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1.Introduction

Socrates was not the first philosopher in
the western tradition, but he was one of
the first philosophers to think critically
about social and ethical matters. As a
result of his thoroughgoing commitment
to the idea of using critical thinking to
guide one’s life, Socrates has been re-
ceiving accolades for the last two mil-
lennia. Socrates was, however, a dan-
gerous man. This fact, which is often
overlooked or ignored, was not lost on
Hegel, who believed that Socrates had
adestructive influence on Greek culture.
Peter Singer provides the following ac-
count of Hegel’s view of Socrates and
his influence on the early Greeks:

Hegel believed that in
ancient Greece individu-
als did not see themselves
as having interests sepa-
rate from those of their
community. This commu-
nal conception of self-in-
terest existed, according
to Hegel, because the
Greeks had not
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vet become aware of the
possibilities of individual
freedom and individual
self-consciousness.
Socrates was, in Hegel's
view, the pivotal figure in
making Athenians think
critically about what they
had taken for granted.
Hence, he was rightly re-
garded by the conserva-
tives as a dangerous sub-
versive: once the Socratic
questions had been
raised, they could not be
answered within the ac-
cepted framework of an-
cient Greek society.
(1993, p.36, my italics)

Singer evidently endorses Hegel’s inter-
pretation of Socrates, for he goes on to
claim that the critical thinking that
Socrates introduced into Athenian soci-
ety is necessarily destructive of a soci-
ety based on custom.

In western society, we may have to go
back to the ancient Athenians to find a
culture in which custom and community
were powerful concepts and in which
critical thinking played a negligible role.
However, if we extend our gaze beyond
the periphery of the western world, we
can see that there are cultures in exist-
ence today whose bonds of custom and
community have not yet been destroyed
by the Socratic tradition of critical think-
ing. If Singer is right in suggesting that
critical thinking is necessarily destruc-
tive of such cultures, then those who
teach critical thinking in non-western
contexts need to think carefully and criti-
cally about what they are doing.
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This paper is an attempt to do just that.
In particular, this paper addresses, and
attempts to answer, the questions of
whether, and to what extent, it is accept-
able to teach critical thinking in non-
western contexts. The rest of the paper
is organized as follows. In sections 2 and
3, I define critical thinking and summa-
rize the sorts of claims that are typically
used to justify the teaching of critical
thinking. In section 4, I critically evalu-
ate two objections to the teaching of criti-
cal thinking in non-western contexts. In
section 5, I argue that the claims that
are typically used to justify the teaching
of eritical thinking involve culturally spe-
cific assumptions. In section 6, I con-
clude with some remarks on the accept-
able and unacceptable applications of
critical thinking instruction in non-west-
ern contexts.

2. What is critical thinking?

Moore and Parker (1989) define critical
thinking as “the careful and deliberate
determination of whether to accept, re-
ject, or suspend judgement about a
claim” (p.3). They also assert that criti-
cal thinking involves several skills or
abilities, including the ability to listen and
read carefully, to evaluate arguments, to
look for and find hidden assumptions,
and to trace the consequences of a
claim. Similarly, Cederblom and Paulsen
(1991) define critical thinking as a col-
lection of procedures that enable one to
make decisions concerning what to be-
lieve, an ability that they contrast with
passive reading or listening and mere dis-
agreement (p.1). Though they do not, in
their definition, explicitly state which
skills are involved in critical thinking, the
content of their book makes it clear that
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they have the same sorts of skills in mind
as do Moore and Parker, skills such as
finding hidden assumptions, tracing con-
sequences, and evaluating arguments.

Thomson (1999) describes the follow-
ing three abilities as “important aspects
of critical thinking™: the ability to under-
stand and evaluate arguments, the abil-
ity to make well-reasoned decisions, and
the tendency to be fair-minded (p.2). She
also claims that there are certain distinct
skills involved in the assessment of ar-
guments and in good decision-making,
skills such as those described above: rec-
ognizing reasons, conclusions, and un-
stated assumptions, drawing conclusions,
appraising evidence, and analyzing
words, phrases, and concepts. Tamthai
(2000) does not define critical thinking
as such, but he does characterize what
is involved in the teaching of critical
thinking, and his characterization is very
much in keeping with the foregoing defi-
nitions. Thus, he claims that teaching
critical thinking is a matter of teaching
students how to carefully consider con-
clusions drawn from evidence, how to
derive various consequences of such
conclusions, and how to explore and
weigh alternatives to those conclusions
(p.191).

It would be easy to go on producing fur-
ther examples in this vein, but the fore-
going should suffice to demonstrate that
there is, if not complete consensus, at
least broad agreement over what criti-
cal thinking is and what skills or abilities
it involves. In particular, each of the au-
thors just mentioned regards critical
thinking as consisting of a set of skills
that enable one to evaluate arguments
and make rational decisions concerning
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what to believe or do. The specific skills
that these authors agree are involved in
critical thinking include the following:

1. recognizing reasons and
conclusions in written or
spoken communication,

. identifying hidden assump-
tions,

. tracing consequences,

4. evaluating claims against

evidence,

5. spotting fallacies,

6. weighing alternatives, and

7. clarifying terms.

2

(98]

Let us assume, then, that the primary
aim of critical thinking instruction is to
instill or foster the foregoing skills in stu-
dents. And let us now ask what further
purposes these skills might serve or why
it is thought that these skills are worth
teaching.

3. Why should we teach critical
thinking?

The full title of Moore and Parker’s 1989
text is Critical Thinking: Evaluating
Claims and Arguments in Everyday
Life. As the subtitle suggests, the book
is intended to promote an ability that will
help its readers in their everyday lives.
“The ability to think critically,” they write,
“is vitally important. In fact, our lives
depend on it, since the way we conduct
our lives depends on what claims we
believe—on what claims we accept”
(1989, p.3). The implication here is that
critical thinking is essential to rational
decision-making and the ability to make
rational decisions is necessary for one’s
very survival. In a similar, but slightly
more modest tone, Cederblom and
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Paulsen (1991) claim that critical think-
ing promotes substantial social values,
such as defense against our vulnerabil-
ity as citizens in a society increasingly
ruled by experts. Thus, they write that,
“Even though we might not be experts,
we can mitigate our status as amateurs
by honing our reasoning skills” (p.6).

Lipman (1991) also sees a connection
between critical thinking and self-de-
fense. Thus, he writes that, “whenever
we make a claim or utter an opinion, we
are vulnerable unless we can back it up”
(p.117). When our opinions come under
fire, to what do we appeal? In answer-
ing this question, says Lipman, we are
led to see that claims and opinions must
be supported by reasons. Closely con-
nected with the idea of one’s defense
against vulnerability is the idea of per-
sonal freedom or autonomy, and this is a
connection that Lipman (1991) makes
explicit when he writes that students must
be encouraged to become critical think-
ers “as a step towards their own au-
tonomy” (p.118).

The focus of Thomson’s 1999 text, Criti-
cal Reasoning in Ethics, is on the role
that critical thinking can play in resolv-
ing personal and social ethical dilemmas.
According to Thomson, critical thinking
is important because it enables one to
make ethical decisions for oneself,
which serves the additional goal of en-
abling one to take further control of one’s
life (1999, p.1). Brown and Keeley
(1994) echo this last claim when they
write that critical thinking improves one’s
self-confidence by increasing one’s
sense of “intellectual independence”
(p-2).
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Further support for this connection be-
tween critical thinking and autonomy or
independence is provided by Ruggiero
(1995), who writes that, “We are not in-
dividuals automatically; rather we be-
come individuals by our willingness to
realize our potential and our effort to be
“self-aware, self-critical, self-enhanc-
ing” (p.39). In particular, Ruggiero be-
lieves that critical thinking promotes in-
dependence by helping one to avoid blind
conformity and self-deception. Ruggiero
also believes that critical thinking serves
the following two positive functions: a)
it helps to clarify or refine ideas and
thereby leads to better ideas, and b) it
improves one’s ability to persuade oth-
ers of one’s ideas. “The best idea in the
world,” Ruggiero writes, “is of little value
until others are persuaded of its worth”
(p.142). This last point is one that is also
emphasized by those, such as Chaffee
(1985) and Hammond (1989), who pro-
mote critical thinking within the context
of improving linguistic skills. Indeed, the
primary aim of Chaffee (1983) is to de-
velop students’ reading, writing, listen-
ing, and speaking abilities along with their
ability to think, but these are not re-
garded as entirely distinct aims; rather,
it is assumed that by improving the lat-
ter skill one automatically improves the
former skills. Thus, Chaffee writes that
“since language and thinking are so
closely related, how well we do with one
is directly related to how well we do with
the other” (p. 244).

Finally, critical thinking has also been
justified on the basis of explicitly politi-
cal considerations. Lipman (1991) claims
that the following sort of argument has
been endorsed by a great many think-
ers, not least of whom is John Locke:
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democracy functions best with reason-
able citizens, and critical thinking im-
proves reasonableness, so critical think-
ing promotes well-functioning democra-
cies (p.244). Lipman himself seems to
support this line of reasoning, as does
John Dewey, who was one of the lead-
ing proponents of the idea of revolution-
izing education for the purpose of fos-
tering effective democracies.

Let us sum up the foregoing with a list
of the benefits that have been cited in
support of critical thinking. According to
the authors recently considered, critical
thinking:

1. provides one with a
means of self-defense
against manipulation,

2. promotes one’s individual
autonomy,

3. protects one against self-
deception,

4. helps one to resolve ethi-
cal dilemmas for oneself,

5. enables one to take
greater control of one’s
life,

6. enhances one’s self-con-
fidence,

7. increases one’s intellec-
tual independence,

8. improves one’s linguistic
skills,

9. increases one’s persua-
sive power, and

10. promotes well-function-
ing democracies.

Clearly, the foregoing claims are not in-
dependent of each other. Indeed, the
first seven claims are, to a large extent,
variations on the same theme—that of
individual autonomy. Furthermore, given
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that democracy is a social arrangement
that 1s based upon, and intended to pro-
mote, individual autonomy, there is a
definite connection between the first
seven claims and the tenth. The princi-
pal difference between claims 1 — 7 and
claim 10 is that while the former speak
of autonomy from the point of view of
the individual, the latter characterizes au-
tonomy as a social value.

Claims 8 and 9, which belong in a dif-
ferent group from the rest, are obviously
related to each other. For the sort of per-
suasion mentioned in claim 9 is persua-
sion by means of language, as opposed
to emotional manipulation or physical
coercion. The idea is that by becoming
acritical thinker one can improve one’s
mastery of the language and thereby use
language more persuasively. It is worth
noting that this idea makes sense only
within a context in which critical think-
ing is widely practiced. For critical think-
ing skills are helpful in persuading only
those who are already critical thinkers;
those who, for one reason or another,
eschew critical thinking are unlikely to
be moved by carefully constructed,
thoughtful argumentation.

We may summarize this section of the
paper by noting that while proponents
of critical thinking have offered a vari-
ety claims on its behalf, these claims can
be organized around three basic con-
cepts: autonomy, democracy, and lan-
guage. In response to the question “Why
should we teach critical thinking?” pro-
ponents of critical thinking have given
the following three answers: a) it en-
hances individual autonomy, b) it fosters
well-functioning democracies, and ¢) it
improves one’s linguistic skills (and,
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hence, one’s ability to persuade). Let us
now go on to consider some objections
that have been raised against the teach-
ing of critical thinking.

4. Atkinson’s arguments against
the teaching of critical thinking

Atkinson (1997) challenges the use of
critical thinking pedagogies upon students
raised outside of western culture. The
thrust of his argument, which he ex-
presses with the aphorism “critical think-
ing is cultural thinking,” is that critical
thinking is a culturally based social prac-
tice that is incompatible with the attitudes
and practices supported by certain non-
western cultures. Atkinson directs his
argument specifically to TESOL instruc-
tors, whose cross-cultural teaching as-
signment forces them to reflect upon the
cultural assumptions that they bring to
their classrooms. However, if his argu-
ment is sound, it is cause for concern
for anyone involved in the practice of
teaching critical thinking in non-western
contexts.

Atkinson (1997) presents four more-or-
less independent reasons why instruc-
tors ought to be cautious in adopting criti-
cal thinking pedagogies with non-west-
ern students. Only the first three of these
reasons are in any way related to the
cultural issues involved in the teaching
of critical thinking, so we will examine
only these. Atkinson states these rea-
sons as follows:

1. Rather than being a
well-explained and educa-
tionally usable concept,
critical thinking may be
more in the nature of a so-
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cial practice. That is, what
we commonly refer to as
critical thinking may be an
organic part of the very
culture that holds it up as
an admirable achieve-
ment—more at the level of
common sense than a ra-
tional, transparent, and—
especially—teachable set
of behaviors.

2. Dominant current
conceptualizations of criti-
cal thinking can be and
have been critiqued for
their exclusive and reduc-
tive nature. Feminist cri-
tiques in particular have
charged that much critical
thinking theory and peda-
gogy marginalizes alterna-
tive approaches to thought,
approaches that may in
fact lead to more socially
desirable outcomes in the
long run.

3. Not only 1s critical think-
ing a culturally based con-
cept, but many cultures
endorse modes of thought
and education that almost
diametrically oppose it. This
fact suggests that the
teaching of critical thinking
to international and lan-
guage minority students
may be much less straight-
forward than has been
commonly assumed. (1997,
p.72)

Let us now consider these reasons to
see if they really do present legitimate
objections to the teaching of critical think-
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ing. Since the first and third reasons are
directly relevant to the issue of the cul-
tural relativity of critical thinking, we will
consider them together (in section 4.1)
as a single argument. The second rea-
son is indirectly related to the issue of
cultural relativity and will be considered
separately (in section 4.2).

Is critical thinking a western social
practice?

In evaluating Atkinson’s first and third
objections to the teaching of critical think-
ing, we need to consider the following
two questions: “Is critical thinking a so-
cial practice?” and “Is it the case that
other cultures endorse modes of thought
that are opposed to critical thinking?” We
will consider these questions in turn.

By “social practice,” Atkinson means
the kind of behavior in which an indi-
vidual is automatically immersed by vir-
tue of being raised in a particular cul-
ture. Such behavior, Atkinson asserts, is
by definition tacit—it is learned and prac-
ticed largely unconsciously (1997, p.73).

Atkinson gives two reasons for regard-
ing critical thinking as a social practice.
The first reason relates to the fact that
“whereas everyone seems to know what
critical thinking is, very few people ever
attempt to define it” (1997, p.74). People
do not define critical thinking, Atkinson
suggests, because they cannot define it,
and they cannot define it because it ex-
ists largely at the level of “tacit,
commonsense social practice.” The sec-
ond reason relates to research that claims
to have found specific modes of social-
ization that differentiate middle-class
American children from children belong-
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ing to non-mainstream groups. “Many
of the modes of socialization identified
in this body of research,” Atkinson
writes, “appear closely related to the
concept of critical thinking as a social
practice” (1997, p.76).

In section 2 we considered some of the
definitions of critical thinking that can be
found in the existing literature and saw
that there is, if not complete consensus,
at least broad agreement on what criti-
cal thinking is. Indeed, there is very large
agreement over what specific skills are
associated with critical thinking. This lit-
erature effectively undermines the idea
that critical thinking cannot be defined,
and Atkinson’s failure to consider this
literature must be regarded as a glaring
oversight. This oversight also vitiates
Atkinson’s attempt to characterize criti-
cal thinking as a culturally specific “mode
of socialization.” The modes of social-
ization described in the study that
Atkinson cites are the following: a) the
asking and answering of why and how
questions, b) the classification and label-
ing of objects according to abstract at-
tributes, ¢) the breakdown and step-by-
step learning of complex behaviors, and
d) the overall use of language as a heu-
ristic device (1997, p.76). Clearly, these
modes of socialization have little or noth-
ing to do with the skills commonly asso-
ciated with critical thinking, skills 1 to 7
mentioned in section 2. Thus, it appears
that Atkinson’s belief that critical think-
ing is a social practice is ultimately based
upon a misunderstanding of what criti-
cal thinking is.

Nevertheless, it still could be the case
that there are other cultures that pro-
mote attitudes or behavior that are op-
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posed to critical thinking, as we under-
stand that term. So let us consider the
second of the above two questions.
Atkinson mentions three areas in which
cross-cultural research has uncovered
important differences between western
and non-western modes of learning,
modes of learning that are presumably
related to critical thinking. These are the
following: a) opposing notions of the re-
lations between the individual and the
social system; b) contrasting norms of
self-expression across cultures, and c)
divergent perspectives on the use of lan-
guage as a means of learning. In com-
parison with the first two points,
Atkinson admits that the research in this
last area is incomplete. Let us therefore
consider only the first two points, which
are very much related.

Atkinson claims that, “notions of the pri-
macy of the individual and their conse-
quences underlie the social practice of
critical thinking at a fundamental level”
and that, “various cultural groups assume
notions of the individual that are almost
diametrically opposed to western or at
least mainstream U.S. assumptions”
(p.80). Most of the research that
Atkinson mentions concerns the Japa-
nese. In Japanese culture, Atkinson ob-
serves, the basic social unit is not the
individual but the group, and this fact is
made manifest in both the verbal and the
non-verbal behavior of the Japanese.
One of the studies Atkinson cites con-
cludes that for Japanese children, lan-
guage is viewed less as a means of self-
expression and more as a medium for
expressing group solidarity and shared
social purpose (1997, p.83).

As we will see in more detail below,
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Atkinson is surely right in regarding the
Japanese as having a very different un-
derstanding of the relationship between
the individual and the group than most
westerners have. And what is true of
the Japanese is also largely true of the
Koreans and perhaps other Asian cul-
tures as well. Furthermore, Atkinson is
also right in thinking that these differ-
ences raise important questions about
the propriety of teaching critical think-
ing in Asian contexts. However, before
we address these issues, as we will in
section 5, let us consider the specific
conclusion that Atkinson draws from his
observations.

Atkinson’s argument is directed specifi-
cally to TESOL instructors. His basic
idea is that because certain non-west-
ern cultures endorse modes of thought
that are opposed to critical thinking,
TESOL instructors should be cautious
about teaching critical thinking in their
classrooms. Now if it is true that certain
non-western cultures endorse modes of
thought that are opposed to critical think-
ing, then there are two different reasons
why one might think that TESOL instruc-
tors should not use critical thinking
pedagogies in their classrooms. On the
one hand, it might be thought that criti-
cal thinking pedagogies will simply be in-
effective in the ESL/EFL classroom; on
the other hand, it might be thought that
teaching critical thinking in the ESL/EFL
classroom amounts to a form of cultural
imperialism. Although it is not entirely
clear which of these two reasons
Atkinson has in mind, it does not make
much sense to interpret his paper as a
defense of the first idea. For the ques-
tion of whether or not critical thinking
pedagogies are effective in the ESL/EFL
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classroom is a purely empirical question,
which ought to be settled by appropriate
empirical means.

Let us assume, then, that it is the sec-
ond idea that Atkinson seeks to defend—
the idea that teaching critical thinking in
the ESL/EFL classroom is a form of
cultural imperialism. However, this idea
seems clearly wrong. If critical thinking
is related to culturally specific modes of
self-expression, as Atkinson insists it is,
then of all places in which critical think-
ing might be taught, the ESL/EFL class-
room would seem to be one of the most
appropriate places. For learning a lan-
guage is not merely a matter or learning
a vocabulary plus a set of grammatical
rules. Learning a language is very much
amatter of learning a culture, in the sense
of learning the ways in which members
of the culture think, reason, and act. In-
deed, the most common mistake that
learners of a second language make is
in translating into the target language,
word-for-word, the things that they tend
to say in their native language. This sort
of process leads to error and communi-
cation failure far more often than it leads
to communication success. In order to
communicate with speakers of a foreign
language, the L2 learner must absorb the
linguistic habits of the target culture and
speak they way members of that cul-
ture speak. In order to do so, the learner
must also internalize the way members
of the target culture think. Thus, if it is
indeed true that critical thinking is closely
associated with the modes of self-ex-
pression that prevail in English-speak-
ing cultures, then, contrary to what
Atkinson argues, non-western students
learning English ought to be taught criti-
cal thinking skills while they are learn-
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ing English. And when critical thinking
is taught in this context, it is no more a
matter of cultural imperialism than the
very act of teaching the English langnage
is.

The question of this section of the paper
is whether or not critical thinking is a
western social practice. The foregoing
discussion shows that the answer to this
question is both yes and no. Critical think-
ing is not a western social practice in
the sense that it is not, strictly speaking,
a social practice at all. Critical thinking
is rather a set of specific reasoning skills.
This point is important because Atkinson
uses the idea that critical thinking is a
social practice to conclude that it can-
not be taught. In order to avoid this mis-
taken conclusion, it is important to see
that critical thinking is not a social prac-
tice, but rather a set of specific and
teachable reasoning skills.

However, it is very likely that at least
some non-western cultures support
modes of thinking that are, to one extent
or another, opposed to critical thinking.
This, of course, is not to say that al/ non-
western cultures are opposed to critical
thinking, an idea that is surely false.
Hongladarom (1999), for example, ar-
gues that the logical traditions in India
and China are highly compatible with,
and supportive of, critical thinking. Nev-
ertheless, if it is true that at least some
non-western cultures endorse modes of
thinking that are opposed to critical think-
ing then, while it is not correct to say
that critical thinking is a western social
practice, we can say that critical think-
ing is a culturally specific set of thinking
skills. T will defend this point in more
detail in section 5. Before doing so, how-
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ever, let us consider Atkinson’s second
argument against the teaching of criti-
cal thinking.

Does critical thinking marginalize
other forms of knowing?

Atkinson asserts that the most powerful
critique of the exclusive and reductive
nature of critical thinking comes from
feminist scholars, and he cites Martin
(1992) and Clinchy (1994) in connection
with this point. Martin and Clinchy char-
acterize critical thinking as a form of
“separate knowing,” in which the
knower adopts a detached, objective
stance from the object of knowledge. In
contrast, they assert that there is another
form of “connected knowing,” in which
the knower adopts a sympathetic stance
towards the object of knowledge. Both
of these authors emphasize that these
approaches to thinking are not gender-
exclusive. However, Martin implicates
the distancing nature of critical thinking
in ethically questionable judgements and
cites Robert Oppenheimer as a paradig-
matic critical thinker. The suggestion
here, both by Martin and by Atkinson,
who endorses Martin’s argument, is that
critical thinking is ethically neutral and,
hence, compatible with the most heinous
decisions. Critical thinking—the argu-
ment goes—can help us to build an
atomic bomb, but it will not help us to
see why we should not use it.

Is this so? Most philosophers working in
the area of applied ethics would almost
certainly disagree. Peter Singer, for ex-
ample, regards the detached form of
knowing that Martin criticizes on ethical
grounds as the very foundation of eth-
ics. Singer writes that, “My ability to
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reason shows me the possibility of de-
taching myself from my own perspec-
tive, and shows me what the universe
might look like if T had no personal per-
spective” (1993, p.272). Singer goes on
to mention that the idea of adopting the
“point of view of the universe” is con-
sistent with, and supportive of, the
Golden Rule, which encourages equal
consideration of interests, a rule en-
dorsed in one form or another by most
cultural traditions as a fundamental ethi-
cal principle.

So while Martin criticizes critical think-
ing for embodying a detached form of
knowing, Singer points out that it is the
very ability to detach—both from oth-
ers and from oneself—that enables one
to transcend selfishness and give equal
consideration to the interests of others.
Of course, sympathy and other forms
of attachment must also play a role in
guiding ethical conduct. For while the
ability to detach may lead us to consider
all perspectives equally, total detachment
means treating all perspectives as equally
irrelevant. Thus, we may agree with
Martin to this extent—that critical think-
ing, insofar as it embodies a detached
form of knowing, is incomplete. How-
ever, this does not amount to an objec-
tion to critical thinking; rather, it merely
underscores the need for sympathy in
addition to critical thinking. What is ob-
jectionable about the ethically objection-
able judgements Martin has in mind, such
as certain judgements of Robert
Oppenheimer, is not the presence of
critical thinking, but the absence of other
important traits like sympathy.

Of course, if it were not possible for one
and the same person to be a critical
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thinker and a sympathetic human being,
then the observations of Clinchy and
Martin would provide a valid objection
to the idea of fostering critical thinking
skills in students. But are critical think-
ing and sympathy really mutually exclu-
sive? There is little reason to think they
are. Critical thinking is but one mode of
thinking or one set of skills that a person
can use in a given context. But like any
skills, there are times for their employ-
ment, and times when they should be set
aside. Teaching critical thinking skills
does not mean teaching students to ev-
erywhere and at all times think critically.
Critical thinking is also often contrasted
with creative thinking, and the two modes
of thinking clearly are very different pro-
cesses. But it is a mistake to think that
one and the same person cannot mani-
fest both skills. Certainly those who at-
tempt to teach both sorts of skills, such
as De Bono (1980) and Ruggiero (1995),
do not regard them as mutually exclu-
sive. We must, therefore, conclude
against Atkinson and the so-called femi-
nist critique of critical thinking: critical
thinking does not preclude one from also
adopting more sympathetic or connected
stances towards others.

5. The cultural relativity of critical
thinking

In section 3 we surveyed the justifica-
tions for critical thinking that can be
found in the existing literature and saw
that these justifications appeal to one or
more of the following three notions: in-
dividual autonomy, democracy, and lan-
guage. The question to consider at this
point is whether or not those justifica-
tions involve culturally specific assump-
tions. I have already suggested that they
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do; in this section of the paper I will ex-
plain and defend this belief in more de-
tail. In order to do so, I will, following
Atkinson, compare western and Japa-
nese attitudes towards critical thinking
and the values or goals associated with
critical thinking. Japan is a useful object
of study in this regard, not only because
its culture differs in very obvious ways
from western culture, but also because
it has been widely researched and writ-
ten about. Ideally, we would consider not
one, but all, non-western cultures. This,
however, is neither possible, given space
limitations, nor necessary. For if we can
show that the alleged goals of critical
thinking run contrary to the dominant
values of even one non-western culture,
then that will suffice to show that the
typical justifications of critical thinking
involve culturally specific assumptions.

Critical thinking and individual au-
tonomy

In The Japanese Today, Reischauer
and Jansen (1996) begin and end their
discussion of Japanese society with a
discussion of the pervasive influence of
the concept of “the group” in Japanese
culture. This is no accident. Reischauer
and Jansen clearly regard this concept
as playing an important role in shaping
the attitudes and behavior of the Japa-
nese. They do admit that the balance
between the group and the individual is
in flux in Japan, and that the importance
of the concept of group is often over-
emphasized, even by the Japanese them-
selves. Nevertheless, they insist that
there are substantial differences be-
tween Japanese and westerners regard-
ing attitudes towards individualism and
belonging to groups, differences that
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manifest themselves in very different
sorts of behavior. Similarly, in How are
we to Live? a book about the contem-
porary ethical crisis in western society,
Singer (1993) devotes a full chapter to
examining Japanese society. Singer does
this because the Japanese, he believes,
possess a very different.concept of self-
interest and of the relationship between
the interests of self and others, one that
he thinks might help western society to
overcome the ethical crisis that it is cur-
rently experiencing.

What are these differences? Singer ob-
serves that the Japanese have a much
less clearly defined notion of the self
than do westerners, and that this less
individualistic notion of the self manifests
itself in all sorts of ways in Japanese
culture. The traditional Japanese home,
for example, did not have individual
rooms that were designated to individual
family members (1993, p.142). Nor did
they have private baths. As a result,
many Japanese did, and still do, use pub-
lic baths, where it is not uncommon to
see strangers scrubbing each other’s
backs. The lack of a clearly defined no-
tion of self is also reflected in the Japa-
nese language, in which the terms for
self-reference, for example, can be also
be used for second- or third-person ref-
erence (p.143). Differing notions of the
relation of the self to the group also help
to explain Japanese attitudes towards
work. According to Reischauer and
Jansen (1996), a job in Japan is not
merely a contractual arrangement for
pay, but means identification with a larger
entity, which usually lasts for life.
Whereas an American, they note, is
likely to see himself as an individual pos-
sessing a certain skill, which he will sell
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to the highest bidder, a Japanese is much
more likely to see himself as a perma-
nent member of an established company.

These are but a few of the many ex-
amples that could be used to demonstrate
that there are indeed important differ-
ences between Japanese and western
attitudes towards the self and the group.
But do these difference have any bear-
ing on the notion of critical thinking? The
answer 1s almost certainly yes. For criti-
cal thinking, as we have noted, is often
justified on the grounds that it promotes
intellectual independence and individual
autonomy, but these are not important
values for the Japanese; indeed, inde-
pendence and autonomy are very much
at odds with the group-oriented values
that the Japanese do cherish. The fol-
lowing passage from Reischauer and
Jansen (1996) nicely illustrates the con-
flict between critical thinking and the
group-oriented values of the Japanese:

To operate their group
system successfully, the
Japanese have found it
advisable to avoid open
confrontations. Varying
positions are not sharply
outlined and their differ-
ences analyzed and clari-
fied. Instead, each par-
ticipant in a discussion
feels his way cautiously,
unfolding his own views
only as he sees how oth-
ers react to them. Thus,
any sharp conflict of
views Is avoided before it
comes out into the open.
The Japanese even have
a word, haragei, “the art
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of the belly,” for this
meeting of minds, or at
least the viscera, without
clear verbal interaction.
They have a positive mis-
trust of verbal skills,
thinking that these tend to
show superficiality in
contract to inner, less ar-
ticulate feelings that are
communicated by infer-
ence or nonverbal
means. (p.136)

There are two important points worth
noting in the above passage. First,
Reischauer and Jansen clearly empha-
size that “the sharp analysis of conflict-
ing views” and “the clarification of po-
sitions” are not encouraged—and are
even actively discouraged—in the Japa-
nese style of negotiation. But these be-
haviors are clearly associated with criti-
cal thinking. Indeed, the sharp analysis
and clarification of varying positions is
exactly what we expect of a critical
thinker. Secondly, critical thinking is also
clearly associated with verbal skills. In-
deed, as we have seen, one of the main
Justifications for the teaching of critical
thinking is that it improves one’s verbal
skills and, hence, one’s persuasive
power. However, according to
Reischauer and Jansen, the Japanese
have a positive mistrust for verbal skills
and rhetoric. Indeed, the Japanese have
anegative attitude towards anything that
threatens group harmony, which is, as
Reischauer and Jansen point out, the key
Japanese value.

Let us now compare the above descrip-
tion of Japanese values and modes of
communication with what one western
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writer says in support of critical think-
ing. Ruggiero claims that an important
function of critical thinking is that it pre-
vents one from being a conformist. Of
course, not all conformity is bad, but
there is, Ruggiero insists, such a thing
as harmful conformity. This is what he
says about it:

Harmful conformity is
what we do instead of
thinking in order to be-
long to a group or to
avoid the risk of being
different. Such confor-
mity is an act of coward-
ice, a sacrifice of inde-
pendence for a lesser
good. In time it makes us
more concerned about
what others think than
about what is right and
true and sensible. Once
we begin to conform, we
quickly find ourselves
saying and doing not
what we believe is best
but what others want or
expect us to say and do.
That focus dulls our abil-
ity to think creatively and
critically. (1995, p.45)

This is shocking stuff! Imagine a Japa-
nese student picking up Ruggiero’s book
and reading that her cultural traditions
are based on cowardice. Evidently, it
does not occur to Ruggiero that sacri-
ficing one’s individual perspective for the
sake of the group could ever serve a
higher social goal. Nor does Ruggiero
seem to be aware that in other cultures,
such as in Japan, sacrificing one’s indi-
vidual perspective for the sake of group
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is customary. Ruggiero is, therefore, a
good example of one who is unaware of
the cultural relativity of the values im-
plicit in critical thinking.

Critical thinking and democracy

Attempts to explain any significant as-
pect of western culture typically appeal
to one or more of the following events
or periods in western history: the Ro-
man empire, Christianity in the middle
ages, the rise of modern science, the En-
lightenment, or the democratic revolu-
tions of the 18" century. Attempts to
explain East Asian culture, on the other
hand, typically appeal to the influence
of feudalism and Confucianism. Let us
briefly consider how these last two
forces have influenced the social and
political views of the Japanese.

Feudalism was of course a prominent
feature, not only of Japan, but also of
medieval Europe, at least from the 11"
to the 14" centuries. In the West, how-
ever, the influence of feudalism has been
largely erased by 600 years of political,
economic and religious change. For the
Japanese, on the other hand, the feudal
system that began in the 13" century,
continued unabated until about 1853,
when the Americans forced their way
into Japan. For this reason, Singer (1993)
asserts that “the most striking difference
between Japanese and western society
is that for us, the feudal era lies buried
in the remote past, whereas in Japan it
is relatively recent” (p.128). Singer re-
gards this difference as highly significant
because the values that we find in Ja-
pan, values such as loyalty to the group,
harmony within the group, and self-sac-
rifice, are basically the values that were
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demanded of the feudal serf.

Furthermore, the fact that Japan only
recently emerged from its feudal past
suggests that its democratic traditions are
still relatively young and fragile. The
Japanese never experienced the dra-
matic political revolutions that western
countries carried out for the sake of de-
mocracy. Rather, democracy entered
Japan through the gradual process of
westernization, which is still ongoing, and
proceeding with at least partial reluc-
tance amongst the Japanese. The his-
tory of democracy in Japan is thus
roughly contemporaneous with the his-
tory of westernization. As a result, de-
mocracy does not have as firm an insti-
tutional framework as it does in the west
and lacks the widespread emotional and
intellectual support that it enjoys in the
west.

The historical influence of Confucian-
ism on Japanese culture also serves to
weaken Japanese attitudes towards de-
mocracy. The ideals and values upon
which western democracies are
founded—individual rights, freedoms,
and equality—are not nearly as impor-
tant in Confucian culture, which is
founded on the basis of individual du-
ties, rather than rights. These duties are
prescribed by the five basic relationships
around which a Confucian society is or-
ganized: father/son, husband/wife, older
brother/ younger brother, older friend/
younger friend, and ruler/subject. This
network of relationships, which is really
a system of subordinations, not only tol-
erates, but indeed promotes, inequalities
of a sort that are unacceptable to most
westerners.
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Furthermore, in a true Confucian state,
as Hur has observed, “All ruling ideol-
ogy must be drawn up and implemented
by intellectual bureaucrats, depriving all
other classes of people any rights to par-
ticipate in the policy-making process
(2000, p.77). This system of government
runs the risk of turning despotic, but there
is, in Confucianism, a strong belief in the
ethical basis of government; central to
Confucian ideology is the idea that lead-
ers are of high moral character and act
in the interests of the people. This, of
course, is theory, and does not neces-
sarily reflect the actual practice. But
whether it is good or bad, ethical or un-
just, Confucian style government tends
to be authoritarian, hierarchical, and pa-
ternalistic. And this contrasts sharply
with the notions of legitimate government
embraced by most westerners, who har-
bor resentment and disdain for the ideas
of hierarchy and paternalism.

So the idea of justifying critical thinking
by appeal to democracy betrays deep
commitments to western ideology, com-
mitments which run contrary to impor-
tant Japanese values and traditions. One
may respond to this fact by suggesting
that the Japanese ought to strengthen
their framework for democracy by pro-
moting the sorts of things that are asso-
ciated with western-style democracies,
such as individual rights, individual free-
doms, and equality. However, not only
does this response smack of ethnocen-
trism, it is by no means clear that west-
ern-style democracy is either necessary
or suitable for Japan.

One crucial difference between Japan
and most western countries, as
Reischauer and Jansen stress, is that
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Japan lacks the social fissures of race,
language, religion, region, and class,
which are such complicating factors in
may western countries” (1996, p.290).
Western-style democracy, which seeks
to promote individualism and equality,
may be not so much an objectively de-
sirable social arrangement, but rather an
inevitable response to the multi-cultural,
multi-lingual, socially fractured societies
of the west. Japan, by contrast, is re-
markable homogeneous, and, for this
reason, may not be in need of western-
style democracy. It is a striking fact that
while equality is held up as such an im-
portant value in western democracies,
the history of western culture betrays
massive racial and social inequality of a
sort that is unparalleled by anything in
Japanese history. This may be due en-
tirely to the fact that Japan has never
had a significant multi-cultural issue to
contend with, in comparison to most
western countries. However, even if this
is true, it only underscores the fact that
the values that a society seeks to pro-
mote are inevitably determined by its
history and present circumstances, and
the history and present circumstances
of Japan are different in crucial respects
from those of most western countries.

6. Conclusion

We saw in section 3 that proponents of
critical thinking typically attempt to jus-
tify the teaching of critical thinking by
asserting that: a) it fosters individual au-
tonomy, b) it leads to well-functioning de-
mocracies, or ¢) it improves one’s lin-
guistic skills (and hence one’s persua-
sive powers). In section 5, we exam-
ined these claims from a cross-cultural
perspective and found them to be cul-
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turally specific. In particular, we saw
that the values to which these justifica-
tions implicitly or explicitly appeal, val-
ues such as intellectual independence,
individual rights, and rhetorical prowess,
run contrary to important values in Japa-
nese culture. And what is true of Japan
is very largely true of Korea (another
country that has been heavily influenced
by Confucianism) and perhaps other
Asian countries as well. We must con-
clude, then, that the idea that critical
thinking is an absolute good is laden with
culturally specific assumptions; those
who believe that critical thinking ought
to be taught in all contexts are in danger
of ethnocentrism and all that that entails.

Does it follow from this that critical think-
ing should not be taught in non-western
contexts? That answer to this is certainly
no. We have already seen, in section 4.1,
that when it comes to teaching western
languages, critical thinking pedagogies
certainly should be used. For the pur-
pose of teaching critical thinking in that
context is not to inculcate certain values
in students, but rather to improve the
ability of students to communicate in a
foreign language. For the same sorts of
reasons, critical thinking pedagogies
ought to be used within the context of
teaching of western literature, including,
especially, western philosophy. For the
ability to understand, to evaluate, or to
participate in any significant sense in the
western literary tradition requires mas-
tery of the basic critical thinking skills.

If this is right, then the important issue is
not just a matter of where critical think-
ing is taught, but also the purposes for
which it is taught. When it is taught for
the purpose of enhancing students’ un-
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derstanding of the language and litera-
ture of those cultures that highly value
critical thinking, then the teaching of criti-
cal thinking is, I think, uncontroversial.
However, when it is taught for the pur-
pose of getting students to use critical
thinking in guiding their lives, then there
are certain dangers involved. For in that
case, critical thinking is being used to
f)romote behavior, attitudes, and values
in students that may conflict with the
dominant values of their own culture. In
the west, educators and administrators
from elementary school to university
proudly proclaim critical thinking as a
principal objective of their programs and
methodologies. We must recognize, how-
ever, that this sort of educational philoso-
phy may be dangerously subversive in
other cultures, especially those cultures
with strong bonds of custom and com-
munity.
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