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There are two popular views regarding the origin of critical
thinking: (1) The concept of critical thinking began with Socrates
and his Socratic method of questioning. (2) The term ‘critical
thinking’ was first introduced by John Dewey in 1910 in his book
How We Think. This paper argues that both claims are incorrect.
Firstly, critical reflection was a distinguishing characteristic of the
Presocratic philosophers, setting them apart from earlier traditions.
Therefore, they should be recognized as even earlier pioneers of
critical thinking. Secondly, John Dewey not only used the term
‘critical thinking” before 1910, but there were also other authors
who used it before him. The meaning of ‘critical thinking’ at the
turn of the twentieth century was shaped by various traditions of
linguistic usage, including literary criticism, science and medicine,
and Kantian philosophy.
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19 Introduction to the Study of Philosophy

20, William M. Thayer (1820-1898)
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22, A Short History of Free Thought
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23, Hugo Miinsterberg (1863-1916)

24 Atlantic Monthly

25, Productive Scholarship in America

26, George Trumbull Ladd (1842-1921)
27. Elements of Physiological Psychology
28 Introduction to Philosophy
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1. Here are a few randomly chosen examples: Burbach, Matkin, and Fritz (2004), Wang (2017),
Von Colln-Appling and Giuliano (2017), Ryen (2020). There are some, such as Tan (2017), who
argue that there is a Confucian conception of critical thinking. Although Confucius was born
earlier than Socrates, arguably the modern concept of critical thinking is very much based on
the Anglo-European tradition. In any case, I propose that we can trace critical thinking back to
the Pre-Socratic philosophical tradition, which began before Confucius.

2. Here are some papers endorsing the claim that Dewey introduced the term ‘critical thinking "
Dixon et al. (2005), Buckley et al. (2015), Yilong and Jia (2023). The only exception I could
find was a philosophy blog post by Paul Raymont (Raymont, 2016), mentioning Thayer and
Ladd, whom I will discuss later in this paper.

3. According to Sassi (2018), there was little explicit methodological reflections concerning
epistemology among the first lonians (Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes) (p.111), but she
agreed that ‘the Presocratics’ inquiry adopts a critical attitude from the beginning’ (p.63).

4. The databases I have consulted include Google Books, The Internet Archive, The HathiTrust
Collection, The British Newspaper Archive at the British Library website, and Early English
Books online.

5. Dewey (1900) presented similar ideas, discussing reflection and the role of an ‘inquiring and
critical attitude’, but he did not use the term ‘critical thinking’ there.

6. Busby’s Lucretius (1815, p. 505).

7. Notices in the life of the Rev. Dr Smith of Washington, Pennsylvania, United States, America
(1845, p. 461).

8. Marlow’s (1877).

9.E. G. (1831, p. 493).

10. Two Mistakes (1892, p. 236).

11. See for example G.4. and J. S. (1879, p. 448) and Fischer (1883, p. 232).

12. See Merritt (2018) for insightful discussion of the constitutive and normative role of
reflection in Kant’s philosophy.

13. See for example Hume (1891, p. 9). George Trumbull Ladd is another example, to be
discussed below.
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14. See Aherne (2018) for more detailed discussion of Coleridge’s influence on Dewey.

15. Based on statistics from the Google Books Ngram Viewer (assessed Sept 20,
2023). 1942 was the year when the term ‘critical thinking’ began to overtake
‘reflective thinking’ in frequency.

16. As reported by Ethics of Success (1893).

17. See Robertson (1899), p. 15 and p. 111.

18. Bryn Mawr College (1894, p. 84).

19. Oberlin Theological Seminary (1898, p. 29).
20. Fleming (1922), p.72.

21. Farrand (1899) contains a report of the conference.
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