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Abstract

A review of recent literature advocat-
ing critical thinking as a necessary re-
sponse to ‘globalization’, gives no clear
picture of what critical thinking is. Draw-
ing on Kant and Hermeneutics, this pa-
per proposes a critical definition of criti-
cal thinking as an understanding of its
subject-matter which questions itself, and
a characterization of critical thinking as
the tension of standing within the sub-
Ject-matter while holding it at a distance.
Considered against a backdrop of con-
cerns about ‘globalization’, critical think-
ing is seen, not only as an intellectual
method, but also as an existential en-
gagement of the world.

Text

According to the editors of Manusya,
many believe that for Asian countries to
‘survive in the contemporary globalized
economy’, the educational systems must
produce graduates who are capable of
critical thinking and of thinking for them-
selves. There is concern, however, that
Asian cultures may be inhospitable to
critical thinking, possibly due to the ‘very
high esteem’ in which teachers
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are held.”> At the same time, according
to Stephen Brookfield(1991:3), many
journals in the United States ‘call for the
development of critical thinkers as a na-
tional priority’. Critical thinking is seen
as ‘Key to economic resurgence in the
face of crippling foreign trade competi-
tion’. Of course, in Asia, the globalized
economy is conceived primarily as West-
ern, while the foreign trade that many
Americans see as crippling is primarily
from Asia. There is at least a little irony
in these mirrored challenges to think criti-
cally. A review of recent literature, how-
ever, including a plethora of books on
how to think critically, yields no very
clear picture of what critical thinking is.
It would seem to include a jumble of
qualities such as deliberate clarity
(Deistler), to creativity with skepticism
(Brookfield:7-9), and commitment
(Perry Waddle, Forward to Deistler:iii).
But even if we could construct a coher-
ent list of qualities from the literature,
such a list would not be a definition. The
purpose of the present paper, therefore,
is to propose a more critical definition
and characterization.

We take as a starting point one problem
that critical thinking is supposed to ad-
dress. That is the problem of coming to
understand phenomena that we do not
yet understand, for example, globaliza-
tion. We take Kant as an exemplar and
look for clues in the related discipline of
literary criticism, and from Heidegger’s
comments on both. It should be kept in
mind that our intention is not to eluci-
date Kant or Heidegger, but to elucidate
critical thinking. We therefore consider

*From the Call for Papers for this issue of
Manusya: ‘Critical Thinking Across Asia’.
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only limited parts of their thought and
draw implications that may diverge from
their central concerns.

The literature as a whole more or less
agrees that critical thinking includes
questioning (e.g. Brookfield:7;Deistler:
53). We therefore take as guiding ques-
tions, ‘What is the question?’ and ‘To
what is the question addressed?” We
then take a brief look at the cultural is-
sue, and ask, “Who questions?’

The Problem

How do we come to understand some-
thing that we do not already know? That
is to say, something which is not an in-
stance of known types nor yet an ex-
tension of known laws and principles,
albeit applied to new facts, but rather
something of which we do not yet know
even the laws and principles.

This is a fundamental problem in all so-
cial, economic, and political thinking in
the postmodern era. Not only does the
historical process per se bring change,
but also the confluence of very differ-
ent cultures creates genuinely new situ-
ations that we do not even know how to
understand. Moreover, the incipient
merging of multiple histories into one
world history, radically and continually
changes them all so that principles of un-
derstanding seem to become obsolete
almost as soon as they are established.’

That the confusion is universal is sug-
gested by the longstanding miscalcula-
tions of international investors leading up
to the economic collapse of 1997, and
the continuing miscalculations of the IMF
managers. Globalization, in other words,
is not Westernization, nor even Modern-
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ization, but the emergence of a history
that we do not yet understand.

There is an analogous problem in the in-
terpretation of literature, or any art form,
where the work may express genuinely
new insights or where the work comes
from unfamiliar, perhaps ancient cul-
tures. Such works cannot be interpreted
as illustrations of existing knowledge; nei-
ther can they be interpreted in terms of
existing principles. The task is to articu-
late what is original (which does not
mean ‘new’ or ‘different’), to under-
stand the work on its own terms. The
attempt to do so is criticism, or herme-
neutics. Heidegger (1967:120) has
pointed out a relationship between criti-
cal thinking and criticism, and suggests
a relationship between Kant’s critical
method and the art criticism of his day.
Kant hints also at a connection to
literary criticism while asserting that his

*Theories of social inequality, for example,
become inadequate in the face of migration
and in the spread of cash economies. Theo-
ries of migration, in turn become inadequate
as people respond in unforeseen ways to
opportunities and pressures generated by
international evolution, but also, as migrants
respond in unexpected ways to their new
cultural surroundings, thus altering the
economies and cultures of their host cities
(c.f. Figueroa:7ff). At the same time, theo-
ries formulated to understand and to com-
bat inequality, e.g. exclusion theory in South
America (Figueroa:3-23), have been under-
stood in another culture, in Asia, in ways
that reinforce inequality (Phongpaichit:4).
Alternatively, such modernist concepts as
equality and rights, assimilated into commu-
nal cultures are often transformed to mean
having a (any) place in the social hierarchy
(personal conversations in Thailand).
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‘critique’ goes beyond it (1958: Axii).*
In any case, there are analogies be-
tween hermeneutics and Kant’s critique
which may help us to understand criti-
cal thinking in general.

To interpret the work on ‘its own terms’
sounds at first like approaching it objec-
tively, as it is ‘in itself’, but objectivity
means to see in a standard way, as ev-
eryone sees: it excludes the original. That
is especially so when we remember that
literature comes alive only for the read-
ers. ‘In itself’, literature is only strings
of words, and attempts at objective in-
terpretation tend to devolve into such
procedures as textual analysis
(Palmer:5), which, though important,
miss the meaning of the work. With that,
they miss the work’s ‘own terms’ by
which it could be interpreted. The prin-
ciples of interpretation then, must be
drawn from the work itself. To do that,
of course, one must first understand it.
To interpret the work, then, it would ap-
pear that one must already have inter-
preted it. Works of literature, in other
words are self-referential, they mean
themselves, and if the meanings come
alive for the reader, what they mean in-
volves the work itself, i.e., as a whole.
This is often explained, in a rough and
ready way, in terms of the whole and its
parts: in order to understand the whole
one must understand the parts, but in
order to understand the parts one must
understand the whole. This is the famous

“Due to the existence of multiple editions of
Kemp’s translation of Critique of Pure Rea-
son, with different paginations, I will refer to
the page numbers of the German editions
embedded in Kemp’s translation. ‘A’ indi-
cates the first edition of the Critique, ‘B’
the second edition.
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‘hermeneutic circle’. The meaning of the
work as a whole, in turn, resides in larger
contextual wholes and in trying to un-
derstand any particular work, the critic
looks also at the general cultural milien
in which the work has, or had, its mean-
ing. Criticism, then, comes also to in-
clude social and historical criticism. At
each level, the problem of understand-
ing the phenomena on their own terms
reappears; I do not know what those
terms are without understanding the phe-
nomena, but understanding the phenom-
ena depends on first knowing their terms.
We never arrive, then, at an indepen-
dent set of principles or formulae for
definitive interpretation (Palmer:183).

The circularity of interpretation is over-
come when the critic forsakes his ‘ob-
jective’, ‘disinterested’ perspective and
stands, as it were, within the work (cf.
Palmer:228). That, in turn, requires sig-
nificant preparation, studying the work
and its contexts, becoming familiar. From
the achieved stance within the work, in-
terpretation becomes a kind of self-ex-
pression that articulates the meaningful
structure of that stance, what the work
is for the critic. This means, however
that, just as we never arrive at indepen-
dent, universal principles, there is no hope
of a definitive interpretation of any par-
ticular work (Palmer:183). That implies,
too, that the critic changes the work it-
self. He does not, of course, rewrite the
text (except insomuch as interpretations
affect translations). But he rewrites the
way it is read, and to that extent the in-
terpretation of a work is an interpreta-
tion also of itself.

The lack of objective standards, how-
ever, exposes the critic to the dangers
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of subjectivity. On the one hand he may
project his own preconceptions into the
work, on the other, he may become an
enthusiast of the work, missing its im-
perfections, its inner conflicts, etc. In ei-
ther case he has lost his perspective, and
indeed, the two cases may amount to
the same thing—he is perhaps ‘enthusi-
astic’ about his own reflection in the
work. What is required is that the critic,
in expressing what the work is for him,
elucidates not his own subjectivity, but
precisely the work itself. That is to say,
the work as it is for him. For this, he
must keep the work at a ‘distance’.

Criticism, then, requires, on the one hand,
the freedom to ‘enter into’ the work and,
on the other, discipline and rigor in the
critic himself in holding the work at a
‘distance’. One important way of
achieving both freedom and rigor is
through questioning: What does the work
mean? Will it bear this interpretation? The
point is to stay with the questions, in such
a way as to be questioned by the work
and by its contexts. That is not merely
to know what the questions are, but lit-
erally to be questioned. We must re-
member too, that the critic works within
atradition of criticism, with a culture and
language of his own, a standpoint. What
the work is for the critic may be per-
sonal, but it is not private and arbitrary,
its meaning is also for the traditions and
culture in which the critic lives and
works. (cf. Palmer:182)

Criticism, in short, is never the neutral
application of formulae, but an existen-
tial and historical act of engagement.Lite-
rary interpretation and the attempt to
understand globalization, are instances
of the general problem of coming to un-
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derstand what we do not already know.
Critical thinking as a general method of
addressing that problem, has at least this
much in common with literary criticism:
It is the attempt to understand its sub-
ject-matter on its own terms.’ That
means, not to take events as instances
of what is already known, nor to assume
the applicability of previously known
laws and principles, nor to project one’s
own biases into them, but rather to en-
ter into them, in the spirit of disciplined
questioning. Like criticism, critical think-
ing may impact the subject-matter itself.
One does not simply discover something
about the economy, one’s discoveries
also imply actions, which, in turn change
the very situation to which they were a
response. But the act of questioning it-
self may usher in fundamental change
as well. For example, the economic col-
lapse of 1929, in The United States,
brought into question the presuppositions
of previous economic policy. The rec-
ognition of the question, and taking it up
as a question to be asked, opened the
door for moderately socialist reforms and
Roosevelt’s New Deal. Or to put it dif-

*“‘Subject matter’ is ambiguous in that it can
mean either the body of knowledge about a
range of phenomena, or the phenomena
themselves. This ambiguity is especially in-
teresting in such areas as culture and his-
tory, where the knowledge is an integral part
of the phenomena. History is not just the
happening, but also the telling of the hap-
pening and the interpretation of the telling;
and the telling and interpretation are them-
selves historical phenomena. Through out,
I'mean ‘subject-matter’, hyphenated, in both
senses, that which is studied, interpreted,
etc. and the body of knowledge, literature,
etc. that has come from such study and in-

terpretation.
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ferently, the economic collapse of 1929,
and that of 1997, are questions put to
the peoples of America, and of Asia,
bythe course of history. ‘Recovery’ de-
pends on the recognition and interpreta-
tion of that question, and that is critical
thinking.

Objectivity and Subjectivity

We should make explicit, before pro-
ceeding, the problems of objectivity and
subjectivity in attempts to understand
human phenomena (cf. also,
Palmer:223ff). Objectivity avoids subjec-
tive bias by excluding the investigator
from the investigated. It endeavors to
see just what everyone would see who
likewise removes himself from the sub-
ject-matter and uses the same equipment
and rules of evidence. Things are thus
seen in their generality and repeatabil-
ity, excluding the specific and unique.
This standpoint is enormously effective
in the physical sciences. When it comes
to observing human meanings, however,
that ‘equipment’ and those ‘rules’ are
cultural styles, and the investigator and
his culture are participants in the
phenomena under investigation.
Objectivity’s exclusion of the investiga-
tor and his culture is then an attempted
exclusion of features of the subject-mat-
ter. Rather it is a denial of those fea-
tures, a pretense. But also, human mean-
ings are not objective entities to be ob-
served, but meanings-for-humans, i.e.
they obtain for persons, not for ‘every-
one’. In excluding himself, the investi-
gator bars himself from apprehending the
meanings of his subject-matter and can
only interpret by applying pre-conceived
principles or canons of interpretation.
Objectivity, in other words, is a mode of
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projection. In applying the objective prin-
ciples and ideals of American democ-
racy, for example, U. S. officials from
the mid-1950’s on missed, not the ob-
jective events, but the meanings of the
conflict in Vietnam, with disastrous
results.

Subjectivity, on the other hand, simply
and naively projects personal and cul-
tural biases, desires, feelings, etc. into
the subject-matter. The nearby stranger
may be seen as a dangerous barbarian,
the distant one as a noble savage. Some
Americans supported the Vietnam War
out of blind patriotism and a lingering ir-
rational fear of Asians, while some op-
posed it out of romantic notions of gentle
Asians suffering Western brutality. For
both, there were meanings in the Viet-
nam conflict, but those meanings had
little to do with Vietnam.

Kant’s Critical Method

Kant may especially be credited with
developing critique as a rigorous philo-
sophical method beyond the criticism of
art and literature. Faced with contradic-
tions in emergent® modernism, he ques-
tioned the world, or rather, he questioned
‘pure reason’ in its activity of knowing
the world, as to the possibility of those
contradictions. Hume had shown that on

SThroughout I use ‘emergent’ in a metaphori-
cal sense taken from chemistry where phe-
nomena which result from the combination
of prior phenomena, may have ‘emergent’
characteristics quite different from those of
the prior phenomena. In the metaphor, I also
intend to convey the dynamic sense of
‘emerging’.
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the bases of radical empiricism, we can
have no knowledge of causation. Physi-
cal science, then, would seem to have
been made impossible by its own
method. Newton, however, had
alreadynot only demonstrated that sci-
ence was possible, he had made it ac-
tual: the law of universal gravitation was
not a guess, even if (after Huome) no one
could say why it was certain. At the
same time, the view of nature as a realm
of universal causation contradicted the
moral sense of human freedom.

How is it, Kant asked, that finite human
understanding is able to move from em-
pirical data to principles and laws that
transcend the data? More fundamentally,
how do we know that it does? More-
over, given that those laws and principles
include universal causation, how is it that
we are free? Kant did not just make up
these questions, they were, again, al-
ready implicit in the emergent modern
worldview.

Kant did not seek resolution in the usual
sense. He did not attempt to refute ei-
ther Hume or the certainty of scientific
knowledge. Neither did he attempt to
concoct a speculative theory that would
explain away the contradictions. Rather,
he sharpened the contradictions, hoping
not to explain but to elucidate, and thence
to uncover the structures of reason (in
its activity of knowing the world) that
contained them. But since the known
principles of understanding lead to con-
tradiction, he had to find a way of ap-
proaching reason (in its activity of know-
ing the world) on its own, so far un-
known, terms, in order to discover the
appropriate principles of understanding.
Kant’s way of approach was critique,
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an inquiry into ‘the possibility, the prin-
ciples and the extent’ of reason know-
ing the world (Kant, 1958:Axii). In the
Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphys-
ics, Kant spoke of uncovering the ‘ar-
ticulations’ and ‘structures’ in their
‘natural combination’ (1950:11). Com-
menting on Kant’s method, Heidegger
(1967:120-121) says that like art criti-
cism, critique seeks not facts but prin-
ciples, and that Kant extends and devel-
ops this to mean the delimitation of the
decisive and specific in the subject-mat-
ter, the exhibition of its inner construc-
tion and sketching the outline of the
whole. This agrees with Kant himself
(1958:Bxii).

Pure reason (in its activity of knowing
the world) was Kant’s subject-matter.
But a similar approach may be applied
to other areas, as the connection to art
criticism suggests, and we may charac-
terize critical thinking as an adaptation
of Kant’s method to any appropriate
subject-matter. The purpose of critical
thinking, in short, is not to explain, jus-
tify, or refute, but to uncover. Again, like
literary criticism, it looks for its principles
within the subject-matter itself. This is
suggested in an image that Kant uses.
He felt that his work was like providing
‘principles of navigation drawn from a
knowledge of the globe...” (1950:11).
But a knowledge of the globe could only
be obtained by venturing into the un-
known, with the very real possibility of
never finding the way back. Now, ar-
ticulating the subject-matter in both its
inner construction and in the outline of
the whole, while drawing the principles
of articulation from the subject-matter
itself, means that critical thinking places
itself squarely within the paradox that in
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order to understand the whole we must
first understand the parts and vice versa.
That brings us back to the hermeneutic
circle, and it is here that one comes face
to face with his own ignorance, that one
is lost and does not know how to pro-
ceed. For that very reason he can only
take his clues from the subject-matter,
and it is here that fruitful questions can
be formulated (cf. Gadamer’s view in
Palmer:199). It is in the tension of this
paradox that critical thinking may begin
to understand what it previously did not.
But in order to critique something one
must first understand it, and that means,
not only to think certain thoughts, but also
to see the world in a certain way, or even
to be in it in a certain way (Palmer:131).
To understand Hume, say, [ have to think
and feel like Hume so that the world is
for me as it was for him; I have to ‘stand
under’ and ‘within’ that view of reality.
The difficulty is that in the process, [ tend
to come to agree with Hume, I loose my
perspective. That is to say that I slip,
perhaps imperceptibly. from consider-
ation and evaluation into enthusiasm and
apologetics. I lose my ‘distance’. That
was part of Kant's problem, to adopt al-
ternative views, but in such a way that
he did not loose his footing, his perspec-
tive. But what could such a footing be if
not some preconceived position? That
was not only a methodological problem,
but also the crux of the original problem:
is there a footing between these posi-
tions? We may say that Kant sought a
footing in the contradictions themselves
and asked: Where am I standing? Read-
ing the Critique of Pure Reason, one gets
the feeling of a man who has thrown
himself into the breach in order to dis-
cover its inner contours. I want to say
that he leaped into the chasm with the
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question: is it bottomless?

Kant maintained his critical perspective
by remaining within the question, both in
the sense of continuing to ask it, not set-
tling for premature answers, and of con-
tinuing to be questioned by it, allowing
the question both to elaborate and to
deepen itself.

In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant
established the impossibility of answer-
ing questions concerning such things as
God and freedom by the use of theoreti-
cal reason, even though we cannot be
cured of asking them. In the Critique of
Practical Reason, Kant is concerned to
establish the binding universality of moral
law. That, however, requires human free-
dom, the reality of which, according to
Kant himself, cannot be theoretically
affirmed. The insight by which he is nev-
ertheless able to affirm it tends to be
overwhelmed by the force of his moral
reasoning; however, that insight bears
upon our present inquiry. These ques-
tions are legitimately addressed, he says,
by ‘practical’ reason, that is, reason
which is effective in the world. Free-
dom is revealed and known in the exer-
cise of practical reason, without its
thereby becoming a theoretical concept.
(1956:4) We know ourselves as our-
selves, i.e. as noumena, not theoretically,
but in action (1956:101). Nevertheless,
‘Pure reason is practical of itself alone...”
(1956:32). In other words, action is it-
self a mode of thinking, and thinking is a
mode of action. Or, in Kant’s terms:
theoretical reason seeks to understand
its object, practical reason seeks to make
its object real. Both are *pure reason.’
(1956:92)
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Critical Thinking as a Procedure

As a procedure, we can characterize
critical thinking as a style of question-
ing. There must, however, be something
to question and the critical thinker con-
ducts preliminary research in order to
approach an understanding of the sub-
ject-matter. When the understanding has
reached an adequate formulation: ‘It is
like this,’ critical thinking proper can be-
gin with the question: ‘Is it?’

The question, ‘Is it like this?’, asks af-
ter the meaning of ‘this’, i.e. the internal
and external relations of signification and
intention, rather than the compositional
relations from which the understanding
may have been derived. For Kant, sci-
entific determinism means that we are
not free (Are we not?), the experience
of morality means that we are free (Are
we?), the contradiction means... But that
is the new question, “What does the con-
tradiction mean?’

It may be objected that this is asking after
the meaning of what is already under-
stood, that the critical thinker is only ar-
ticulating what she already knows.
Heidegger himself says as much
(1967:75), and indeed, in this respect,
critical thinking resembles analysis, it
lays bare what one already knows. To
lay bare what is already known is to bring
it into play, to make it accessible for use
and for further criticism. Every shop-
keeper knows already the law of supply
and demand. But it can only be applied
to economic policy when that knowledge
has been made explicit, or laid bare.
Moreover, as in mathematics, analytic
advances may be real advances. Logi-
cally, x™x"=x"*" may resemble ‘The
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bachelor is a man,’ yet it opens up whole
new tields of possibility.

But critical thinking goes radically be-
yond logical analysis. Often it opens up
essential questions that research and
thinking per se, i.e. theoretical reason,
cannot address. In these cases the im-
portance of critical thinking is in having
made the questions explicit. In evaluat-
ing candidates in a parliamentary elec-
tion, for example, one may question the
meaning of elections, whether their sig-
nificance is moral, practical, propagan-
distic, etc. The answer may well affect
one’s political loyalties, and yet the ques-
tion can only be answered by personal
choices how to take elections. It is to
address these kinds of question that Kant
wrote the Critique of Practical Reason.
The meaning of the contradiction be-
tween determinism and freedom is:
‘Act!” Again, we think with our actions,
even as dressmakers or potters think
with their hands. Neither may it be too
much to say that dressmakers and pot-
ters sometimes think critically with their
hands.

An implication of practical reason and
of thinking with our hands, is the possi-
bility for analysis to move freely into the
world of its subject-matter where empty
speculation may be shown up for what
it is (c.f. Kant,1956:3). The barrier (not
the distinction) between theoretical and
practical reason, thought and action,
thought and being, falls. We are able lit-
erally to think ourselves into the subject-
matter, and to question our way through
it. If critical thinking is analysis, in the
general sense of making explicit what is
already understood, then we have to say
that the understanding that is being ana-
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lyzed extends itself ahead of the analy-
sis, and that what is ‘already understood’
includes potentially all that can be un-
derstood. Yet though the self-extension
of understanding is the basis of the pos-
sibility of the extension of positive knowl-
edge, it brings with it the danger of los-
ing perspective. On the one hand, as
thought extends itself beyond immedi-
ate experience, it opens the door to un-
warranted speculation. Critical thought
protects itself by asking at every ad-
vance, ‘Is it like this?” On the other hand,
in thinking ourselves into the subject-
matter, we risk becoming part of it, los-
ing the ‘distance’ from which we are
able to examine it. In coming to under-
stand Hume theoretically, I tend to come
to agree with him; but in terms of prac-
tical reason, I think/act into events, and
I tend to come to accept the actual se-
quence of events and their, perhaps
poorly conceived, structures as natural
and necessary. The shopkeeper may take
capitalism for granted, with no articu-
late awareness of its dynamics. Thus,
though he is locally shrewd, he may con-
tinue to support ‘pro-business’ policies,
say de-regulation, even as they help the
super-market chains to put him out of
business.

Again, distance is maintained by con-
tinual questioning, the more radically so,
the more one’s thinking is actively in-
volved in affairs. In this, critical thinking
resembles objectivity, which continually
asks, ‘would everyone see it this way?’
The critical question, however, is con-
cerned with the meaning, and meanings
are hidden from ‘everyone’.

We have not yet explicitly considered
the question, ‘“To what is the question
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addressed?’ and what immediately fol-
lows, ‘From what perspective is the
question asked?’ Surely, the question is
aimed at the subject-matter itself. In light
of the dangers of subjectivity and the
need to maintain ‘distance’, the ques-
tion, surely, must be put disinterestedly
and without preconceptions. We have
spoken of ‘thinking into’, of ‘standing
within” and of questioning what is al-
ready understood, but in order to under-
stand what i1s we must examine it; we
look at it, describe it, take it apart and
put it back together, noting the parts and
their interconnections. This seems obvi-
ous at the stage of preliminary research,
but also at the critical stage where we
ask, ‘Is it like this?’, we must ‘suspend
judgment’, being careful not to project
our expectations, biases, and agendas
into the subject-matter.

But what if what is is inextricably bound
up with the examination of it? What if
one of its ‘parts’ turns out to be the in-
vestigator herself, together with her ex-
pectations, biases, and agendas? What
if my relation to the thing, together with
our relation to it, my relation to us, etc.
is indispensably (if not exclusively) con-
stitutive of the thing itself? If that is the
case, then the independence of being and
thought is compromised, and the suspen-
sion of judgment is literally impossible.
Whether or not this is ultimately so, for
human phenomena something of the sort
1s undeniable. For social, political, and
economic thinking, our understanding of
the situation directly translates into ac-
tion which alters the process, but also
our understanding is based in a tradition
of thinking, of cultural judgments, in
terms of which we understand and with-
out which we could not even formulate
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questions; and those traditions and judg-
ments are part of the subject-matter.
The study of history, for example, has a
history, is a moment of the history that it
studies, and indeed *writes’ that very his-
tory. The instability of the postmodern
situation forces us to take notice of this
compromise: the confluence of differ-
ent ways of construing reality, is very
much like the confrontation of different
realities,

But the confluence of cultures is already
a new culture and a new history. We
are never confronted only with alternate
realities, but also with the confused and
unstable reality emergent from that con-
frontation, and that immediately and al-
ready also includes us. Concretely, Mod-
ern/Western economic and political
forms grafted onto other cultures are no
longer Modern/Western forms, and the
failure to recognize this is a factor in the
re-current economic and political crises
throughout the third-world. Successful
grafting, on the other hand, for example
in Japan, has profoundly modified the
grafted forms (Hsu:357-386). What we
noted at first as the originality and in-
comprehensibility of the postmodern
situation, then, is inseparable from its
humanity; its incomprehensibility consists
Just in the fact that it is continually re-
made by our own actions.

That pure reason (in its activity of know-
ing the world) is. from one side, consti-
tutive of the world, was Kant’s central
insight, but the universal structures of
reason, the architectonic, by which he
accounted for and guaranteed the sta-
bility of the world, are no longer appar-
ent. He did not, moreover, notice the
communal aspects of consciousness, the
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‘we’, which as culture, supplies a kind
of local architectonic. We are faced
rather with multiple realities, hence
truths, which depend on their social and
cultural contexts. ‘Pure reason’ might
then be understood as *human conscious-
ness’, and human truths may be self-ref-
erential, meaningful in terms of their co-
herence within a particular culture, with
no mediating or higher standard. The
confrontation of competing truths, in fact,
calls them all into question, and alters
the realities within which the truths are
true. But since that confrontation is it-
self a context, it gives those truths new
meanings even as it questions them. We
are left with little alternative but to ex-
plore the emergent situation itself, on its
own terms, even as those terms trans-
form themselves. The suspension of
judgment now seems, not only to be lit-
erally impossible, but perhaps even a bad
faith denial of our own implication in the
situation.

But if our investigation of the world is
(partly) constitutive of that world itself,
then, as Kant showed, the world is ac-
cessible to thought; and if Kant’s archi-
tectonic is removed, as the postmodem
situation urges upon us, then the world
is even more radically accessible. This
amounts to a radicalization of what we
said about practical reason. Thinking
thinks itself into the world, the barrier
between them falls and their indepen-
dence is compromised; or, if you prefer,
the distinction between world and thought
is muddled. Of course we do not mean
that the world is whatever we want to
be. We constitute a world on the basis
of a cultural and personal history and in
a social-historical moment, we do so
communally, and the world so constituted
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is constituted from a world which is al-
ways stubbornly already there—and
from which we ourselves emerge. Still,
the world is my/our engagement with it
(and I/we are it’s engagement with me/
us).

But that brings us once more back to
the hermeneutic circle, this is criticism,
it is questioning, and it is in questioning
ourselves that the world is accessible.

In some sense, then, to think critically is
to ask ourselves, ‘Is it as we understand
it to be?’ (c.f. Brookfield:6) Or even, to
the extent that we are inseparable from
the subject-matter, ‘Are we as we un-
derstand ourselves to be? If pure rea-
son is glossed as human consciousness
as we have suggested, then what Kant
questioned, his subject-matter was not
only pure reason in its activity of know-
ing the world, but himself in the world. I
doubt that Kant would have been en-
tirely comfortable with that character-
ization, but he did virtually equate cri-
tique with a disciplined pursuit of self-
knowledge (1958:Axi, Axii). Heidegger,
similarly, emphasizes the inwardness of
the asking (1949b:351-2). Given what we
have said here, together with
Heidegger’s insistence that being human
is always being-in-the-world, it should be
clear that this is not a question of self-
image or of psychology; it is neither in-
trospection nor an inquiry into the ob-
Jjective constitution of human beings as
such. Questions of economic policy re-
main questions of economic policy, only
it is we who are the economy in action
and who have thought ourselves into an
understanding of economic processes.
Questioning myself means questioning
the world and vice versa. Self-discov-
ery, inwardness, then does not preclude,
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but rather requires, research of external
sources. Instead of saying that we ques-
tion ourselves, then, we will say, ‘Criti-
cal thinking is thinking that questions it-
self.’

To the extent that all this is so, there is
ultimately no disinterested enquiry. As
in literary criticism, we always work
from a personal and cultural basis of
expectations, styles, presuppositions: a
standpoint. In the absence of any inde-
pendent basis of truth it cannot be oth-
erwise, and the suspension of judgment,
taken literally, amounts to denial. But this
is just the reappearance of the problem
of objectivity; it misses the personal,
hence, meaning. The ‘suspension of
judgment’ is not nonsense, however, but
rather legitimately intends the transcen-
dence of subjectivity. For critical think-
ing, subjectivity, along with objectivity is
transcended by the question, or, as
Heidegger says, holding out in the ques-
tionable (1967:67). But genuinely to ques-
tion is also an openness to being wrong.
We might begin, for example, with the
position that greed is the root cause of
war and poverty. To begin at that posi-
tion is to ask, ‘Is it?’, to submit ourselves
to questioning and the possibility of hav-
ing to acknowledge ignorance. The open-
ness to being wrong is then the proper
meaning of ‘suspension of judgment’.

The dangers of subjectivity and objec-
tivity, suggest that the preliminary re-
search should be done in such a way as
to prepare the critical question. In order
genuinely to ask, the understanding must
already be genuine. In other words the
‘circle’ appears simultaneously with the
first look at the subject-matter, with the
first question, “What is this?” Even while
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one is learning only the standard inter-
pretations, the process must be one of
learning the subject-matter not of learn-
ing how to talk about it. The critical ap-
proach is to enter into and to participate
in the subject-matter in such a way that
that entering and participating question
themselves, thus revealing the structures
and purposes of the entering and par-
‘ticipating, and hence the meanings in the
subject-matter itself. But it is this same
self-questioning which guards against
the dangers of enthusiasm and projec-
tion. In other words, the question at once
corrects and reveals. In other words,
there is no pre-critical research, the criti-
cal question is asked with the first open-
ing of the first book.

The Critical Perspective

But we can be more explicit about the
perspective from which the question is
asked. We have spoken both of “stand-
ing within” and of “distance’. By ‘stand-
ing within’ I mean that one is familiar
with the subject-matter to the point of
taking it as her own, of seeing the world
in this way, at least provisionally. In cri-
tiquing Marxism, one must be able to
think like a Marxist, and not ‘in order to
refute’, but genuinely. By ‘distance’ 1
mean that one stands apart from the
subject-matter, in order to look at it and
to inquire into it ‘disinterestedly’ as into
an independent being. In order to cri-
tique Marxism, one must, at least provi-
sionally, not be a Marxist. The critical
perspective is both simultaneously:
Standing-within-at-a-distance. This per-
spective is analogous to ‘aesthetic dis-
tance’ in theater. One must be far
enough away from the stage to see the
effect of the whole. Only from sufficient
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distance can one see the play and be-
come engrossed in it. However, the play
is not only a visual phenomenon to be
passively taken in; in order to ‘see’ the
effect of the whole, one must at the same
time be engrossed in it.

For critical thinking, I mean by ‘distance’
an intellectual and phenomenological dis-
tance, one is not taken in by the argu-
ments, or by the necessity of the actual.
One rather ‘takes in’ the whole in its
meaning and holds it down for examina-
tion, one stays aloof so as not to get lost
in the details or swept away by actual
events, and holds out in the possibility
that it might be otherwise. Yet, one can-
not ‘take itin’ in its meaning without also
moving within it and being moved by it.
The disinterest by which meanings can
be evaluated, depends upon the interest
for which the meanings come to life, and
interest is a quality of standing-within.

Standing-within-at-a-distance is not a
balance: in just so far but no farther, just
enough interest but not too much. It is
the inner tension of being fully in and
fully out. That tension is made possible
by the reflexive structure of thought,
thought is aware of itself as it thinks of
something else, and that self-awareness
can become articulate. As thought thinks
itself into the subject-matter, the articu-
late self-awareness of that thought
keeps a ‘distance’, surveying the whole
on a higher level. This tension between
standing-within and standing-at-a-dis-
tance, I shall call the breach. How is the
breach effected? Simply, by the critical
question. Indeed the breach is the un-
derstanding, firmly grounded in its sub-
ject-matter (standing-within), which
questions itself (at-a-distance). It is the
contour of the question and the open-
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ness to being wrong. Critical thinking is
thought that enters into the self-refer-
ential structure of human meanings, re-
fusing to collapse into either agreement/
disagreement on the one hand, or neu-
tral evaluation on the other. It is self-
referential in the mode of holding apart
the terms of reference.” (c.f.
Palmer:150ff, and Heidegger, 1961:36-
37)

The Question

Critical thinking as thinking which ques-
tions itself is radical both in the sense of
going to the root and in the sense of re-
fusing to be harnessed. Thought whose
very structure 1s a question to itself, can-
not but plunge more and more deeply
towards its own roots, which means,
because it is thinking the subject-matter,
also towards the roots of that subject-
matter. Working through the Critique of
Pure Reason we see Kant continually
raising more fundamental questions, ad-
dressed to the answers to the previous
questions, uncovering deeper and deeper
structures, as he writes in Critique of
Tudgment, *...as deep down as the foun-
dation.” (1968, 4) Similarly, critical en-
quiry into the “globalized economy’ will
end in exploring the underpinnings of

’A suggestion: subjectivity might now be
reinterpreted as the collapse of the breach
into the “standing-within’ where the mean-
ings come alive. but only in relation (o it-
sell. Objectivity. in turn, would be the sev-
erance of the breach into an infinite, alien-
ating “distance’, from which the meanings
arc dead. However, that infinitely distant
thought is also thought which ‘stands-
within’ itself. The structure of some forms
of speculation may be an infinitely distant
subjectivity.

92

economy itself, even as they change. But
in pursuing its subject-matter to the roots
it is likely that conventional understand-
ings will be called into question, and the
process is merciless. Kant again: ‘Noth-
ing... may be exempted from this
searching examination.... Reason de-
pends on this freedom for its very exist-
ence.” (1958, B766;c.f. also Brookfield:6)
That means that critical thinking requires
moral courage, since one’s personal con-
victions are put up for question, but also
physical courage, since the certainties
of one’s own culture and traditions come
inevitably up for question. One risks dis-
covering that he, and possibly his entire
culture has been living an illusion, that
he and his parents have suffered and
rejoiced over phantasms; Socrates was
not the last thinker to die for asking too
many questions. Nevertheless, critique
must be pursued, ‘...no matter what
prized and cherished dreams may have
to be disowned.” (Kant,1958, Axiii) In-
deed, one way that questions are for-
mulated is to look for contradictions
(Kant, 1958, Axii). But when we remem-
ber that critical thought uncovers ques-
tions that can only be answered by
choice, and that it is “practical’, we open
up the likelihood of radically different
alternatives and challenges to the cur-
rent system and to the plans of the state.
Thinking about the economy, some criti-
cal thinkers are sure to advocate a re-
turn to subsistence agriculture, others
socialism, and so on.

What is the question? It is the question:
‘Is it like this?” or the equivalent ques-
tion, “What does this mean?’, addressed
to every affirmation, ‘It is like this.” Itis
the question that the subject-matter asks
of the understanding and that the under-
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standing takes as its own. When we re-
member the involvement of the under-
standing with the subject-matter, and the
self-referential structures of both, it be-
comes clear that the question asked of
the subject-matter and the question
asked by it, converge. When we have
thought ourselves sufficiently into the
subject-matter, ‘Is it and what does it
‘mean?’ may take the form of a question
about the meaning of our own actions;
the question, moreover, arises just where
the situation presents us with problems.
From a critical perspective, the economic
crisis is a question, and the question is
not, ‘How do we return to prosperity?’
but, “What are we doing and why?’

Who Asks the Question: the
Cultural Issue

Do Asian cultures discourage critical
thinking? Here, we can only suggest an
approach.

If we accept that thinking includes in-
volvement in its subject-matter, and that
the standing-within structure of critical
thinking includes effective involvement
in the sense of practical reason, then
critical thinking is not an intellectual tech-
nique only, but also a mode of being in
and toward the world. Where the sub-
ject-matter is something like the global-
ized economy, which is more of an his-
torical upheaval than a settled fact, criti-
cal thinking is a mode of being in and
toward the historical moment. As such,
it cannot be specific to any culture, but
is rather an engagement of culture. Tak-
ing the structural view presented here,
criticism may appear whenever people
engage the historical moment creatively,
whether that takes the form of protest-
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ing government policy, of communities
insisting on environmental standards for
industry or in writing poetry. The key, of
course, is the structure of the engage-
ment. To be critical, the activity can be
neither a retreat into local custom nor
an enthusiastic embrace of whatever is
perceived to be the dominant culture. To
think and act critically means to stand
creatively within the tensions among
one’s own culture, the other cultures and
the emergent culture of the tensions, it
means effecting the breach within the
historical situation.

Isn’t this going too far? Surely individu-
als think, not protest groups or commu-
nities. Doesn’t critical thinking include
thinking for oneself?

This goes to the heart of the cultural is-
sue. It may not be a question of whether
respect for the teacher discourages criti-
cal thinking, so much as whether com-
munal, as opposed to individualistic cul-
tures do so. Is the one who thinks nec-
essarily an individual?

In the first place, in spite of the Western
ideology that, properly speaking, only
individuals think (Fromm:152ff), groups
do think, for example in planning ses-
sions, or in technical design sessions.
Even Janis, whose work on ‘groupthink’
details how group thinking can go wrong,
maintains that groups often think well
(Janis:12).

In the second place, if thinking includes
involvement with the world, especially
as ‘standing-within’, then thinking hap-
pens with and also is an involvement with
others. All thinking is, in some sense,
conversation(cf.Heidegger 1949a:277ff),
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and it happens within the multi-layered
tensions among persons and community,
etc.

So what do we mean by ‘think for your-
self’? One way that the phrase is used
is In response o state propaganda and
advertising. The modern state generally
tries to preempt the role of local com-
‘munity, to appropriate communal affin-
ity and loyalty for itself. This is done with
the use of the symbols and jargon of
peoplehood, unity, democracy, with fes-
tivals, flags, anthems, etc. To the extent
that the state is successful, there is a
flattening out as the hierarchies of inter-
mediate communal structures are re-
placed by direct relations between the
people and the machinery of the state,
and that is individualizing. ‘The people’
becomes a mass, a collection of individu-
als, 1solated from each other but related
to the same object, rather than commu-
nities of persons in mutual relationships.
This is alienation, which, as has been
frequently noted, leads to widespread
anomie. The state now insinuates itself
into the psychological vacuum, framing
its dictates as the ‘voice of the people’,
presenting itself as the ‘ultimate parent’,
and so forth.

However, it is neither a parent nor the
people, but a surrogate whose dictates
displace the thinking of the people pre-
cisely by pretending to be the thinking
of the people. In this context, “Think for
yourself,” is a reaction to the alien force
of the state, a call to recover genuine
thinking.

In local community, on the other hand,
there may be a genuine thinking of the
people. Even if openly questioning
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teachers and parents is prohibited, one
is present to teachers and parents, and
by that presence, participates in the
thinking process. Besides, one may ex-
pect someday to be a parent or a
teacher. Where the state has appropri-
ated the symbols and jargon of commu-
nity, however, resistance to the alien
force of the state cuts against commu-
nity as well, and ‘think for yourself” thus
accelerates the process of massification.
Thinking thus confined to individuals
becomes politically irrelevant, being re-
duced to the abstract unit of the secret,
i.e. rigorously individual, ballot.

There was an analogous process in the
hippy movement in the United States.
The hippies were self-proclaimed non-
conformists. Critics complained that the
hippies conformed to each other, but the
criticism missed the point. What the hip-
pies meant by ‘non-conformity’ was re-
sistance to the dictates of the state and
to corporations. It was the non-confor-
mity of communities to ‘the system’, not
of individuals to each other and they
understood themselves as an attempt to
recover community. The individualist ide-
ology associated with ‘non-conformity’,
however, helped, willy-nilly, to break up
their communal efforts and to drive them
back into the very system that their non-
conformity was meant to reject.

Similarly, ‘Think for yourself,” means
‘resist alien authority’, e.g. the state and
advertising, not teachers and parents. It
might well include communal thinking,
complete with internally authoritarian
structures. Indeed it might, to the extent
that thinking is a communal activity,
mean to revive, or to create, communal
structures in opposition to the dictates
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of the state, or indeed to the demands of
the ‘globalized economy’. Lacking an
ideology of community, however, efforts
to encourage people to think critically
and for themselves, seem subversive to
local communal cultures, if not to the
stated goals of an intentionally Western-
izing state.

"Of this suggestion, one must now ask:
‘Is it like this?’

Conclusion

Critical thinking is not an answer engine
but a creative mode of engaging the
world. To think critically about global-
1zation is to elucidate it by questioning it
and being questioned by it, it is to par-
ticipate in the process. In this sense the
initial quotes are not incorrect. But criti-
cal thinking is free and can neither be
harnessed nor limited in scope. To en-
courage it is also to encourage literature,
art, science, statesmanship, it is to en-
courage genuine creativity. Critical
thinking, moreover, may not be appro-
priate in every case. Our approach to
Kant, for example, has not been critical,
but impressionistic, since our focus was
on critical thinking, rather than on Kant.
Neither are economic calculations criti-
cal, although miscalculations might be
‘based on misunderstandings of the his-
torical moment that could be corrected
by critical thinking.

Globalization does not necessarily mean
Westernization, individualization,
massification, etc. there are other pos-
sibilities still open—Confucianism, which
is enjoying a renewed interest both in
the East and in the West, comes to mind.
Critical thought may well take as its
theme, not how to grab world markets,
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but how to become a people and to cre-
ate a history: how can we become our-
selves on the stage of world history upon
which we, perhaps nakedly, find our-
selves? Critically to take that as a theme
is actively to make it so. To fail to do so
is to acquiesce in the future that
happens to us.
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