This 
would also mean that critical thinkers should be trained with a sense of 
a shared identity, intellectual and emotional affinities with their peers, 
and a common sense of reasonableness less susceptible to prejudices and 
to self-serving bias.

From this perspective, the field of intersubjectivity becomes relevant, 
in which, according to Paul (2012), critical thinking is nourished by 
dialectical reasoning; that is, by that form of reasoning in which differ-
ent types of arguments, as well as their opposite positions, are evalu-
ated in order to formulate a judgment, conclusion, or verdict which 
brings together the most reasonable and context-related interpreta-
tions. Critical thinking, then, is nourished by the thinking process that 
tests the strengths and weaknesses of a certain judgment. In the same 
way, it is nourished by dialogic thinking, where the one who thinks and 
speaks considers situations through which others go through, listens 
to ideas to find its meanings, and identifies with hypotheses and argu-
ments raised by other people. In sum, dialogic thinking refers to “that 
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thought that implies an extended dialogue or exchange between dif-
ferent points of view, cognitive domains or frames of reference” (Paul, 
2012, p. 218) In this sense, the figure of otherness, or “the other,” was 
a central consideration.

Both dialogic and dialectical thinking involve an exchange and consid-
eration of different points of view and frames of reference. In contrast to 
the classical opposition between “opinions” and “facts,” dialectical and 
dialogic considerations recognize and incorporate the reasoned facts and 
the sustained opinions. These considerations are based on a multiple-
conclusion logic (not mono-logical, but multi-logical), where various 
positions are admitted, although they sometimes come into conflict 
with each other. This makes it easier for students to learn better, for 
reasoning to be richer, and for mere information to become knowledge. 
Reasoning actively and critically implies not only obtaining informa-
tion, but also evaluating it, analyzing it, sharing it, considering alterna-
tive interpretations and theories, identifying and questioning assump-
tions, as well as raising hypotheses and finding ways to experiment, 
dialogue, and test preconceptions and beliefs. In addition, it allows us 
to derive implications, analyze concepts, consider objections, and con-
front our own ideas with those of others.

4.2 THE IMPORTANCE OF EMBODIED AND AFFECTIVE THINKING

The aforementioned relationality implies the consideration that, in 
all contexts, there are embodied subjects and there is power placed on 
them, and both, differentially, shape relationships, from a perspective 
of domination, to give an example. The body is at the center of our pro-
posal, if we consider that subjects are part of a certain race, gender, or 
social class, among other things, and that the repetition of hegemonic 
discourses within society implies the power of domination over the hu-
man body. The ideas that we have created about others are influenced, 
differentially, by our prejudices. Due to reiterated ideas spread through 
social media or casual conversations concerning body image, we exer-
cise and perpetuate domination, or discriminate in a veiled or explicit 
way.
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Conceiving the body and the effects that language and power have on it 
and our proposal, means, among other things, that we have to introduce 
variability and diversity to a concept of thought that, previously, only 
considered subjects in a homogeneous way. Thus, “rational” subjects 
can be thought of as they really are: embodied, multiform, and diverse. 
These characteristics make evident, once again, the need to consider al-
ternatives other than hegemonic ones. For example, it is not the same to 
think critically about the conditions of inequality of a white and edu-
cated man than about those of a black woman with a low educational 
level. This differential perspective allows us to critically question the 
historical privileges that have been perpetuated and how the conditions 
of inequality can be eradicated. Likewise, it is worth asking, insistently, 
which decisions benefit some and affect others in a differential way, and 
what we can do to minimize negative effects.

Finally, some common aspects of human experience, such as intuition 
and emotion, play an important role in the immediate identification 
of those problematic issues that usually remain hidden (Thayer-Bacon, 
2000). Intellectual emotions and moral sensitivity (love for truth, 
openness to surprise and uncertainty, amazement and curiosity, disgust 
in the face of distortion) offer an alternative language with which to 
experience and express discomfort or commitment, and it is thanks to 
them that our knowledge and action become relevant. The aforemen-
tioned rationality is that which also recognizes the need, universality, 
and importance of determining the elements for human experience, 
such as the bonds between individuals, empathy, practical wisdom, and 
the recognition of our vulnerability (physical, psychic and emotional).

Teaching, for example, has at its core, the recognition of oneself and 
of the other from vulnerability, from that place where I can be hurt 
and I can hurt. Critical thinking acquires a new dimension, since it is 
no longer just a mere intersubjective reflexivity, but a thought that is 
questioned and understood in and from the body, and from the place 
that necessarily exposes us to others and makes us vulnerable. Although 
critical thinking and vulnerability are not one and the same, they do 
have a close relationship, since the place of critical thinking today is the 
possibility of reflecting on this unquestionable condition of humanity: 
vulnerability, the social fabric for citizens of the word.
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4.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF REFLECTIVE THINKING

Following the contributions of Dewey and Bermúdez, thinking criti-
cally in social situations, with all that it entails to be a subject, demands 
asking questions that deal with reflections on one’s own self. Why do 
I think as I do? How am I understanding and why do I adopt this po-
sition in the world? If I am confused, what confuses me and how am 
I proceeding to feed or dissipate such confusion? Also, we must ask 
ourselves reflective questions about our society and our way of living 
with each other. In what kind of society do I live? Why is this society 
the way it is? Is this the fairest way of relating? Our diagnoses about 
the present, in which we live, must look attentively at the notions we 
hold about our shared life, when and how certain reasonable notions 
were transformed, and how we become aware of the arguments and 
ideas that we automatically assume and act in accordance with. In ad-
dition, the tools provided by Bermúdez help us recognize when those 
ideas and speeches are, in fact, being critical. At the same time, they 
allow us to evaluate whether a discourse is reasonable and to know if 
its consequences are taking into account the complexity of perspectives 
and relationships that are woven in a common world.

We speak, then, in terms of Barbara Thayer-Bacon (1992), following 
Dewey, about critical thinking as “reasoned reflexivity” (p. 5) with so-
cial consequences. An exercise that starts from the experience of reflex-
ivity or, in other words, to return to one’s own thinking, to question 
what is taken for granted, to reasonably doubt what is presented as true 
and, ultimately, to create more generous and receptive critical com-
munities that can recognize what Thayer-Bacon (1992) calls “the com-
monality of experience” (p. 5).

It is necessary to explore a critical thought oriented towards enrich-
ing our common life, from an inclusive and situated perspective, where 
diversity of volitional, affective, and bodily elements plays a central 
role. For this reason, we have proposed what we call the “categories of 
the sensitive,” as a series of notions that can be useful when discussing 
someone that thinks critically, and, even more so, the action of thinking 
critically. These categories are: corporality; situated cognition; moral 
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sensitivity; reflexivity; imagination and curiosity; otherness and cos-
mopolitanism.

4.4 CATEGORIES OF THE SENSITIVE

Based on the ideas that have already been examined in relation to the 
concept of critical thinking, we present below what we call the “cat-
egories of the sensitive in critical thinking,” that is, the notions that 
contribute to the interpretation of the concept and may be useful in 
working with professors, researchers, the community, and students in-
terested in this topic. These categories are presented as complementary 
keys to the understanding of “critical thought”, meant to conceive it, 
more than as a rational activity, but as a way to immerse oneself inside 
the world of a particular subject; also, to design daily practices or edu-
cational strategies consistent with this new approach. The “categories 
of the sensitive in critical thinking” are the following:

• Corporality: the consideration of the body, embedded in a broader 
notion of “existence,” in our ways of understanding. Corporality 
plays a role in critical thinking when a thought is determined, or 
shaped according to the affections and powers that impact on the 
materiality of a human being. The body is conceived not only as a 
“material thing” with personal attributes, but as a discursive and 
political construction that takes place in a social sphere.

• Situated cognition: a way of understanding through different 
thought processes that involve questioning the contexts, situations, 
and frames of reference in which knowledge occurs. It conceives the 
“connoisseur” as a “being-in-the-world,” able to know and to deve-
lop thinking processes that allow for new knowledge or new pers-
pectives on others, the environment, and the self, not only through 
argumentative skills, but also through personal experience and that 
of others.

• Moral sensitivity: the condition that allows me to recognize myself, 
and recognize the other, as someone vulnerable, and to take this 
into account while making judgments, and then act accordingly. It 
starts with understanding that I am affected by the encounter with 
the other, in its many manifestations, and involves emotions as a 
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type of inclusive rationality. This “rationality” accepts that there 
are ways of knowing other than those based on the abstraction of 
thought. For example, a sensitivity rooted in the body.

• Reflexivity: the act of returning to oneself, asking who one is, and 
what kind of life one leads, not only from an intimate and personal 
perspective, but by recognizing ourselves as social beings. This has 
ethical and political implications. Therefore, it has a public dimen-
sion due to the interaction with others.

• Imagination and curiosity: imagination is the possibility of ope-
ning up to multiple narratives and ways of expressing and concei-
ving the world, in contrast to naturalized or egocentric positions. It 
is a faculty that allows us to understand other mentalities and ways 
of feeling. It allows us “to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes”. 
Curiosity is the starting point for questions, the willingness to be 
amazed, and the knowledge that fosters inquiry.

• Alterity and cosmopolitanism: alterity is the consideration of the 
other as another, not from the reference point of an autonomous 
“I,” but from its radical singularity. It involves the ability to de-
center oneself and consider the other in our discourses and actions. 
Cosmopolitanism is an ethical-political stance that ensures recog-
nition and coexistence in the difference. It opens the perspective of 
political education and memory recovery.

To enrich this perspective, our proposal is to complement these cat-
egories by using the “tools of critical inquiry” designed by Bermúdez 
(2015), as they provide practical criteria to give an effective critical 
character to situated thinking. That is to say, they also serve to delimit 
the critical nature of arguments, controversies, ideas, beliefs, and rea-
soning. These are the tools proposed by Bermúdez:

The problem statement, which refers to the sensitivity to recognize dilem-
mas, controversies, falsehoods, biases, and similar elements to address 
them, explain their causes and understand their transformations. It is 
“the tool we use to formulate critical questions that invite us to look 
deeper into affirmations, beliefs, and social practices that are commonly 
taken for granted” (Bermúdez, 2015, p. 106).
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Reflective skepticism, which serves to drive processes of metacognitive re-
flection that monitor the quality of our thinking in order to rectify 
failures (methodical scrutiny of arguments) and examine underlying 
assumptions, explicit or implicit. It also refers to the unveiling and 
rectification of language and speech distortions (Bermúdez, 2015).

Systemic thinking refers to the establishment of complex relationships 
and their interactions over time, and to the understanding of the inter-
dependencies between the local, the regional, and the global, as well as 
to the transition from the specific to the general, and vice versa (Jara-
millo and Murillo, 2013).

Multiperspectivity refers to the process of “recognizing and coordinating 
perspectives given their diversity and plurality at different levels in the 
social field” (Jaramillo and Murillo, 2013, p. 5).

These tools are understood as intellectual strategies that allow for the 
transformation of ideas owned by a subject that is fallible at critical un-
derstandings that generate questions, and at the same time, help solve 
intellectual and social challenges.

4.5 CRITICAL THINKING AS A LIFESTYLE

Our proposal, which arises from the readings and interpretations we 
have made from the tradition and the reinterpretation of some con-
cepts, seeks to recover “critical thinking” as a way of life. In one way or 
another, philosophy, conceived not as an academic profession, but as an 
examined way of living, had already revolved around this concern from 
the dawn of its beginnings.

After recognizing the fallibility of our own subjectivity, our proposal 
states that critical reflection cannot be understood as a merely norma-
tive or prescriptive discourse regarding the forms that our thoughts 
take or as an exclusively cognitive ability, but, as a certain way of be-
ing in the world that includes the reflective evaluation of reasons, the 
constant and justified exploration of possibilities of a different world 
and the recovery of memory of what has been, the practice of reflexivity 
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and the construction of life itself in a context that brings sensitivity 
and affections into play, and the constant cultivation of respect towards 
others and oneself. As such, it includes a contextualized understanding, 
located and embodied by those who think critically (or who are capable 
of doing so), the exercise of inquiry in everyday life, and the constant 
commitment to reflexivity and the evaluation of our own judgments 
and actions. Likewise, as we noted in the preceding chapter, this critical 
activity, in its link with ethics, also involves asking about the condi-
tions that allow us to build a life together, and what makes it a “good” 
life.

Finally, the educational context, which has privileged a concept of criti-
cal thinking in its tasks (and, therefore, is the one we have chosen to 
examine), draws on all these new perspectives and contributions. For 
this reason, in the next chapter we present some work initiatives with 
teachers from four public schools in the city of Barranquilla, which al-
lowed us to explore the state of the concept of   critical thinking inside 
the classroom and, eventually, propose a feedback exercise in relation to 
the proposed categories.
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CRITICAL THINKING IN THE CLASSROOM:
 A DIALOGUE ON THE PUBLIC POLICIES 

OF THE TEACHING PHILOSOPHY

Any new conceptual proposal must respond to the needs and 
realities imposed by the context. Therefore, in the later stag-

es of  the theoretical review process on critical thinking, based on 
transdisciplinary and philosophical theories, a dialogue was estab-
lished between these and other ideas, notions, and experiences in 
relation to critical thinking in the teaching practice. After an initial 
investigative phase, which resulted in the proposal to formulate 
the categories of  the sensitive with respect to critical thinking, the 
project continued with a second stage, which consisted of  two ac-
tivities: enriching the theoretical construction by exploring notions 
and practices implemented by school teachers in the city of  Bar-
ranquilla, regarding critical thinking, and reviewing the guidelines 
of  the Ministry of  National Education on this topic, as set out in 
the document on philosophy teaching policies. The purpose was 
to further develop the idea of  “thinking critically” in an integrative 
approach (conceptual, practical, and contextual) and inviting the 
participants to actively, systematically, and rigorously contribute to 
this exercise of  analysis and understanding. To do this, it was nec-
essary to explore how teachers conceive critical thinking, whether 
or not they are teaching to think critically (from our perspective), 
if  so, how they are doing this, and, above all, how the proposed 
categories can be nurtured, in a practical manner, towards new ways 
of  teaching and learning.

In this phase of empirical development for data collection and anal-
ysis, which we call “exploratory,” a focus group and sixteen non-
participant observations were developed; the obtained results were 
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compared with the categories as identified in the first part of the study, 
and a workshop was held with a group of teachers, accompanied by an 
expert advisor, to complement the empirical results in a participatory 
manner. For the analysis of the guidelines on this topic, the policies 
and guidelines of their institutions regarding the promotion of criti-
cal thinking were reviewed together with teachers. Furthermore, the 
document Pedagogical orientations for philosophy in secondary education was 
critically read from which its main ideas were extracted.

As stated, the purpose of this phase was to explore the ideas, notions, 
and experiences of eight teachers on critical thinking in four educa-
tional institutions in the public sector of the city of Barranquilla and 
the municipality of Puerto Colombia, and their possible relation to the 
categories identified in theoretical work and with the guidance of 
the Ministry of National Education on the teaching of philosophy. As 
noted in the Prologue, the empirical exploration was important to de-
termine the final intention of the ongoing project: to design, in a joint 
and participatory manner, a curriculum that promotes an approach to 
philosophy so that students can effectively become critical thinkers in 
terms of their bodies, sensitivity, and from their encounters with others, 
their reflections from the local contexts, and their self-awareness on the 
basis of an ethical action situated in their social and public contexts.

5.1 METHODOLOGICAL NOTES

This stage of the investigation was conducted between October 2015 
and June 2016. For the development of the exploratory phase, eight 
teachers from public educational institutions of the city of Barranquilla 
and the municipality of Puerto Colombia, from different disciplines 
and educational levels, were invited to participate. Of these, six partici-
pated in a focus group designed to explore their notions about critical 
thinking, didactics for its development in the classroom, and institu-
tional policies aimed at promoting the process. Since critical think-
ing is a transversal competence integrated into curricula, some teachers 
were selected regardless their areas of   expertise or disciplines.
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Subsequently, eight teachers were observed through sixteen non-par-
ticipant observations, to identify the links between their notions and 
classroom practice. Six of them had already participated in the focus 
group, and the remaining two were chosen because they work in the 
selected institutions.

Participants of the focal group are characterized in the following table:

Table 2. Characterization of participating teachers in the focal group

Educational institutions Institución Educativa Técnica Turística Simón 
Bolívar: two teachers
Institución Educativa Distrital Villanueva: 
two teachers
Instituto Técnico de Comercio: one teacher
Institución Educativa Distrital del Desarrollo 
Humano y
Cultural del Caribe: one teacher

Age Between 25 and 35: two teachers 
Between 36 and 45: one teacher 
Between 46 and 55: three teachers

Educational level Bachelor’s Degree: two teachers 
Specialization: three teachers 
Master’s Degree: one teacher

The non-participant observation was carried out in the four schools 
mentioned. To implement this technique, two teachers were chosen per 
institution, and two non-participant observations for one hour of class 
were carried out with each one. These classes were chosen randomly, 
without considering neither the subject taught by the teacher, nor their 
educational level. Below are the institutions and teaching staff that 
were part of the non-participant observation exercise:

• Institución Educativa Técnica Turística Simón Bolívar: four obser-
vations, two per teacher.

• Physics teacher in tenth grade (High school).

• Political Constitution and Philosophy teacher in seventh grade 
(Middle school) and tenth grade (High school).
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• Instituto Técnico Nacional de Comercio: four observations, two per 
teacher.

• Philosophy teacher in tenth grade (High school).

• Spanish Language and Critical Thinking teacher in tenth and ele-
venth grades (High school).

• Institución Educativa Distrital del Desarrollo Humano y Cultural 
del Caribe (IEDHUCA): four observations, two per teacher.

• Spanish language teacher in tenth grade (High school).

• Social Science teacher in tenth grade (High school).

• Institución Educativa Distrital Villanueva: four observations, two 
per teacher.

• Spanish teacher in first grade (Elementary school).

• Spanish and critical reading teacher in tenth grade (High school).

5.2 EMPIRICAL RESULTS

To think critically: notions and teaching practices

Most teachers agree that critical thinking is linked to such skills as anal-
ysis, evaluation, or interpretation of complex thoughts and inquiries 
that are characterized by a great depth. Frequently, analysis, understood 
as the ability to decompose everything into its parts, was conceived as 
the central skill of critical thinking. For example, some teachers made 
reference to the fact that critical thinking is a type of skill that allows 
a thorough analysis in the study of a context or in the treatment of cer-
tain information for its possible application or extension. In the words 
of a teacher: “It is a deeper analysis of a problem, discussion or concern 
(…) to see how it is applied and how it expands.” Another teacher said: 
“Critical thinking is (…) analyzing and evaluating the concepts and 
reasoning, the statements to which some people refer at some time; it 
means to think deeply about certain aspects.” Furthermore, a teacher in 
line with the theoretical explorations of the project, referred to critical 
thinking as a process of investigation and inquiry which allows address-
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ing an issue in depth: “Critical thinking is to go beyond what they are 
showing us (…) to look deeper into what they want to show us.”

Now, in the educational setting, “analysis” refers to what is commonly 
known as text analysis based on questions (“what did the author mean 
by this?”or “What don’t you understand?”), a common exercise in criti-
cal reading training. According to teachers’ reports, the most common 
strategy to accomplish this is to read aloud and confront students’ per-
spectives on a text. A teacher says: “For example, I like to read aloud! 
Everyone has to read and should have the text (…) From there, I be-
come aware of their approaches, their level of understanding of current 
problems, in order to correlate them to concepts.” In the same way, an-
other teacher stated the following: “(…) I offer readings, mainly. Then, 
readings and vocabulary are to be developed to identify what they don’t 
understand or the concepts they can’t handle, and then I propose a de-
bate in order to listen to them.”

Likewise, teachers privilege the analysis of texts from different perspec-
tives, in relation to the context of the students and through oral sup-
port. One teacher said: “I check reading comprehension orally, because 
if they read well, then I can ask them questions where a personal point-
of-view is important and I relate elements of that text to their current 
life.”

According to what was observed, classroom practice is focused on read-
ing to establish the students’ level of interpretation and understanding 
of the content in relation to their socio-cultural environment. There 
was only one teacher whose practice included reflective questions or 
argumentative practices. He referred to as follows:

For instance, I teach physics and in a specific activity I asked: “How 
long does x take to do something?” And the student’s answer was: 
5 meters. “Why?”, I asked back. And he said: “Because the formula 
showed that.” That means it is a purely mechanical question. More of-
ten than not, I tell them: “But that already went through your analysis. 
Does the answer seem logical? Does it make sense?”
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In practice, it was observed that half of the teachers used other tech-
niques to “translate” information, such as analogies and metaphors, and 
that only one of them opted for a conceptual approach (maps, graphs) 
to promote thinking. The majority of teachers preferred oral techniques 
to evaluate the topic, such as exhibitions, blackboard activities, reading 
socialization, and collaboration.

However, according to teachers, analytical and interpretive workshops 
are complemented with artistic and creative practices, as well as ex-
pressive and communicative training. For example, a teacher expressed 
that artistic skills (“graffiti, posters,   drawing, social drama”) are means 
of approaching texts to provide evidence on whether the student is 
thinking critically or not. According to them, the value of a clearly 
expressed idea is an evidence confirming the student is thinking criti-
cally: “I consider that [critical thinking] is when they can communi-
cate ideas clearly, when they can be understood by others, when their 
writing is clear; these are things that are substantially improved when 
a student uses critical thought.” Likewise, another teacher pointed out 
that teaching creatively is essential to teaching how to think critically: 
“I think that elementary school teachers should be resourceful and very 
creative due to the student population. Creativity can be explored in 
how you manage to develop critical skills without being subjected to 
traditional manners. An example of this is when you say ‘do this and 
that’, without paying attention to how they explore or come to conclu-
sions. We as teachers must be creative, resourceful.”

All the above-mentioned confirms that teachers notions about critical 
thinking, both their own and their students’, include relational, cre-
ative, and dialogic practice in line with instrumental or cognitive ideas. 
For example, collaboration is a common strategy to invite students to 
discuss with their classmates and listen to the opinions of others, criti-
cal thinking is linked to the capacity for expressing ideas, and social 
interaction. Their notions also reflect an interest in linking critical 
thought to context and respect for others.

According to their ideas, extra-cognitive abilities (so to speak) come 
into play when the teacher tries to promote critical thinking. Teachers 
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recognize that, in order to teach how to think, they must first arouse 
students interest, appeal to their creativity, and implement commu-
nication skills that enable the effective transmission of knowledge. 
Likewise, and in accordance to Dewey (1989), teachers recognize the 
importance of reflection and self-criticism to become critical people 
themselves, and thus, be able to teach critical thinking. A teacher said:

I think that (…) to try to cultivate that kind of thinking in our stu-
dents, you have to be critical yourself. You can’t give what you don’t 
have. First, we teachers should think critically … We must be aware of 
our willingness to examine our practice and transform it or adapt it to 
new situations, and also of our tendency to avoid change.

They also recognize the importance of transforming themselves and 
their knowledge, which indicates a certain awareness of the fallibility of 
their knowledge and the possibility of continuous improvement: “And 
[we must] be open to transformation because we are always on the move 
… we should not fear students’ questions.” It should be noted that, in 
practice, none of the observed classroom experiences provided evidence 
that a dialogical perspective of space was implemented. Nonetheless, in 
most cases, students’ participation was promoted. In the four schools 
observed, it was common for teachers to invite students to engage in 
the subject under discussion. All teachers observed had a listening at-
titude towards the students and the corrections were made taking into 
account opinions among classmates.

5.3 WORKSHOPS WITH TEACHERS

With the support of an expert advisor on the subject, a workshop for 
teachers was designed to explore, in a participatory way, their notions 
about critical thinking. For this workshop, the strategy of moral dilem-
mas was used. Through this strategy, participants not only analyze their 
arguments and conclusions, but, based on a cognitive and emotional 
conflict, generated by a dilemma, participate in an exchange space 
where they learn to listen to, and understand, the points of view and 
thought of others, which may not necessarily fit into their own personal 
interests or positions.
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Consequently, the participants were divided into groups to analyze, 
first, the Kohlberg dilemma of the military captain8, and then make 
a decision and provide arguments to justify a possible course of ac-
tion. Secondly, in line with the decision made, the group split into two 
sides. Each side presented its arguments to the other regarding their 
solution to solve the dilemma. The teachers were asked to listen to 
the approaches of the opposing side, since they had to take them into 
account to defend their own position. Thirdly, each side was asked to 
assume the position of the opposite side. The idea was for them to try to 
understand the reasons (arguments) that defend the position that they 
had initially ruled out. After this exercise of learning to put yourself in 
the position of the other, the following question was offered in a debate: 
what was the best argument you heard from each side? In addition, the 
teachers discussed the purpose and scope of the activity with workshop 
counselors.

The teachers noted that, during the development of the activity they 
took into account the following criteria for the critical presentation of 
their arguments:

• Accuracy: referring to notions, ideas, and arguments in a clear and 
differentiated manner in conversation.

• Exemplification: referring to the way in which notions, ideas, and 
arguments are enriched with the inclusion of new elements and 
situations.

• Clarification: referring to the identification of reasons, informa-
tion, and contexts present in the arguments which are developed 
in conversation. Clarification allows for the identification of any 

8 In Korea, a company of  soldiers, greatly exceeded in number by the enemy, 
was in retreat. The company had crossed a bridge over a river, and the enemy was 
still mostly on the other side. If  someone returned and exploded the bridge, the rest 
of  the company men could probably escape. However, the man who would blow the 
brige, would not be able to escape alive. The captain was the man who knew best how 
to carry out the withdrawal. He asked for volunteers, but nobody offered. If  he goes 
and blows the bridge himself, his men will probably not return unharmed, since he is 
the only one who knows how to carry out the withdrawal. What should the captain 
do in this case?
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contradictions in the concepts and promotes questions stemming 
from those contradictions.

• Decision-making: referring to the criteria that, according to the 
questions and information that is extracted during the activity 
(conversation), as well as the principles of action (whether moral, 
political or social) that guide the notions, ideas, and arguments 
proposed in the conversation.

On the other hand, teachers considered that, in order to conceive criti-
cal thinking from a relational perspective, the following should be tak-
en into account:

• Arguments are always validated from the elements offered by a text 
or context of interpretation: no thought happens in abstract.

• Texts and contexts offer questions that not only allow us to verify 
how clear arguments are, but to make the conversation available 
to others.

• Critical thinking implies that participants question how flexible 
they are in listening to the arguments of others, and learning to 
reconsider their position.

• Attitudes, such as listening, observing, comparing, and assuming 
different scenarios, are alternatives which expand the diversity of 
thought. In other words, they are ways of assessing what the other 
thinks9.

5.4 INSTITUTIONAL POLICIES AND PUBLIC GUIDELINES 
REGARDING CRITICAL THINKING

Now, a shared exploration on teaching critical thinking with teachers is 
not enough if the purpose is to reflect about the formation of a critical 
activity in a contextualized way and, above all, through the teaching 
of philosophy. It is, then, necessary to understand what possibilities 
educational policies offer in relation to critical thinking in the context 

9 These ideas and approaches were enriched with new perspectives based on the 
results specified in the workshop called “Meeting spaces” (See Annexes 1 and 2).
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of Colombia. Therefore, this project also examined the contribution of 
philosophy to the development of critical thinking, and more specifi-
cally, what public policies state on this subject. But also, do teachers 
even know such policies? Do schools include critical thinking as part 
of their curricula and institutional educational plans? To examine these 
questions, two sources were analyzed: the information provided by the 
teachers, and the public guidelines and policies for teaching philosophy.

Teachers’ notions about institutional policies on critical thinking

In the first place, all teachers assured us that they knew the guidelines 
of the Ministry of National Education (MEN) on critical thinking and 
that these policies were being implemented in their institutions. More 
specifically, they linked it to students’ performance on State tests re-
sults, but not to philosophy teaching. In this sense, critical thinking 
is conceived as a guiding goal for the development of competencies in 
the school, focused on the development of critical reading skills that 
meet the requirements of the Colombian Institute for the Evaluation 
of Education (ICFES). According to a teacher, “(…) at his/her school 
they offered a course to show where school programs should be directed 
today (…) and how to develop skills focusing on a critical perspective.”

Likewise, all teachers affirmed that, in the institutions where they work, 
there are policies related to the development of critical thinking. How-
ever, some teacher interventions showed that the development of criti-
cal thinking is not necessarily specified within the policy established 
by the institutions, but in the development of the necessary skills for 
reading comprehension. Despite the bias, this has let teachers identify 
readings and contents that promote, as they claim, the development of 
“this way of thinking”:

The institution (...) has been managing the area of   (...) critical reading. 
It is also articulated with Leer es mi cuento, because in the institution 
we dedicate one daily hour to reading before classes start. (…) [T] he 
foundation has been oriented to the development of critical thinking 
in the girls. This process was assigned to my duties and I am already 
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implementing new readings with more complex contents (...) so that 
girls can develop these skills.

Some teachers said that critical thinking is promoted in a transversal 
manner, particularly in the work that is being carried out in the areas 
of Spanish and Philosophy. However, they did not explicitly explained 
what this transversality consists of. Testimonies assign it a diffuse place 
in the curricula: “It is not that critical thinking is going to work as 
such, but thanks to the projects that have been implemented with the 
Plan de Trabajo Anual [Annual Work Plan], we have been able to identi-
fy how we should develop critical thinking in primary school children. 
We develop it indirectly.” Another teacher: “In our Plan Educativo In-
stitucional [Institutional Educational Plan] critical thinking is referred 
explicitly as an institutional responsibility, and it should be set in the 
curriculum.”

Secondly, and after a documentary review of the Pedagogical Orientations 
for Philosophy in Middle School, by the Ministry of National Education, 
it was found that a general guideline for teaching philosophy had been 
established in the country. After an analytical review, and as a result, we 
identified how public policies conceived the teaching of philosophy as 
a mean to promote critical thinking.

Document Analysis Based on Pedagogical Guidelines 
for Philosophy in Middle School

The document of the Ministry of National Education, Pedagogical 
Guidelines for Philosophy in Middle School emphasizes the competencies10 
that a student is expected to develop through the study of philosophy. 
It establishes guidelines and pedagogical standards for ensuring the in-
tegration of competencies in the teaching of reflective philosophy for 
daily living in middle school education. It is sought, then, that these 

10 Competence means a cluster of  related knowledge, skills, attitudes, under-
standings, and cognitive dispositions, socio-affective and psychomotor activities that 
enable people to relate appropriately with each other, and to promote the effective 
and meaningful performance of  an activity in relatively new and challenging contexts 
(MEN,  2006, p. 49, cited in MEN, 2010, p. 30).
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competencies can “generate a critical and transforming awareness and 
an attitude towards context, as viewed from the standpoint of others 
before making a decision” (MEN, 2010, p. 10). In addition, the docu-
ment links philosophical formation to real situations, including the 
recognition of specific contexts where “developed” competencies can be 
applied at the end of the process to promote “(…) student formation as 
citizens of a social and plural society” (MEN, 2010, p. 25). Thus, these 
guidelines frame teaching philosophy within a sociocultural context 
and social perspective, and, at the same time, they recognize that philo-
sophical reflection arises from an inner process. 

Many of the ideas related to “critical thinking” in the document lead 
to a broad concept linked to the philosophical exercise, which has to do 
with the fact that, “(…) in the face of assumptions and prejudices that 
support discourses, it is possible to assume a critical attitude to collec-
tively validate, reject, or reformulate them” (MEN, 2010, p. 28). It is 
also stated that philosophy “is expected to promote the development of 
critical thinking as a competence to think autonomously; to promote 
communication as a privileged form of social interaction; and to favor 
the creativity of the student” (MEN, 2010, p. 24). It is even said that 
philosophy itself “is a work of criticism that allows students to think 
about their situation and analyze the context they belong to, as well as 
to project their personal and social action on the world” (MEN, 2010, 
p. 28). This notion of “criticism” is closely linked to Kant’s view, since 
the document conceives philosophizing as the “autonomous and public 
exercise of one’s own reason” (MEN, 2010, p. 32), and highlights the 
fact that “you don’t learn philosophy, but you learn to philosophize” 
(MEN, 2010, p. 100). In a few sections, a critical analysis of human for-
mation is elaborated, where the purpose of such formation is to “submit 
to reflexive analysis all those situations that prevent agency, referring 
to human development and the economic and political instrumental-
ization of education” (MEN, 2010, p. 23). The document recognizes 
formation as an integrated process, which includes cognitive, practical, 
bodily, expressive, and dispositional components (which are collected 
and referred to under the term “competence”).
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The guide considers that philosophy is a specific discipline and, as such, 
specific skills need to be developed. This is based on three basic pro-
grammatic lines: i) the problem of knowledge (traditionally recognized 
as the “epistemological” line); ii) ethics (or relationships with others 
and dialogue); and iii) aesthetics (or the development of sensitivity). 
These specific competences are related to the coherent presentation and 
development of ideas and arguments (knowledge), with the generation 
of an inclusive and respectful dialogue (relationship), and to the cre-
ation of innovative solutions for long-term problems (creative-aesthetic 
thinking). “The teaching of philosophy in high school should promote 
the development of the competences associated with critical thinking, 
communication, and creativity” (MEN, 2010, p. 31).

Although the document points out the need to sustain a problem-based 
approach, the accumulation of epistemological, ethical, and aesthetic 
knowledge highlighted in the guide supports the traditional historical 
conception, in which philosophy is taught through a series of philosoph-
ical ideas. However, the “problem-based” approach, discussed above, 
offered the following considerations to address philosophical formation: 
i) the recognition of our condition of ignorance; ii) understanding ques-
tioning as a way to examine and make contradictions emerge, so that 
the need for knowledge is more obvious; and iii) starting with questions 
in order to develop argumentation, explanation, and the elimination 
of contradictions. If examined in detail, these assumptions continue 
to have a primarily cognitive focus (in terms of knowledge-ignorance), 
whereas the “development of a permanent attitude of suspicion,” based 
on “promoting and constructing better reasons or arguments for how 
we talk, feel or think” is only considered secondarily.

It is also worth noting that the document recognizes the relevance of 
communicative competences for philosophical inquiry, especially in the 
section dedicated to “Dialogic Competence”, but later, this exploration 
loses its specificity. In the next section of that document, it is suggested 
that philosophical competences are subordinated to communicative 
ones, but is never examined in depth. 
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The document ends with a series of traditional philosophical teaching 
tools (reading and analysis of philosophical texts, mastery in present-
ing topics, seminars, philosophical dissertation, and the commentary of 
philosophical texts) that do not reflect the practical, everyday perspec-
tive previously promoted.

5.5 EMPIRICAL DATA CONTRIBUTIONS ON THE NOTIONS OF 
CRITICAL THINKING: A DIAGNOSIS BASED ON CURRENT REALITY

The dialogue between the data extracted from various empirical ac-
tivities and the analysis of the guidelines of the Ministry of National 
Education provides an overview of the current situation of the teaching 
of critical thinking in Colombia.

Inquiry was often an absent element as a method for the development of 
critical thinking. In their work with students, teachers asked few ques-
tions for clarification or exemplification, with the exception of a teacher 
who asked the consequences or implications of a certain type of reason-
ing. That is, according to our theoretical framework, a problem state-
ment. The teacher explored the underlying assumptions, reasons, and 
evidence for the claims, and the criteria for the arguments (“What are 
you assuming?” “Why would anyone say that?” “What reasons do you 
have to say that?” What are you basing your arguments on?”) which ac-
cording to our theoretical framework would be called “reflective skep-
ticism.” She also used various sources of information for her class and 
inquired about the views and perspectives of students (“Is there another 
way to say that?”), which according to our theoretical framework, is in 
line with a multi-perspective approach. However, in all cases, teachers 
questioned the students about the importance of the given topic and 
how it could be useful in other contexts, and asked them for everyday 
life examples or experiences. The observation reflected that learning 
strategies promote the implementation of skills of lesser complexity in 
students, such as acquisition, and leave aside the strategies that would 
be related to analysis, interpretation, and, ultimately, to critical under-
standing.
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Additionally, the workshops’ outcomes have shown that the vast major-
ity of teachers have notions, “sparks,” or understandings about critical 
thinking more closely associated with the cognitive tradition, although 
they are not limited to the development of argumentative competence 
or logic (“concepts, reasoning”), but they include dialogue and ele-
ments produced by reflection (“problem, discussion, concern”). These 
notions are more intuitive than reflective, and probably emerge from 
daily practices, more than from a theoretical appropriation on criti-
cal thinking or from the implementation of national or institutional 
guidelines on the subject.

On the other hand, after the analysis of public policy regarding the 
teaching of philosophy, the following approaches are considered ad-
equate:

• Contextualization from the situated social perspective of philoso-
phical formation, articulated with students’ daily problems.

• The partial recognition of the importance of critical formation, not 
only to argue reasonably, but to denaturalize and question presup-
positions.

• The annotation regarding the practical purpose of philosophical 
formation in order to promote an ethical dialogue and the stren-
gthening of citizenship.

• Questions on the formation of a philosophical canon from a critical 
perspective, at least partially.

However, we also noted some aspects that should be reviewed:

• To consider “philosophical” competencies (critical, dialogic, and 
creative) as not transversal or generic, but specific.

• To maintain a cognitive approach, aimed primarily at formation, 
despite adopting a “problem-based” approach in teaching that 
emphasizes on dialogic interaction, critical, and creative compo-
nents. 
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• To maintain a historicist approach in reviewing philosophical pro-
blems (epistemological, ethical, and aesthetic).

• In line with ICFES guidelines regarding Pruebas Saber 11, the su-
bordination of critical competencies to communicative competen-
cies that focus more on “critical reading” rather than on “philoso-
phy.”

The dialogue between concepts, experiences, and public policies on 
critical thinking validated, most of all, the ideas already expressed 
above, such as: the presence of the diversity of viewpoints and different 
scenarios in the critical exercise, the importance of context in thinking, 
and the value of the dialogical exchange of positions through conversa-
tion. However, it was also important to note that, while our proposal 
does not privilege cognitive skills, it is crucial to insist on the im-
portance of analysis, clarification, and exemplification as mechanisms 
aimed at the objectivity of knowledge. In other words, in the incorpo-
ration of situational and relational arguments, critical thinking cannot 
forget the relevance of truth and the objective criteria that define it, 
despite the fact they can be reflected upon in the framework of chang-
ing, situated truths.

Our contribution to critical thinking cannot ignore a fundamental ele-
ment that relates to this way of thinking: the problem of truth. This 
issue is related to the importance of reason being fully used. Seen from 
the perspective of the totality of knowledge, in all contexts and at every 
moment, truth is necessarily incomplete. However, it is possible, on 
the one hand, to distinguish between more reasonable and less reason-
able arguments and, on the other hand, to promote the development of 
good reasons. Truth cannot be lost during the development of critical 
activity; if so, societies run the risk of falling into dogmatic perspec-
tives, including individuals considered to exercise critical thinking. So, 
the question must be: why are there power relations we end up assum-
ing as naturalized, unified truths? Ultimately, the question that should 
guide us is: how do we work and teach a truth that is situated and 
transformed?
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The condition of reasonableness, in interpreting critical thought, 
demands that it be seen as a project of constructive and dialectical 
thought, which is characterized by dialogue and conversation, and un-
der criteria of objectivity that are not limited to a cognitive structure 
but are immersed in the experience of social and relational knowledge. 
Experiences with teachers show the importance of strengthening broad-
er notions of critical thinking, and of translating this into self-reflective 
practices regarding their teaching activity. As noted by the teachers 
who took part in the exploratory phase, their critical activity will serve 
as a model for the exercise of the student’s critical activity. Likewise, it 
is necessary to strengthen the place of philosophy in education, not as a 
subject that is being replaced by the teaching of critical reading, but as 
an exercise that allows the development of critical thinking as a way of 
feeling, thinking, and acting with practical implications in the way we 
relate with ourselves and with others. Thus, every reflective way of liv-
ing will also be an ethical step towards a public world.
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CRITICAL THINKING AND ETHICAL 
DECISION-MAKING IN A PUBLIC WORLD

One of  the most common dilemmas of  today’s world is, per-
haps, the concern people have to fulfill their material and so-

cial needs, living a life worth living, while envisioning the challenges 
of  the future and the demands of  a society characterized by the 
commercialization and the instrumentalization of  people and hu-
man processes. Hence, why children and young people sometimes 
behave “uncritically”, with no interest in the reflective construction 
of  an identity and a collective and historical awareness in a public 
world.

The critical nature of thinking has been reduced to the expression 
of logical, formal judgments, ignoring the fact that reflective pro-
cesses, with implications in people’s practical lives, are intimately 
linked to the act of thinking critically. This is particularly notice-
able in the idea that the primary function of education is to prepare 
subjects to deal with the productive world, because it is believed 
that therein lies the meaning of each formative process: to have the 
tools to meet material needs. This has led to education being per-
ceived as a scenario for the development of “computerized,” me-
chanical subjects, without the necessary skills for questioning what 
they have learned which, in turn, limits their worldview. This, at 
the same time, has resulted in the impossibility of keeping an eye on 
a wider horizon, in which education, in addition to the creation of 
specific material skills, can also contemplate the cultivation of skills 
for human development (Villarini, 2001).
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Starting from this diagnosis, our purpose has been to describe a recon-
ceptualization of the act of thinking critically, and to include sensitive 
and situated categories, in such a way that thinking has a clear impact 
on the public world. We have tried to show how the commitment to the 
formation of critical individuals requires a varied approach to what we 
have understood so far as “critical thinking.”   Kant’s concept of reflec-
tive judgment, interpreted by Hannah Arendt, and its appropriations 
by Dewey and Adorno, offer an explicit approach of philosophy con-
cerning the act of thinking critically. From there, the question about 
philosophy’s willingness to partner with other forms of knowledge and 
human experience was raised. Thus, in dialogue with transdisciplinary 
visions, we found that critical thinking is not restricted to a cognitive 
vision limited to logical, formal conditions of thought. How then can 
a new definition of critical thinking be introduced without risking lin-
guistic abstractions?

According to the theoretical approach of this research, a different path 
was drawn, one where our way of thinking is situated, and places us 
amongst other fallible and vulnerable individuals. Based on the above, 
the theoretical framework proposes the “categories of the sensitive in 
critical thinking,” which complement traditional concepts with a rela-
tional and situated perspective, and can be useful in challenging situa-
tions. Particularly relevant is the contribution of Bermúdez (2015) on 
critical thinking tools, which establishes criteria for determining when 
thinking is effectively critical. Understanding critical thinking from 
these categories allows us to move from “rationality” to “reasonability.” 
From there, as Thayer-Bacon suggests, the implications and the ethical 
and political commitments of those who think critically, coming from 
their affections, feelings, and bodies, are traced.

On the other hand, the contributions from the empirical work showed 
that a truly relational and inclusive theoretical framework requires re-
search methods and the active involvement of teachers. For this reason, 
all reflection on critical thinking requires working alongside teachers 
as partners, rather than subjects. If teachers understand why discussions 
are important, and they promote a dialogue aimed at understanding the 
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problem, this will positively impact students performance and motiva-
tion. Thus, teachers can reflectively explore their ways of approaching 
critical thinking and, by doing so, they will be exploring themselves. 
The question is how to ensure that teaching and learning practices re-
main inherently linked to critical thinking, rather than imposing a 
vision on it? It is important to work with teachers by making them 
part of the project as a whole. This demands a continuous interest in 
exploring alternatives where a critical-relational logic is present in all 
activities.

A theoretical framework on critical thinking must not only be shared 
with teachers, but must be designed with them. In accordance to this, 
it is necessary to start with participatory questions and explorations 
that allow contextualizing the development of critical thinking. In this 
way, pegadogical and curricular innovations can take place in order to 
positively impact the quality of education, in the spheres where these 
agents are immersed. The next step of our journey is a critical thinking 
laboratory, where the use of narratives, experiences, readings and con-
tents will be oriented towards working with teachers, in order to shape 
and promote critical thinking in the development of a curriculum proj-
ect for philosophy. There, their personal experiences will be essential, 
because experience will allow them to offer their views, to gather in-
formation, and share how they are implementing critical thinking in 
learning activities and specific evaluation. Subsequently, a curriculum 
for philosophy teaching will be designed from the perspective present-
ed in this book, in order to develop critical thinking and highlight the 
importance of philosophy in education.

For centuries, Philosophy was the basis of human education. From 
ancient times up to the end of Modernity, its teaching prevailed in 
all educational systems. However, with the development of empirical 
science and new technologies, the significance of philosophy in teach-
ing and learning processes has suffered a steep decline. It is evident, as 
Nussbaum noted, that the contemporary world, given the social, eco-
nomic, and ethical challenges, demands critical thinkers. It is essential 
to involve students, progressively and gradually, in critical thinking, 
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so that they can significantly increase their ability to learn to think 
for themselves. However, education in recent times favors tools such 
as “critical reading” training to respond to this challenge. The truth 
is that both philosophy and humanities, disciplines that foster critical 
thinking, have been ignored for too long. This investigation is com-
mitted to recovering philosophy’s place. In the words of Zuleta (2010), 
“a philosophical education must emphasize its formative nature. That 
means that the teaching of what we call ‘subjects’ must tend to occur 
philosophically, that is, in the form of thought, and not as a set of in-
formation (p. 63).

In the Colombian context, the Ministry of National Education (2010) 
sees philosophy as an indispensable resource to promote critical think-
ing: “In relation to human development, philosophy is responsible for 
promoting critical thinking as a competency for thinking autonomous-
ly, promoting communication as a privileged form of social interaction, 
and favoring the creativity of the student” (p. 24). The Ministery also 
considers that it is necessary to teach students to think critically, as 
this allows emancipation, decision-making based on solidly grounded 
criteria, and an enriched ability to evaluate one’s thoughts. In addition, 
critical thinking fosters in students the thirst for interdisciplinary and 
integrated knowledge, and offers them greater possibilities to trans-
form contexts. When people ask questions and seek answers in a free 
manner, and when they have the attitudes and necessary skills to solve 
daily conflicts in a balanced and sensitive way, it is because there is a 
democracy that offers them the possibility of thinking critically and of 
expressing themselves (Jaramillo and Murillo, 2013). It is also ideal to 
undertake ideological, critical, and ethical practices in the classroom, 
re-signify the conditions for the exchange of ideas and feelings among 
students, and strengthen their ability to think and feel critically (Freire, 
1993).

Finally, we are convinced that our understandings of a certain reality 
determine the actions we undertake to maintain or transform it. Like-
wise, any internal transformation of a system, in this case the individ-
ual, generates changes in its broader structures. In this sense, change, 
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slow and constant, is due to small personal transformations on ideas and 
concepts that find a reflection, recognition, and impact on social reality. 
When exploration takes the form of a question, sensitivity finds its role 
in itself; and reflection, with respect to itself and others, will open up 
the way for ideas and action. This, in turn, fosters encounters and pro-
motes spaces, in which we are, at the same time, apprentices and teach-
ers. In this way, every process of change and sustainable transformation 
starts with reflective processes and the recognition of the other. It is 
necessary to rescue the role of each critical individual in the transforma-
tion of their own social conditions.

We need concepts that foster sensitivity, reflective disposition, and di-
alogic practices based on values   such as solidarity, tolerance, respect, 
compassion, and their expressions in the fields of justice, rights, and 
the possibility of resisting the status quo. Dialogue and reflection are 
fundamental tools to reflect on the type of citizens we want, both, to 
be and to educate, in this context, and to decide which practices can 
be implemented, on a daily basis, in order to think and feel with oth-
ers. Ultimately, the purpose of developing critical thinking through 
philosophy teaching is to promote a reflective, ethical, open, and situ-
ated awareness; and, to examine the collective stories of our historical 
tradition, in dialogue with our constructed personal identity, in order 
to re-signify experiences, and face current challenges. In addition, the 
project highlights the importance of spaces, methods, and didactics 
that facilitate the awareness process and promote a reflective will to-
ward transformation.

This project has been constructed as a dialectical inquiry, that is, an 
exploration based on dialogue between theories, teachers, and our own 
teaching and personal experiences. This has allowed us to examine, in 
depth, the act of thinking critically as a way of life, on the basis of more 
humanized and reflective ways of relating to what we are and what we 
can be. We know that education continues to be the means for this 
practice to materialize and deliver concrete initiatives for transform-
ing our ways of being with others. Our commitement to building a 
curriculum for the promotion of critical thinking through philosophy 
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teaching continues to offer us a challenging and exciting journey, where 
other people, schools, and institutions are expected to participate. Its 
value and potential can also be seen in the multiple perspectives we 
shall build together. Finally, critical thinking activities will be vital for 
education and the public world, in order to foster reflection and recog-
nition of the other in its uniqueness, particularly in the context of the 
post-conflict and looking towards reconciliation. Philosophy, as an ex-
amined way of life, contributes in this way, and, from its own context, 
to the transformation of society.
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ANNEXES

Meeting Spaces: A Series of Workshops Concerning Critical 
Thinking Skills through the Use of Guided Laboratory Activities11

During the process that led to the initial structure of the research, we had 
the opportunity to meet with Professor Ángela Calvo de Saavedra of the 
Faculty of Philosophy at Universidad Javeriana. We shared with her our 
views on a project aimed at examining the concept of critical thinking. In 
that first meeting, we agreed that our proposal would go beyond a cogni-
tive vision of the possible scope of critical thinking, without ignoring the 
contributions that the Ministry of National Education has made on the 
teaching of philosophy and the various conceptions that have been raised 
on critical thinking, in particular, the set of intellectual skills that had 
been specifically defined in the DELPHI project.

Thus, the conversation with Ángela opened up a new territory for us, since 
the interpretation and understanding of “critical thinking” does not de-
pend only on the elements provided by an exclusively cognitive perspec-
tive, but also implies an encounter between the human cognitive condition 
and its ethical and political concerns. There, we understood that the theo-
retical framework of our research project should be guided by two basic 
questions: To what extent should our theoretical proposal be a space to 
build a life worth living? Is it possible to think of reasonable living condi-
tions within a pluralistic society?

Schools, perhaps motivated by exogenous obligations, have generated 
learning processes that are measured through standards that do not re-
spond to individual expectations, or to what is expected of a person who 

11 This text was prepared with the collaboration of  Katty Karolay Alzamora 
Santander. At the time of  writing of  she is a Research Assistant for the Develop-
ment of  Critical Thinking and Philosophy Teaching project, funded by the Promi-
gas Foundation, a member of  the CIDHUM research group of  the Universidad del 
Norte, and a student of  the Social Development MA from the same university. She 
was selected for young researcher COLCIENCIAS in its 761 2016 selection.
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thinks critically. In these standards, the development of critical thinking is 
reduced to strategies for the improvement of critical reading. This understand-
ing led us to argue that reflection, understood as a manifestation of critical 
thinking, should rather accentuate the place that practical rationality has in 
the formation of people who think about their culture, their environment, and 
their own life in different ways. When critical thinking is especially focused on 
the evaluation of cognitive skills, teachers and schools privilege a monological 
rationality that eventually ends up cloistered in itself.

Conversely, Angela reminded us that thinking is basically a dialogic construc-
tion with others. “Learning to give reasons” is an event where reason makes 
itself available to encounter “the other”. That is to say, through dialogue, we 
set out to explore the way we think and to discover how the capacities of 
our reason can be diversified. Through dialogue, we reveal ourselves as indi-
vidualities that, in their particularity, in their narratives, in their expressions 
and emotions, are recognized as vulnerable. We can see, therefore, that critical 
thinking offers an opportunity to highlight the importance of moral sensitiv-
ity in the configuration of an ideal of public reason. This project poses new 
horizons for the encounter and recognition of the other, in awareness of one’s 
own vulnerability, within the framework of a pluralistic society.

“As long as you don’t feel with your heart, there are no conditions for learning,” 
said Angela. Therefore, we think that our idea of   critical thinking responds to 
a conjunction between rational capacities, the recognition of emotions, the 
assessment of moral sensitivity, and the definition of spaces for meeting with 
the other. In that sense, the categories of the sensitive in critical thinking are 
considered as an alternative definition of the conditions of possibility for a 
person to think critically.

Despite this perspective, which allowed us to define the theoretical horizon of 
our proposal, we dealt, internally, with an inconsistency12. On September 28, 
2016, we requested Professor Rosario Jaramillo to advice us in the develop-
ment of a workshop with the participating professors, particularly due to her 
experience working with teachers. The initial idea was to receive her support 

12 The inconsistency refers to a methodological distraction. The "categories of  
the sensitive" were defined based on the theoretical review we did on critical thinking, 
without a parallel discussion with the participating teachers. Given this situation, Rosa-
rio Jaramillo suggested that the theoretical framework be discussed with the teachers, 
which led to the idea of  the meeting spaces materialized in the workshops that will be 
presented below.
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in raising awareness about the importance of the development of critical think-
ing in students, and to establish a dialogue between our approach to critical 
thinking and the formation of citizenship-related competencies. However, af-
ter the workshop and its evaluation, Rosario pointed out an inconsistency: the 
theoretical framework  had not been collectively built with the professors who 
participated in it.

At that time, we thought about carrying out a “critical thinking laboratory,” 
in which, through various strategies, we could work with the participating 
teachers on the general lines of the theoretical proposal and, above all, care-
fully examine the elements that define “the categories of the sensitive” as new 
ways of understanding critical thinking. In other words, the workshops would 
not only offer us insights on the understanding of the teachers regarding their 
notions about critical thinking, but they would also offer a chence to test the 
validity of the “categories of the sensitive.” Based on this idea, we outlined the 
following specific objectives:

• To understand and to identify the categories of critical thinking in the 
notions of teachers, according to their views and classroom practices.

• To understand and to identify the categories of critical thinking in tea-
chers’ experiences in the classroom, according to their views and practices.

• To outline classroom practices oriented toward an alternative vision for 
critical thinking with the help of the teachers.

The laboratory was planned in six participatory workshops addressed to el-
ementary and high school teachers. The goal was, for each teacher, to present 
design proposals as a means of implementing classroom experiences by focus-
ing on the mutual contributions.

WORKSHOPS

The structure of the workshops was defined on the basis of the identification 
of a problem which guided their development. This led to the exploration of 
certain notions that the participating teachers might have about the relation-
ship between critical thinking and the conceptualization of the “categories of 
sensitivity”. The following workshops were proposed:
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Workshop 1: ”Among All”

The first workshop was held during a meeting between researchers and teach-
ers. It included the results of the exploratory phase of the project. The idea 
behind this meeting was to agree on the original approaches that would allow 
constructing a joint reflection on critical thinking, based on the results of the 
exploratory phase and on the categories of critical thinking proposed from the 
theoretical body of research. The activities sought to encourage dialogue and 
the exchange of ideas among participants. The definition of concepts, with 
their corresponding references and correlations, was broadened from this ex-
perience.

Workshop 2: “Corporality” and “Situated Cognition”

The purpose of this workshop was the generation of new relationships with, 
and through, the body, to discover other ways of thinking about ourselves 
and our links with others. The activity sought to promote the recognition of 
the body, not exclusively as a material condition of existence with personal 
and individual attributes, but as something that responds to the possibility 
of building conceptual and political encounters in social spaces. In this sense, 
this session was an exploration to learn, and to establish, dialogues that are not 
necessarily expressed orally, through the body. Besides that, touching, listen-
ing, and attentive observation are ways of “verbalizing” from which a “dia-
logue” can be established. The body appears as a place of manifestation or as an 
expression of experiences, situations, and sensations in particular conditions, 
alongside other bodies that also speak and express themselves. Thus, the differ-
ences between the recognized bodies generate a space for an exchange through 
dialogue, where, despite the differences, interesting alternatives to encounter 
the other are manifested.

The workshop instructor, an expert dancer, prepared all participants to acti-
vate the body, awakening their individual sensorial capacity, the recognition of 
their own bodies, their needs, and their tensions. In other words, he generated 
a series of provisions to ensure the recognition of the space and context where 
the meeting was taking place, the scene of the encounter. He opened the win-
dow for facilitating the act of listening in order to feel and experience along 
with others. This workshop situated us within the body, a body accompanied 
by others, a body that dwells among others and is recognized by recognizing 
those who accompany it.
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Workshop 3: “Moral sensitivity”

What is being normal? What is difference? How do we understand each per-
son as a unique individual and different from others? People weave social re-
lationships and, consequently, social spaces where each individual occupies a 
specific space, under particular conditions. Life is made up of certain experi-
ences that contribute to the configuration of individuality that the diversity 
of experience also makes possible. This third session sought to be a moment of 
self-recognition upon the recognition of others, who live and experience their 
own condition of vulnerability. In the encounter, emotions got involved as an 
inclusive rationality through which we can recognize the existence of other 
ways to know. Any abstract categorization of knowledge is avoided. On the 
contrary, it is undoubtedly understood that knowledge finds its roots in the 
body, in an embodied approach. Throughout the session, different perspectives 
were discussed on what it means to recognize ourselves as vulnerable beings 
in social spaces, and the way that helps us rethink the idea of living in society. 
This workshop allowed us to establish relationships in which we do not simply 
meet others, but we are precisely together with others. In the workshop exer-
cises, theater pieces and dramatizations proposed by the workshop facilitator 
were explored.

Workshop 4: “Reflexivity”

Reflection is an opportunity to turn to ourselves. To ask ourselves who we are 
and what life we lead, beyond an intimate and personal perspective. It implies 
the generation of a moment where reflection is a way of awakening, in order 
for us to be recognized as social individuals. To turn to oneself implies the for-
mulation of a judgment about one’s own existence, to be open to questions that 
may not be answered objectively, but which undoubtedly open a spectrum for 
personal knowledge. Reflection allows us to inquire about various issues based 
on the experience of life: is living something that can be learned or taught? 
Does the affirmation of life depend on a disciplinary structure, on a particular 
learning, on an individual experience? This workshop was the opportunity to 
foster a critical reflection of people’s lives. Short readings were conducted dur-
ing the sessions where teachers engaged through a set of exercises. In addition, 
participants were invited to draw and write.
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Workshop 5: “Imagination and Curiosity”

In early childhood, the children create and respond to their world poetically, 
by building worlds to play with where they freely deconstruct, in order to 
imagine new worlds. Their environment is magical, and completely plastic. A 
child’s creative and artistic ability is the result of a faculty that, at that time, 
is still not limited or constrained by the concerns of adult life. In this meet-
ing, the workshop aimed at the awakening of our inner child. The facilitator 
focused on stimulating participants’ imagination and curiosity. Imagination is 
a faculty that can be useful in approaching the mentality of other people and 
different ways of feeling. It gives rise to what is colloquially known as “to put 
yourself in someone else’s shoes.” Curiosity is the starting point for inquiry, the 
capacity to be amazed that fosters knowledge. This session was led by an expert 
in game-based learning. This approach offered various possibilities and alter-
natives. Imagination and curiosity played a fundamental role in this activity.

Workshop 6: “Alterity and Cosmopolitanism”

The other, whom I do not know, whom I meet every day, is in a permanent 
search for his/her radical singularity. Likewise, the “I,” in its own right, rec-
ognizes itself in that exercise. This workshop turned out to be a synthesis of 
the previous meetings: a possibility for encountering others and be aware of 
one’s acts. This consideration towards the understanding and reception of the 
other, without ignoring his/her differences, results in some ethical-political 
positions, in a world where difference is understood as a reception area and 
recognition of all forms of homogenization, determined by society. The last 
workshop provided a entirely new perspective where mutual benevolence, hos-
pitality, and solidarity occurred. During the development of the workshop, 
participants were shown a series of photographs of various artists, such as Di-
ane Arbus. The photographs were a pretext to initiate dialogue. Participants 
were then invited to make photographic records with their mobile devices to 
be exhibited at the end of the session. The camera lens appeared as an exten-
sion of the gaze, playing with the invisibly visible, and providing material to 
understand and analyze the nuances of observation. The exercise also involved 
drawing activities where participating teachers could make their own interpre-
tations of various situations proposed during the development of the workshop 
(see Annex 2).
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Workshop Results

The following table summarizes the main contributions of the participants in 
the workshops. These ideas show how the participating teachers were internal-
izing their conceptions of critical thinking and the importance that they gave 
to this way of thinking from their particular lifestyles.

Workshop 1 Initially, the participating professors associated critical thinking 
with a series of “mental abilities” [PP1] * that allow people to 
build “a perspective of their world” [PP1]. For that to be possible, 
the individual is required to learn to “reason in an orderly manner” 
[PP2], which implies establishing relationships between various 
elements and building inferences from those relationships, in order 
to make an interpretation of the experiences, of the context, the facts 
of the world and, thus, achieve a “positive transformation” [PP2]. 
Undoubtedly, critical thinking has a “social” dimension [PP3], which 
is precisely responsible for how critical thinking is understood. When 
this happens, “schemes are broken to analyze and propose, from the 
aesthetic and human sensibility ... common ground (...) and ways of 
action” [PP4].

* This refers to the written records of  one of  the participants during the devel-
opment of  the workshop. PP refers to the intervention made by a participant 
teacher during the workshop, the (X) to the identification of  each teacher ac-
cording to the conventions defined by research assistants in the accompaniment 
during the workshops.

Workshop 2 The innovation of the second workshop was how teachers moved 
from an external relationship to an intimate relationship with critical 
thinking. They discovered that personal discovery is a good way to 
learn to “know others” [PP1] without prejudice. It is the opportunity 
to “make judgments from a sensitive position” [PP2]. In that 
scenario, the opportunity to make sense of “each experience to make it 
meaningful” is offered [PP2]. It means that critical thinking translates 
as a form of expression, where individuals “free themselves from all 
ties, and express their feelings” [PP3]. In addition, critical thinking 
is an opportunity to highlight the importance of the relationship of 
individuals with their own body. It is, in other words, “an experience 
that reveals the close relationship between our body and our mental 
and emotional self” [PP5]. The expression of thought implies the 
recognition of an imperative: “I must know myself and, therefore, the 
way my body feels and expresses itself” [PP9].
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Workshop 4 School has demonstrated, as a common and general practice, that 
students express their ideas through writing. In classroom practice, 
taking notes, writing reviews, essays, reports, practical exercises, 
among others, are promoted. The participant teachers stated that, 
they were able to “break down preconceptions.” [PP1] There are other 
ways for thought to be activated, especially if the aim is to recognize 
there is a space for sensitivity within it. As one of them said, “to 
think critically, you have to know yourself, you have to be sensitive” 
[PP9]. Without that recognition, there would be no elements to 
teach “our students to know each other” [PP10]. This process requires 
certain provisions for assessment: learning to “look at oneself” [P6], 
“recognizing that my body feels and expresses itself” [PP9], “listening 
carefully” [PP1], among others.

Workshop 5 Many people consider critical thinking an orderly way of thinking 
rationally. According to this perspective, for example, the importance 
of properly applying inference laws is emphasized so that the rational 
ordering is in accordance with a logical procedure. In the workshop, 
the participating professors discovered a relevant element for the 
development of critical thinking: “creativity is an important part in 
students’ training because it helps to promote multiple diverse forms 
of intelligence” [PP5]. Creativity, curiosity, and imagination, thereby 
contribute to making learning more meaningful. This promotes the 
development of critical thinking [cf. PP9]. The classroom cannot be 
understood only as a place for instruction. It is, first and foremost, a 
relational sphere where “playing can be seen as an interesting learning 
strategy” [PP7]. In line with this, another teacher affirmed: “Playing 
drives the development of critical thinking significantly” [PP11].

Workshop 6 Workshops, as a whole, helped the participating teachers transform 
their conceptions on critical thinking. After the first meetings, 
even before the workshops began, their idea that critical thinking 
was the same as critical reading was left aside. Perhaps the most 
significant transformation was that they ceased to exclusively associate 
critical thinking to a cognitive ability or skill. “linear orderly 
thinking was left aside in order to look at situations from another 
perspective” [PP9]. In that sense, they found that critical thinking is 
an opportunity to reflect, from experience itself, on new significant 
scenarios for encountering others. It is, as one of them stated, an 
opportunity to “connect my feelings with someone else’s” [PP4]. 
That implies, among other factors, recognizing that the condition of 
equality is constructed mainly in spaces where difference is valued 
and recognized. In other words, “a disposition towards understanding 
others as a complement, but not as identical, is adopted” [PP5].
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The following shows how, through the analysis of teachers’ discourse, the con-
cept of “categories of the sensitive” as forms of interpretation of critical think-
ing was enriched, and how teachers were transforming their conceptions in 
accordance with their ideas on   critical thinking. It can be inferred that the 
“cognitive concept of critical thinking,” that is, the development of mental 
abilities to build forms of sequential reasoning, is enriched with a sensitive 
perspective of thought, where encountering others allows us to think in vari-
ous ways, in order to understand the world, as well as the social reality. Other 
schemes show how the “categories of the sensitive” are being interpreted dif-
ferently depending on the elements provided by the workshops.
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Scheme 1
Connections between the cognitive vision and the 

sensitive perspective in critical thinking

Critical thinking
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Individual and 
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Reflexivity

Development 
of mental abilities
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Inferences

World

is related to
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Between

About

Openness

make visible

is expressed

projected in understood as
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Scheme 2
“Corporality and situated cognition” workshop results

Critical thinking

Sensitive

The body

Means of expression
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Body 
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Judgments from a sensitive perspective
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individual’s body
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Expression of feelings, 
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through

Enables

Values Values Values

has
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Scheme 3
“Moral sensitivity” workshop results

Critical thinking
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With With before
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Scheme 4
“Imagination and curiosity” workshop results
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Scheme 5
“Alterity and cosmopolitanism” workshop results

Critical thinking
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Scheme 6
Conceptualization of critical thinking at the end of the workshops

Critical thinking
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interpretation
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To conclude the sessions that were conducted in the laboratory, we present the 
ideas proposed by the participating professors when asked about their notions 
about critical thinking after the workshop experience.

PP [1] Critical thinking notions
1 “After this experience, I see critical thinking in a different way. First, 

I understood it as the ability to question (formulating questions) in 
the basis of observation, readings or to simply provide feedback. Now, 
I define critical thinking from different angles, such as … the ability to 
accept different aspects of the same issue, but in a critical way (trying to 
recognize them and not question them). It is… developing the capacity to 
know, understand and recognize the other, their actions or contexts. I also 
define critical thinking as the ability to put ourselves in someone else’s 
shoes.”

2 “I understand it as a process to develop an external and internal reflection 
on the world, in an analytical and critical way, respecting each other’s 
points of view, which makes it more enriching and not limiting.”

5 “Critical thinking is a skill that allows analyzing, assessing, issuing 
partial or impartial judgments, depending on the context, the object, and 
the available resources [in] the subject and [in] the object that will be 
subjected to this process through the five senses.”

6 “It is the analytical capacity that human beings have to observe, interpret, 
and link their ideas, often taking their reality as a pretext. There is 
always an object that is known, and a subject that initiates the action of 
interpreting. Human beings reason when they think. You must always use 
logical thought in any human action.”

7 “Critical thinking is the ability of human beings to observe their 
surroundings in a reflective way. To look at each circumstance with the 
eyes of reason. [Being] more critical is [being] more reasonable, more 
creative, more real, more comprehensive, more me, more them.”

8 “[It is] the application of the acquired knowledge throughout life in 
specific situations, in a clear and commited way.”

9 “It is a way of reasoning in an orderly manner, where some elements can 
be analyzed, relationships can be established between them, in order 
to draw useful conclusions, within a given context, and these can be 
expressed constructively. [It is a process] influenced by who I am and what 
I feel, by my experiences.”

10 “Critical thinking is understood as the possibility of reasoning, reflecting, 
analyzing, synthesizing ideas, expressing our perspectives about a topic.”

1 Participating teachers 3, 4 and 11 could not attend the ending session due to dif-
ferent circumstances.
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In the opinion of the participating teachers, we must continue the validation 
process with them in order to reflect on the particular conditions, characteris-
tics and intentions that are included in the “categories of the sensitive” in order 
to resignify critical thinking13. Therefore, before undertaking the next phase, 
the design and development of a philosophy curriculum focused on critical 
thinking, we must conduct and additional workshop in line with the first one, 
to further deepen the understanding and definition of these categories.

13 As previously mentioned, we didn’t include the participating teachers in the 
formulation process of  the “categories of  the sensitive”. In fact, Rosario Jaramillo 
was responsible for noting this methodological inconsistency. Workshops have been 
useful because, as researchers, we need to learn about the notions of  critical thinking 
in practice, and we can succeed only by working together and talking with teachers. 
Hence, we are aware of  the importance of  these workshops, as they have become a 
space for meeting others in which we validate our theoretical findings through their 
life experience.
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