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What is critical 
thinking… 

 Some writers and philo-
sophers have approach defining 
it broad strokes: Robert Ennis, 
who spent six decades writing 
about the topic, claimed that 
critical thinking is simply 
“reasonable reflective thinking 
that is focused on deciding what 
to believe or do.” (1991, p. 8). 
Similarly, Sharon Bailin and her 
colleagues identified only three 
characteristics that make 
thinking critical: (1) it is done to 
determine what to believe about 
something; (2) the thinker is 
trying to meet some standards 
of adequacy in their thinking; 
and (3) the thinker does meet 
those standards to an appro-
priate degree (1999). 

Others have focused more 
specifically on critical thinking 
as applied to argumentation. 

Mark Battersby, for example, 
defines it as “the ability and 
inclination to assess claims and 
arguments” (2016, p. 7), and 
stresses the importance of 
evaluating evidence to expose 
false claims. Regardless of 
whether the definition is generic 
or specific, though, most writers 
agree that critical thinking is a 
habit that requires practice to 
master. 

 
…and why should you 
give a fuck? 

Far from a bourgeois 
ideology, critical thinking is a 
necessary tool for anarchists. 
Anarchism demands that indi-
viduals be able to think 
accurately and effectively. From 
being able to spot exploitative 
power structures to under-
standing the minutiae of 
alternative economic theories, 
anarchism is far more than just 

tossing pipe bombs at cop cars. 
Even the most aware anarchist 
is in danger of falling for mis-
information, conspiracy the-
ories, and cults of personality—
and before you think you’re 
immune, remember that you 
have identical brain structures 
to the people who fall for it all 
the time. To avoid those traps, 
anarchists need to be able to 
think for themselves. When 
done right, critical thinking is a 
necessary step in the path to 
liberated, individual thinking. 
 
Here’s the plan 

There’s a longstanding de-
bate about whether critical 
thinking skills are generalizable 
(in that there is a single skillset 
that applies to all areas of 
inquiry) or if it’s domain-specific 
(in that each discipline—math, 
science, history, philosophy, 
etc.—has its own set of critical 

thinking skills). I’m choosing to 
split the difference. In Part One, 
we’ll address two generalizable 
skills: first, we’ll discuss 
evidence gathering and assess-
ment, and second, we’ll talk 
about heuristics, biases, and 
fallacies. In Part Two, I’ll pre-
sent a guide to critical thinking 
specifically designed for anar-
chists, based on Daniel 
Willingham’s 2019 paper “How 
to Teach Critical Thinking.” 
Willingham outlines four steps 
that should be taken when 
teaching critical thinking about 
any topic: first, identify what 
“critical thinking” means in that 
domain; second, identify the 
knowledge that is necessary for 
each understanding of critical 
thinking; third, create a se-
quence in which that knowledge 
should be learned; and fourth, 
revisit and relearn. With that, 
let’s get started. 

First things first 



 
 
 
  

PART
ONE 

GENERALIZABLE 
SKILLS 



When assessing any pro-
position, argument, or problem, 
a good thing to ask is: how good 
is the evidence? Every ar-
gument requires evidence: if 
someone were to claim that 
leprechauns are real, we 
shouldn’t take their claims at 
face value. Rather, we should 
ask for the proof. After that, we 
should assess if the evidence 
they provide is adequate. 

In his book Is That a Fact? 
Mark Battersby divides the 
assessment process into two 
steps. First, ask if the evidence 
supports the determination. He 
uses the example of a letter to 
the editor published in Time, in 
which the author claims that 
her “85-year-old mother power-
walks two miles each day, drives 
her car (safely), climbs stairs, 
does crosswords, reads the daily 

paper and could probably beat 
[your columnist] at almost any-
thing.” Thus, so the writer 
believes, people in this era must 
be “living to a healthy and ripe 
old age” (2016, p. 14). As 
Battersby points out, however, 
just because the writer’s grand-
mother does these things does 
not mean that all elderly people 
can do these things—the pre-
mise does nothing to support the 
conclusion. Whether or not the 
evidence is true, you should be 
skeptical of an argument if the 
evidence doesn’t provide any 
basis for the conclusion. 

Second, you should ask if 
the evidence is credible. If the 
abovementioned writer had 
cited a study instead of using 
her own grandmother as an 
example, you should ask if the 
sample size was adequate and if 

the study was funded by 
organizations that may have an 
interest in promoting its con-
clusion. Or if she had cited a poll 
conducted among senior citi-
zens, you should pay attention 
to question bias (when the 
phrasing of the poll questions 
influences the responses) and 
context bias (when the context 
of the poll, such as a preliminary 
introduction by the researchers 
or the environment of the res-
ponder, influences the res-
ponses) (Battersby, 2016, pp. 
29 & 52). Above all, you should 
seek to verify that the infor-
mation being given to you is 
correct—if the premise is false it 
could point to an invalid or 
unfounded conclusion. 

Philosophical razors are 
rules of thumb that can be used 
to metaphorically “shave off” 
unlikely premises and con-
clusions. The principle of 
parsimony, for example, holds 
that explanations should be as 
simple as possible. The most 
famous formulation of it, 
Occam’s Razor, states that we 
should only accept the more 
complicated theory if the 
simpler one cannot explain the 
event (Battersby 2016, p. 23). If 
you hear a crash, walk upstairs, 
and see a baseball, broken glass, 

and a group of kids with bats 
and mitts running away, the 
most likely explanation is that 
they were playing baseball and 
hit a ball through your window. 
The theory that aliens broke 
your window and planted the 
baseball there to frame the 
innocent kids should likely be 
rejected unless the first ex-
planation doesn’t account for 
some aspect of the situation. 

Similarly, the Sagan Stan-
dard, attributed to Carl Sagan in 
his book Broca’s Brain, holds 
that extraordinary claims re-
quire extraordinary evidence 
(1979, p. 73). The claim that a 
new treatment will cure any 
type of cancer in less than 
twenty minutes requires much 
more proof than the claim that 
diet and exercise help you lose 
weight. There are many other 
philosophical razors in 
existence, but a word of caution: 
while razors provide good bases 
for ruling out bad arguments, 
they are not foolproof. Though it 
is overwhelmingly unlikely, 
perhaps aliens did plant that 
baseball, and that new 
treatment does cure cancer. So, 
while they may provide a quick-
and-easy method of detecting 
bullshit, they are not infallible. 

1. Evidence 



Heuristics 
Human beings (yourself 

included) are prone to biases, 
fallacies, and unclear thinking. 
The work of Amos Tversky and 
Daniel Kahneman (1974) 
showed that we tend to rely on 
quick rules of thumb, called 
heuristics, when making 
probability judgments. While 
useful when making quick 
decisions, heuristics are prone 
to error, as when one estimates 
the probability of a heart attack 
occurring among a certain age 
group based on how many people 
they know have had heart 
attacks. Who you know that has 
had a heart attack has no 
bearing on the actual percentage 
of people that do, similar to how 
Battersby’s writer assumed that 
all elderly people are fit and 
healthy because her grand-
mother is. 

Cass Sunstein (2005) 
extended Tversky and Kahne-
man’s work to include moral 
judgments, identifying a list of 
heuristics that tend to guide us 
when making ethical decisions. 
He includes, for example, the 
Betrayal Heuristic (in which an 
offense that includes a betrayal 
of trust is often judged as more 
immoral than one that does not 
include treachery, such as a 
close friend stabbing someone in 
the back rather than a known 
rival) and the Outrage Heuristic 
(in which most people’s judg-
ment of how harsh a punish-
ment should be is related to how 
outraged they are by the off-
ense). Like Tversky and Kahne-
man, he argues that these rules 
of thumb are prone to giving 
inconsistent or incorrect guid-
ance. One thing to watch out for 
when assessing claims (esp-

ecially your own claims!) is the 
underlying heuristics that the 
claimant is using. 
 
Biases 

A number of other cognitive 
biases exist, too. Confirmation 
bias is the tendency for indi-
viduals to unconsciously reject 
information that doesn’t align 
with their existing beliefs. As 
Margit Oswald and Stefan 
Grosjean put it, confirmation 
bias means that “information is 
searched for, interpreted, and 
remembered in such a way that 
it systematically impedes the 
possibility that the hypothesis 
can be rejected” (2004, p. 79). 

Framing effects occur 
when individuals draw different 
conclusions from the same 
information depending on how 
that information is presented. 
People are more likely to buy 

yogurt that is advertised as 
“92% fat free” than they are 
yogurt that is advertised as “8% 
full fat” even though they are 
the same product. This is 
because the advertiser is 
“framing” the first with positive 
language and the second with 
negative. Problematically, this 
means that “people will choose 
inconsistently in the sense of 
making different and opposed 
choices in decision problems 
that are essentially identical” 
(Kamm, 2007, p. 424)—in other 
words, how a problem is framed 
will affect what people decide to 
do about it, even though the 
framing doesn’t actually have 
anything to do with the problem. 

Finally, the illusory truth 
effect occurs when continued 
repetition of a claim causes it to 
seem truer than alternatives, 
even if it is false. First identified 

2. Heuristics 
                                       Biases 
                                                                  & Fallacies 



in a 1977 paper by Lynn 
Hasher, David Goldstein, and 
Thomas Toppino, they found 
that their test subjects rated a 
statement as more likely to be 
true if it was repeated to them 
rather than if they read it once. 
Importantly, this is a prominent 
reason why propaganda tech-
niques such as the Big Lie (like 
Trump’s claim that he won the 
2020 election) and the firehose 
of falsehood (like Trump’s 
constant and endless lying) 
work. 
 
Fallacies 

Unlike heuristics and 
biases, which affect how people 
process claims, fallacies are 
mistakes made in the reasoning 
behind claims. There are 
hundreds, but below are some of 
the more common ones: 
• Sweeping generalization – 

The arguer expands a 
specific case into a general 
principle that does not 
always apply. For example, 
claiming “People from that 
city are always rude” 
takes what may be true of 
some residents (rudeness) 
and generalizes it to all 
residents. 

• Begging the question – 
The arguer leaves out an 
important premise to their 
argument, usually because 
they assume that it is 
settled and does not need 
to be addressed. The claim 
“Killing an innocent per-
son is murder. Murder 
should be illegal. There-
fore, abortion should be 
illegal” leaves out the 
controversial premise 
“abortion is murder.” 

• Ad hominem – The arguer 
attacks the character of 
their opponent rather than 
discussing the issue at 
hand. For example, claim-
ing, “You don’t know 
anything about climate 
change, you’re too young 
and inexperienced” avoids 
engaging with the hypo-
thetical young person’s 

argument by dismissing it 
based on their youth. 

• Straw man – The arguer 
takes another’s argument, 
extends it to an extreme, 
and then easily dismisses 
it. This makes it seem as if 
the arguer succeeded in 
defeating the original ar-
gument, but they have only 
torn down the extended 
version of it. For example, 
the claim “My opponent 
wants to reduce carbon 
emissions. Clearly, what 
he really wants is to ban 
all cars and shut down 
factories” takes a reason-

able argument (reduce 
carbon emissions) and 
blows it up into an extreme 
not found in the original 
argument (banning all cars 
and shutting down fact-
ories). 

  



 
  

PART 
TWO 

DOMAIN-SPECIFIC 
SKILLS 



Now that we’ve covered 
some general critical thinking 
skills, let us turn to 
Willingham’s plan to teach 
domain-specific skills. The first 
step is to identify what critical 

thinking means for anarchists. 
So, what should anarchists be 
able to do with their thinking? 
While this list is by no means 
exhaustive, below are some 
ideas. 

 
Power & Hierarchy 

Key to an anarchist eval-
uation of the existing social 
norms is the identification of 
existing hierarchies. After all, 
one of the core axioms of 
anarchism is that people have 
no obligation to follow those in 
power (Crowder, 2005). This set 
of skills may include spotting 
classism/racism/sexism/able-
ism, identifying structural vio-
lence, and recognizing cults of 
personality. Bonus points for 
assessing the role of police, 
politicians, and judges in perp-
etuating injustice. 
 
Economics 

Economic theory is one of 
the cornerstones of anarchist 
thought. It is not only important 
to learn and understand anar-
chist models (anarcho-syn-
dicalism, anarcho-communism, 
etc.) but also to study the cap-
talist model that anarchism is 
working to overthrow. Skills in 
this area include the ability to 
discover and analyze labor ex-
ploitation and the basic know-
ledge required to understand the 
foundations of neoliberalism, 
communism, and socialism. 
 
 

Media 
Media can be both a tool of 

the state and a source of the 
truth. On the one hand is the 
corporate media that, as Peter 
Gelderloos has pointed out, 
exists only to “fatten the wallets 
of their executives and share-
holders” and maintain social 
control (2004). On the other is, 
well, this zine! Skills in this area 
include identifying propaganda, 
discovering the sources behind 
specific information and narra-
tives, and uncovering media 
bias in all of its forms (cf. 
Chomsky & Herman, 2002). 
 
Organization 

What’s the point of being an 
anarchist if you aren’t willing to 
act? Critical thinking skills in 
this area include identifying 
methods to engage with acti-
vists in other spheres, organ-
izing protests, and advocating 
for alternative systems. Also 
included in this area are skills 
related to the history and praxis 
of anarchism, especially learn-
ing from past and present 
successes and failures. 
  

1. Applications 



Now that the goals of 
anarchist thinking have been 
identified, the second step in the 
process is to gather the know-
ledge necessary to reach those 
goals. Every problem requires 
the requisite background infor-
mation in order to solve it. The 
example Willingham uses is a 
historical letter: to analyze a 
letter written by a sergeant 
before a battle, one needs to 
know the context in which the 
letter was written, the role of 
sergeants in the military, and 
knowledge of the war in general 
(2019). 

There is quite a bit of 
knowledge that is necessary for 
anarchists to think critically. 
Existing anarchist theory pro-
vides a solid foundation: a 
working knowledge of Bakunin, 
Kropotkin, Goldman, Zerzan, 
Marx, and others is indis-
pensable. With this theory in 
hand, anarchists can learn to 
identify exploitation, material 
and social inequalities, and the 
class-based structures inherent 

to capitalism. An understanding 
of the ideological details of 
fascism and other ideologies 
opposed to anarchism can help 
with spotting propaganda as 
well, especially if that propa-
ganda is particularly subtle (it 
doesn’t have to be the Two 
Minutes Hate to be propaganda). 

Familiarity with politics, 
news, and world events is also 
essential. The world has seen a 
resurgence of right-wing pop-
ulism recently that is threaten-
ing to undermine our collective 
rights. Any good anti-fascist 
should be able to discuss why it 
has arisen and how to address 
it. Knowledge about the strug-
gles of our trans, gay, disabled, 
BIPOC, and marginalized breth-
ren is likewise necessary to 
dismantle the barriers prevent-
ing us from full equality. 

This list is not complete and 
is only meant to point critical 
thinkers in the right direction. 
Remember, knowledge is power, 
and power begins with know-
ledge. 

Willingham’s third step is to 
identify the order in which 
skills should be learned. In 
most subjects, complex know-
ledge is built on a foundation of 
more basic information: musi-
cians learn scales before they 
learn to improvise, artists learn 
to draw basic shapes before they 
draw hands, and math students 
learn algebra before they learn 
calculus. While this sequence 
can be flexible (as it should be—
everyone learns information 
differently and at different 
rates), here is the sketch of a 
plan. 
 
Phase I: Foundations 

This includes learning about 
the core concepts of anarchism, 
such as anti-authoritarianism, 
liberty, solidarity, and direct ac-
tion. One should practice spot-
ting power structures in daily 
life, such as police presences 
and workplace managerial hier-
archies. This stage should also 
include practice identifying com-

mon statist and capitalist 
arguments. 

 
Phase II: Critique 

This phase begins applying 
anarchist ideas from Phase I to 
real-life situations. It includes 
critiquing capitalism, the state, 
and the media, analyzing the 
successes and failures of his-
torical examples of anarchism, 
and getting involved in collec-
tives, unions, and other groups 
in the anarchist milieu. 
 
Phase III: Praxis 

This phase is advanced 
practice. It includes tackling 
complex debates within anar-
chism (such as violence vs. 
pacifism and individualism vs. 
collectivism), critically assess-
ing both anarchist and non-
anarchist movements, evalu-
ating (and originating) tactics 
for organizing, and creating al-
ternative and anarchist media 
such as zines, papers, and teach-
ins. 

2. Content 3. Sequence 



Critical thinking is not 
something that one learns once 
and can simply use forever. 
Rather, it takes continual prac-
tice to cultivate. Willingham 
stresses that the fourth step is 
to revisit each critical thinking 
skill over time in order to 
master it. Oftentimes the app-
lication of these skills will 
change, as new questions and 
problems arise in which they are 
put into use. It helps, however, 
to be deliberate about putting 
these skills into practice. 

Engaging with fellow anar-
chists and others can help to 
keep critical thinking sharp. 
Start a reading group to discuss 
anarchist literature or regularly 
get together with non-anar-
chists to debate the merits of 
decentralized systems. Join a 
mutual aid organization in order 
to help others or plan a protest 
with other activists. The oppor-
tunities to interact with others 
are endless. 

Critical thinking skills can 
be honed individually as well. 

Regularly challenge your own 
assumptions and thought pro-
cessses when considering im-
portant questions or problems. 
Consider alternate scenarios to 
every solution you find and 
actively test your ideas in the 
real world. Resist accepting 
easy answers, and work to apply 
anarchist frameworks to daily 
life (like using prefigurative 
politics to imagine the world as 
it could be). 

Anarchists often rally a-
round the slogan “No gods, no 
masters.” While a great phrase, 
it shouldn’t mean “no thought” 
as well. In fact, anarchism de-
mands more thinking in order 
to work. Willingham may show 
how critical thinking can be 
taught, but anarchists must 
take those skills to go forth and 
build a world without domi-
nation. In order for this guide to 
be useful, it should be used—so 
please, go forward and practice 
these skills (for all of our sakes). 
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