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Project Title Critical Thinking and Thai Culture
Name of the Investigator Asst. Prof. Dr. Soraj Hongladarom
Year April 2000

Abstract

This research work aims at showing whether, and to what extent, critical thinking
and Thai culture could go together conceptually. “Critical thinking’ is defined as the basic
dispositioins and skills which help an individual in their decision making whether to
believe or to act. “Thai culture’ is the set of values, beiefs and actions thar altogether make
up what it is to be Thai. It is found that critical thinking and Thai culture do not
necessarily conflict, even though a superficial observation might suggest otherwise. Such an
apparent conflict includes the trait, believed by many to constitute Thai culture, that one
should believe the ‘elder’ because they are older and wiser. This trait may appear to
contradict one of the tenets of critical thinking: To believe only what is true and well
justified by reasons. That these two dispositions do not conflict is shown to be so through
the argument that Thai culture is dynamic and lacks an essence, and that there is no
- metanarrative of historv. and it is the Thais’ decision whether to give any value of critical

thinking.
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22“Critical thinking, in any educationally meaningful sense, must be
understood in historicaland philosophical terms as exfoliations of a universal potential
of language and social conditions of heightened dialogue and controversy. Its
evolution has depended on institutionalised recognition of an individual right of
inquiry and criticism which has clear democratic and libertarian implications. All
human societies have displayed impressive problem solving abilities. Indeed language
and thought, even perception, are criteriological. But the very universality of these
abilities means that they do no help us to discrimnate between different manifestations
of human intelligence ina manner consisten with the identification ofcritical thinking
as a significant educational desidertum. In this sense, it must be understood as
aspecific to an historically limited range of cultures, none of which have enjoyed
automatic guarantees of sustainability. My case is not that ‘thinking skills’ programmes
will necessarily fail to produce results, though the notorious elusiveness of skill-
transfer suggests that they may. Even if they succeed, the results will reflect arbitrary
decisions about educational purpose which pay scant respect to the historical effort to
transcend passive assimillation of traditional myth and dogma.

A theory of critical thinking which takes account of his historical origins and
dialectical character provides more than the definition of an objective within the
institutional apparatus of education. The critical traditions embody a sovereign
principle, a criterion of the effectiveness of educational institutions to represent that
legacy and the personal and social liberties in which they are enmeshed. This was the
message articulated by John Stuart Mill throughout his lifetime; a comprehensive
theory of critical thinking, liberationa nd personal empowerment, comprehensively
overlooked in the present scramble for higher educaticn standards and, indeed, by the
present ‘thinking skilis movement.”

Ken Brown, Education. Culture and Critical Thinking. (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1998), p. 2.
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