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Because teaching not only consists of
notions and memory, I frequently find myself
pondering what might be an appropriate
hybrid instructional philosophy that could
equally and effectively meet the needs of
students from both Eastern and Western
cultures. I recognize that this is unchartered
territory for a scientist who rationally relies
on mathematics and exact equations. How-
ever, with my deepest apologies to the
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professional philosophers, let me accept the
challenge of discussing what I believe is the
difference between Eastern and Western
views of teaching and knowledge. I shall start
by reviewing the origins of knowledge in the
East and West, and then I'll attempt to explain
some differences I've noted in my bimodal
experience across two cultures. Finally, I'll
provide comments on how different views of

knowledge have evolved in the internet era.

Thirty years ago, as one of a very few
Western students to enroll in a Japanese
University, I was initially told that
“knowledge” in the Japanese culture was built
upon Confucian doctrine. In the attempt to
abolish my ignorance, I found that the core
teachings of Confucius (551~479 BC) were
built on the importance of family, social,
and worldly harmony. Confucius provided
instruction on the proper behaviour of the
individual within society and toward his
fellow men. He warned against selfishness
(which I had a lot) and of the importance of
compassion (which I had little). Slowly, I began
to adopt and live by his principles. It was a
difficult transition, but ... so far ... so good. Yet,
Confucius-induced confusion was ever present
in my mind because being in harmony
with the world required that I become a
conformist. Instead, my Western experience
taught me that it was my duty to be a non-
conformist. It was my responsibility to create
an original path in life leading to disharmony.
Indeed, I found that this juxtaposition was
not only pertinent to my human behavior,
but it also applied to knowledge and learning.
Trapped within the dualism of “harmony and
originality” I once confessed my incapacity
to solve this conundrum to an esteemed
Japanese professor. I sought his counsel,
hoping to obtain his insight into my dilemna.
His thoughtful and clever response was as

follows:
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“Regarding your problem, I can only tell
you that there is a “Way’ to solve it; but
the “‘Way’ cannot be shown.” Wow! I was
impressed with his philosophy; but I couldn’t
help but think that his response was a clever
way to skip a difficult question. It reminded
me of my father’s laconic reply to difficult

questions I posed as a child:

“You will understand when you become an
adult.” Actually, both the response from my
professor and my father were in keeping with
pure Taoism? “The Master does nothing, yet

he leaves nothing undone.”

Contrast this with Western philosophy
posited by Descartes’ doctrine of a rational
mind. While Confucius taught that the only
way of knowing something is to experience
it, Descartes asserted that the only origin
of reliable knowledge is logic and pure
reasoning. He argued that “the senses deceive
from time to time, and it is prudent never to
trust wholly those who have deceived us even
once.”' Descartes’ rationale was appropriate
when considering the major scientific
discoveries that could never have been
sensed, such as the speed of light, Einstein’s
theory of relativity, and the concept of the
Big Bang. The power of logic was embedded
in me from my early childhood education. I
never questioned it; I never doubted it ..until
I came to Japan. However, in Japan, I finally
understood that logic is based on assumptions
in the same way that mathematical theorems
are based on definitions. Yet, unlike
definitions, assumptions are not necessarily
either correct or incorrect; they can simply
be different or divergent which ‘logically’
leads to different outcomes. There is room for
different truths even within the rationality of
the Western world espoused by Descartes.
To emphasize this point, 150 years after
Descartes, Kant said:’
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“We need to realize the limits of human
reason as our minds create ‘real’ worlds
that may or may not exist in reality.”
Western thought uses different assumptions
to envision new realities, and in a circular
manner, uses these different realities to
validate new assumptions. Given these
seeming contradictions in Western logic, it is
completely understandable why Confucian
doctrine re-mains compelling. It has taken
centuries for East and West to unify their
respective assumptions on the interpretation
of life; and yet, I feel that we still have a long
way to go.

Too complicated? Let me attempt an
easier explanation of the different cultural
and philosophical approaches to knowledge
and learning in the East and West. When
confronting the complexities of science within
the East nihilistically

stands in front of the problem without

the “real” world? -

solving it while the West creates an artificial
solution and egocentrically assumes it is the
unequivocal truth. So, what is the best way to
teach knowledge? Sometime ago, I came across
an interesting note’ reporting an epistolary
dialogue exchanged between the two famous
mathematicians David Hilbert and Gottlob
Frege at the beginning of the last century.
According to Hilbert: “If the arbitrarily
postulated axioms together with all their
consequences do not contradict one another,
then they are true.” However, Frege did
not share this view: “I call axioms theorems,
which are true, but need not be proved
because are derived from a logically different
source of knowledge, the intuition.” You can
clearly see the dualism between the Western
need of “proof free from contradiction,”
as stated by Hilbert, and the Eastern
acceptance of “Intuition” as a superior source
of knowledge as claimed by Frege. However,

we know that freedom from contradiction
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leads to inadmissible generalizations, and that
intuition is illusory. Note that theorems, which
were formerly accepted as “original truths”
in classical natural sciences, are no longer
considered universally valid (e.g., the “law of
causality”, the principle of the conservation of
matter, and the whole Euclidean geometry).
In substance, when teaching “knowledge”
we cannot replace “truth” with “surety;” and
therefore we must merge or compromise
Eastern and Western approaches, as both are
independently insufficient.

Let us now look at the mismatch between
East and West from the students’ viewpoint.
In my youth, I was lucky to study at
renowned Universities in both the West
and East. In doing so, I was able to interact
with famous professors on both sides. I often
posed questions for which they did not have
immediate answers. However, their responses
were quite different. The Japanese professor
would promptly reach into his bookshelf.
Handing me a book, he would say, “Read this
and you will know.” However, the European
professor would utilize countless words to
put forth various hypotheses that in principle
“could be the answer to your question.”
In the former case, “the Master has done
nothing, yet he has left nothing undone”;
while in the latter case, a new reality has
logically been created on demand. In both
cases the student has left the professor’s
office without an immediate knowledge of
the truth. However, from the professors’
viewpoint, today’s knowledge is simply too
huge and it is growing faster than it ever has
in the history of humankind. According to
Herbert Simon® “-- the meaning of knowing
has shifted from being able to remember and
repeat information to being able to find and
use it.” So, what should the ideal professor
do when failing to find an immediate answer

to a student’s questions? He should certainly
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extract the right book from the bookshelf,
wisely read it himself and communicate the
answer to the student in successive meetings.
However, the growing magnitude of human
knowledge and its availability to anyone
through the internet make it impossible for
any single person to fully cover it. Therefore,
educators should shift from directly providing
knowledge to students. Instead they should
help them develop the intellectual tools to ac-
quire it. Again, East meets West in teaching
knowledge and truth.

Finally, let me provide an analogy about
knowledge and learning in the internet era.
The hypothesis of multiple universes follows
from the theory of quantum mechanics and
applies it to our macroscopic reality. The
evolution of future events assumes that the
rules describing the way subatomic particles
behave remain the same. This is the so-
called “daughter universe” theory.’ Based on
the laws of probability, any single decision
may lead to a range of parallel universes,
each of which represents an individual out-
come. For a moment, let's assume that all
possible universes continuously spring into
and out of our existence. This idea, which
was fully conceived by a Western scientist
(i.e., the physicist Hugh Everett), does not
obey classical logic. Rather, it resembles the
concept of a multiverse from the Taoist texts,
perhaps proving that Eastern and Western
doctrines of knowledge merge at the highest
levels of truth. However, given the abundance
and increasing amount of knowledge available
from the internet, it is also clear that the
multiplication of possible decisions leads to
an exponential increase in the number of
universes. Then, the next logical question
1s: Should we enjoy this multiplication of
universes? Honestly, I have never been
concerned about a lack of universes and

have never seen this as a limitation. Rather,
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I take the view of Ethan Siegel” His advice HTWekEZw, BHOOBEREZBEIIEZ LS
was to make the choices that “leave us with LW TELDIIAGTETTH B, TP
no regrets.” Therefore, I choose to celebrate HIEZ TR THI] & [E] Thsb,
being unique among an infinite number of

different possibilities. I like to think that there

are no realities where I am not in control. I

am the only person that can turn my choices

into realities. This is the “knowledge and

truth” that I will continue to convey to my

students.

[Reference]

' D. M. Clarke, Descartes: A Biography, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, (2006).

? 1. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, translated and edited by P. Guyer and A. W. Wood; Cambridge
Univ. Press, Cambridge, 1998.

H. Meschkowski, Introduction to Modern Mathematics, George G. Harrap & Co. Ltd, London,
1968.

* P. A. Blanchette, Frege and Hilbert on consistency, J. Philos. XCIII, 317-336 (1996).

H. Simon, quoted in J. D. Bransford, A. L. Brown, and R. R. Cocking (eds), How People Learn:

3

Brain, Mind, Experience and School, National Academy Press, Washington DC, 2000.
5 H. Everett, “Relative state” formulation of quantum mechanics, Rev. Mod. Phys. 29, 454-462 (1957).
E. Siegel, Beyond the Galaxy: How Humanity Looked Beyond Our Milky Way and Discovered
the Entire Universe, World Scientific Publ. Co. Pte. Ltd., Singapore, 2016.

No.36 2017 -7-



