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I N T R O D U C T I O N

A few years back, a brilliant student from China began to
work with me on questions of social psychology and rea-
soning. One day early in our acquaintance, he said, “You
know, the difference between you and me is that I think
the world is a circle, and you think it’s a line.” Unfazed by
what must have been a startled expression on my face, he
expounded on that theme. “The Chinese believe in con-
stant change, but with things always moving back to some
prior state. They pay attention to a wide range of events;
they search for relationships between things; and they
think you  can’t understand the part without understand-
ing the whole. Westerners live in a simpler, more deter-
ministic world; they focus on salient objects or people
instead of the larger picture; and they think they can con-
trol events because they know the rules that govern the
behavior of objects.”

I was skeptical but intrigued. I had been a lifelong uni-
versalist concerning the nature of human thought. March-
ing in step with the long Western line, from the British
empiricist philosophers such as Hume, Locke, and Mill to
modern-day cognitive scientists, I believed that all human



 

groups perceive and reason in the same way. The shared
assumptions of this tradition can be summarized with a
few principles.

• Everyone has the same basic cognitive processes.
Maori herders, !Kung hunter-gatherers, and dot-
com entrepreneurs all rely on the same tools for
perception, memory, causal analysis, categoriza-
tion, and inference.

• When people in one culture differ from those in
another in their beliefs, it  can’t be because they
have different cognitive processes, but because
they are exposed to different aspects of the
world, or because they have been taught differ-
ent things.

• “Higher order” processes of reasoning rest on the
formal rules of logic: for example, the prohibition
against contradiction—a proposition  can’t be
both true and false.

• Reasoning is separate from what is reasoned
about. The same process can be used to think
about utterly different things and a given thing
can be reasoned about using any number of dif-
ferent procedures.

A dozen years before meeting my student I had coau-
thored with Lee Ross a book with a title that made my
sympathies clear—Human Inference. Not Western infer-
ence (and certainly not American college student infer-
ence!), but human inference. The book characterized what
I took to be the inferential rules that people everywhere
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use to understand the world, including some rules that I
believed were flawed and capable of producing erroneous
judgments.

On the other hand, shortly before I met my new Chi-
nese student, I had just completed a series of studies
examining whether people’s reasoning could be improved
by teaching them new rules for thinking. Given my
assumptions about universality and hard wiring, I had ini-
tially assumed the work would show that it is difficult, if
not impossible, to change the patterns of reasoning I had
been studying—even with immersion in long courses of
study in fields such as statistics and economics. But to my
surprise, I found substantial training effects. For example,
people who have taken a few statistics courses avoid lots
of errors in daily life:  They’re more likely to see that the
“sophomore slump” in baseball could be due to statistical
regression to the mean rather than to some mystical curse,
and more likely to realize that an interview should be
regarded as a small sample of a person’s behavior and,
therefore, that a wise hiring decision should be based on
the larger sample of information in the application folder.
Economists, it turns out, think differently about all sorts of
things than the rest of us do—from deciding whether to
remain at a boring movie to reasoning about foreign pol-
icy. Moreover, I found it was possible to train people in
brief sessions and change not only their thinking habits,
but their actual behavior when we tested them surrepti-
tiously outside the laboratory.

So I was willing to give the student—whose name is
Kaiping Peng and who now teaches at the University of
California at Berkeley—an attentive hearing. If it’s possi-
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ble to produce marked changes in the way adults think, it
certainly seemed possible that indoctrination into distinc-
tive habits of thought from birth could result in very large
cultural differences in habits of thought.

I began reading comparative literature on the nature
of thought by philosophers, historians, and anthropolo-
gists—both Eastern and Western—and found that Peng
had been a faithful reporter. Whereas psychologists have
assumed universality, many scholars in other fields believe
that Westerners (primarily Europeans, Americans, and citi-
zens of the British Commonwealth) and East Asians (prin-
cipally the people of China, Korea, and Japan) have
maintained very different systems of thought for thou-
sands of years. Moreover, these scholars are in substantial
agreement about the nature of these differences. For
example, most who have addressed the question hold that
European thought rests on the assumption that the behav-
ior of objects—physical, animal, and human—can be
understood in terms of straightforward rules. Westerners
have a strong interest in categorization, which helps them
to know what rules to apply to the objects in question,
and formal logic plays a role in problem solving. East
Asians, in contrast, attend to objects in their broad con-
text. The world seems more complex to Asians than to
Westerners, and understanding events always requires con-
sideration of a host of factors that operate in relation to
one another in no simple, deterministic way. Formal logic
plays little role in problem solving. In fact, the person who
is too concerned with logic may be considered immature.

As a psychologist, I found these assertions to be revolu-
tionary in their implications. If the scholars in the humani-
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ties and other social sciences were right, then the cognitive
scientists were wrong: Human cognition is not everywhere
the same. Without putting it in so many words, the human-
ities and social science scholars were making extremely
important claims about the nature of thought. First, that
members of different cultures differ in their “metaphysics,”
or fundamental beliefs about the nature of the world. Sec-
ond, that the characteristic thought processes of different
groups differ greatly. Third, that the thought processes are
of a piece with beliefs about the nature of the world: Peo-
ple use the cognitive tools that seem to make sense—given
the sense they make of the world.

Just as remarkably, the social structures and sense of
self that are characteristic of Easterners and Westerners
seem to fit hand in glove with their respective belief sys-
tems and cognitive processes. The collective or interde-
pendent nature of Asian society is consistent with Asians’
broad, contextual view of the world and their belief that
events are highly complex and determined by many fac-
tors. The individualistic or independent nature of Western
society seems consistent with the Western focus on partic-
ular objects in isolation from their context and with West-
erners’ belief that they can know the rules governing
objects and therefore can control the objects’ behavior.

If people really do differ profoundly in their systems
of thought—their worldviews and cognitive processes—
then differences in people’s attitudes and beliefs, and even
their values and preferences, might not be a matter merely
of different inputs and teachings, but rather an inevitable
consequence of using different tools to understand the
world. And if that’s true, then efforts to improve interna-
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tional understanding may be less likely to pay off than one
might hope.

My student’s chance comment, together with my
interest in cultural psychology and the resulting reading
program he had encouraged, launched me on a new course
of research. I began a series of comparative studies, work-
ing with students at the University of Michigan and even-
tually with colleagues at Beijing University, Kyoto
University, Seoul National University, and the Chinese
Institute of Psychology. The research shows that there are
indeed dramatic differences in the nature of Asian and
European thought processes. The evidence lends support
to the claims of nonpsychologist scholars and extends
those claims to many surprising new mental phenomena.
In addition, surveys and observational research document
differences in social practices that dovetail with the differ-
ences in habits of thought. The new research has provided
us, as prior evidence could not, with enough information
so that we can build a theory about the nature of these
differences, including how they might have come about,
what their implications are for perceiving and reasoning in
everyday life, and how they affect relations between peo-
ple from different cultures.

The research allows us to answer many questions
about social relations and thought that have long puzzled
educators, historians, psychologists, and philosophers of
science. Neither common stereotypical views about East-
West differences nor the more sophisticated views of
scholars can answer these questions or deal with the new
findings. The puzzles and new observations range across
many different domains. For example:
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Science and Mathematics Why would the ancient
Chinese have excelled at algebra and arithmetic
but not geometry, which was the forte of the
Greeks? Why do modern Asians excel at math
and science but produce less in the way of revolu-
tionary science than Westerners?

Attention and Perception Why are East Asians better
able to see relationships among events than West-
erners are? Why do East Asians find it relatively
difficult to disentangle an object from its sur-
roundings?

Causal Inference Why are Westerners so likely to
overlook the influence of context on the behavior
of objects and even of people? Why are Eastern-
ers more susceptible to the “hindsight bias,” which
allows them to believe that they “knew it all
along”?

Organization of Knowledge Why do Western infants
learn nouns at a much more rapid rate than verbs,
whereas Eastern infants learn verbs at a more
rapid rate than nouns? Why do East Asians group
objects and events based on how they relate to
one another, whereas Westerners are more likely
to rely on categories?

Reasoning Why are Westerners more likely to apply
formal logic when reasoning about everyday
events, and why does their insistence on logic
sometimes cause them to make errors? Why are
Easterners so willing to entertain apparently con-
tradictory propositions and how can this some-
times be helpful in getting at the truth?
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Where to look for the causes of such vastly different
systems of thought? Do they lie in biology? Language?
Economics? Social systems? What keeps them going
today? Social practices? Education? Inertia? And where
are we headed with the differences? Will they still be here
fifty or five hundred years from now?

My research has led me to the conviction that two
utterly different approaches to the world have maintained
themselves for thousands of years. These approaches
include profoundly different social relations, views about
the nature of the world, and characteristic thought
processes. Each of these orientations—the Western and
the Eastern—is a self-reinforcing, homeostatic system. The
social practices promote the worldviews; the worldviews
dictate the appropriate thought processes; and the
thought processes both justify the worldviews and support
the social practices. Understanding these homeostatic sys-
tems has implications for grasping the fundamental nature
of the mind, for beliefs about how we ought ideally to rea-
son, and for appropriate educational strategies for differ-
ent peoples.

Perhaps most important of all, the book has implica-
tions for how East and West can get along better through
mutual understanding of mental differences. Many people
in Eastern countries believe with some justice that the
past five hundred years of Western military, political, and
economic dominance have made the West intellectually
and morally arrogant. This book will have achieved its
purpose for Western readers if it causes them to consider
the possibility that another valid approach to thinking
about the world exists and that it can serve as a mirror
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with which to examine and critique their own beliefs and
habits of mind. The book will have served its purpose for
Asian readers if it encourages them to consider the com-
plementary possibility—though the need is perhaps less
urgent for them because most Eastern intellectuals are
already familiar to a considerable degree with Western
ways of thinking.

To establish the contention that very different systems
of perception and thought exist—and have existed for
thousands of years—I draw on historical and philosophical
evidence, as well as modern social science research, includ-
ing ethnographies, surveys, and laboratory research. In
chapter 1, Aristotle and Confucius are presented as exam-
ples of two different systems of thought. Undoubtedly
those philosophers also served to entrench habits of
thought that were already characteristic of their societies,
but chapters 2 and 3 are intended to show that the social-
practice differences found in modern societies would tend
to sustain or even to create those different patterns even if
they had not been present in ancient times. The heart of
the book is contained in chapters 4 to 7. They present evi-
dence that fundamental beliefs about the nature of the
world, as well as the ways of perceiving it and reasoning
about it, differ dramatically among modern peoples. The
evidence is based in good part on laboratory research that
I have conducted with students and colleagues using a
variety of tests to examine how people perceive, remem-
ber, and think. Chapter 8 spells out some of the implica-
tions for psychology, philosophy, and society of the deep
differences in systems of thought we have discovered. The
epilogue speculates about where we are headed—toward
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convergence or toward continued or even intensified sepa-
ration.

To set the stage a bit for the research that follows:
When I speak of East Asia I mean China and the countries
that were heavily influenced by its culture, most notably
Japan and Korea. (I will sometimes abbreviate “East Asian”
to “Easterner” and sometimes to “Asian.”) When I speak of
Westerners I mean people of European culture. When I
speak of European Americans I mean blacks and whites
and Hispanics—anyone but people of Asian descent. This
somewhat odd usage can be justified by the fact that
everyone born and raised in America is exposed to similar,
though of course not by any means identical, cultural
influences. This is true of Asian Americans too, obviously,
but in some of the research discussed they are examined
as a separate group because we would expect them to be
more similar to Asians than we would expect other Amer-
icans to be—and in fact this is what we find.

Finally, I wish to apologize in advance to those people
who will be upset to see billions of people labeled with
the single term “East Asian” and treated as if they are iden-
tical. I do not mean to suggest that they are even close to
being identical. The cultures and subcultures of the East
differ as dramatically from one another as do those of the
West. But the broad-brush term “East Asian” can be justi-
fied. In a host of social and political ways the cultures in
that region are, in some general respects, similar to one
another and different from Western countries. This will
not satisfy some people who are highly knowledgeable
about the East, but I ask them to bear with me. Some gen-
eralizations are justified despite the myriad differences. An
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analogy can be drawn to the study of language groups.
Indo-European languages differ from one another in
countless ways, and East Asian languages differ at least as
much. Nevertheless, generalizations about the differences
between Indo-European languages and East Asian lan-
guages taken as a group are possible and meaningful. And,
as will be seen, some of those high-level generalizations
are remarkably similar to some of the differences in per-
ceptual and thought processes examined in this book.
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C H A P T E R  1

T H E  S Y L L O G I S M  A N D
T H E  TA O

More than a billion people in the world today claim
intellectual inheritance from ancient Greece. More than
two billion are the heirs of ancient Chinese traditions of
thought. The philosophies and achievements of the
Greeks and Chinese of 2,500 years ago were remarkably
different, as were the social structures and conceptions of
themselves. And, as I hope to show in this chapter, the
intellectual aspects of each society make sense in light of
their social characteristics.

TH E AN C I E N T GR E E K S A N D AG E N C Y

There is an ancient theater at Epidaurus in Greece that
holds fourteen thousand people. Built into a hillside, the



 

theater has a spectacular view of mountains and pine trees.
Its acoustics are such that it is possible to hear a piece of
paper being crumpled on the stage from any location in the
theater. Greeks of the classical period, from the sixth to the
third century B.C., traveled for long periods under difficult
conditions to attend plays and poetry readings at Epidaurus
from dawn till dusk for several days in a row.

To us today, people’s love of the theater and their will-
ingness to endure some hardship to indulge it may not
seem terribly odd. But among the great civilizations of the
day, including Persia, India, and the Middle East, as well as
China, it is possible to imagine only the Greeks feeling
free enough, being confident enough in their ability to
control their own lives, to go on a long journey for the sole
purpose of aesthetic enjoyment. The Greeks’ contempo-
raries lived in more or less autocratic societies in which
the king’s will was law and to defy it was to court death. It
would not have been in a ruler’s interest to allow his sub-
jects to wander about the countryside even if his subjects’
ties to the land and the routines of agriculture had allowed
them to imagine going on a long journey for purposes of
recreation.

Equally astonishing, even to us today, is that the entire
Greek nation laid down its tools—including its arms if
city-states were at war with one another—to participate
in the Olympics as athletes or audience.

The Greeks, more than any other ancient peoples, and
in fact more than most people on the planet today, had a
remarkable sense of personal agency—the sense that they
were in charge of their own lives and free to act as they
chose. One definition of happiness for the Greeks was that
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it consisted of being able to exercise their powers in pur-
suit of excellence in a life free from constraints.

A strong sense of individual identity accompanied the
Greek sense of personal agency. Whether it is the Greeks
or the Hebrews who invented individualism is a matter of
some controversy, but there is no doubt that the Greeks
viewed themselves as unique individuals, with distinctive
attributes and goals. This would have been true at least by
the time of Homer in the eighth or ninth century B.C.
Both gods and humans in the Odyssey and the Iliad have
personalities that are fully formed and individuated. More-
over, the differences among individuals were of substantial
interest to Greek philosophers.

The Greek sense of agency fueled a tradition of de bate.
Homer makes it clear that a man is defined almost as much
by his ability to debate as by his prowess as a warrior. A
commoner could challenge even a king and not only live to
tell the tale, but occasionally sway an audience to his side.
Debates occurred in the marketplace, the political assem-
bly, and even in military settings. Uniquely among ancient
civilizations, great matters of state, as well as the most ordi-
nary questions, were often decided by public, rhetorical
combat rather than by authoritarian fiat. Tyrannies were
not common in Greece and, when they arose, were fre-
quently replaced by oligarchies or, beginning in the fifth
century B.C., by democracies. The constitutions of some
cities had mechanisms to prevent officials from becoming
tyrants. For example, the city of Drerus on Crete prohib-
ited a man from holding the office of kosmos (magistrate)
until ten years had gone by since the last time he held the
office.
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As striking as the Greeks’ freedom and individuality is
their sense of curiosity about the world. Aristotle thought
that curiosity was the uniquely defining property of
human beings. St. Luke said of the Athenians of a later
era: “They spend their time in nothing else but to tell or to
hear some new thing.” The Greeks, far more than their
contemporaries, speculated about the nature of the world
they found themselves in and created models of it. They
constructed these models by categorizing objects and
events and generating rules about them that were suffi-
ciently precise for systematic description and explanation.
This characterized their advances in—some have said
invention of—the fields of physics, astronomy, axiomatic
geometry, formal logic, rational philosophy, natural history,
and ethnography. (The word “ethnocentric” is of Greek
origin. The term resulted from the Greeks’ recognition
that their belief that their way of life was superior to that
of the Persians might be based on mere prejudice. They
decided it was not.)

Whereas many great contemporary civilizations, as
well as the earlier Mesopotamian and Egyptian and the
later Mayan civilizations, made systematic observations in
all scientific domains, only the Greeks attempted to
explain their observations in terms of underlying princi-
ples. Exploring these principles was a source of pleasure
for the Greeks. Our word “school” comes from the Greek
schole-, meaning “leisure.” Leisure meant for the Greeks,
among other things, the freedom to pursue knowledge.
The merchants of Athens were happy to send their sons to
school so that they could indulge their curiosity.
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TH E AN C I E N T CH I N E S E A N D HA R M O N Y

While a special occasion for the ancient Greek might
mean attendance at plays and poetry readings, a special
occasion for the Chinese of the same period would be an
opportunity to visit with friends and family. There was a
practice called chuan men, literally “make doors a chain.”
Visits, which were intended to show respect for the hosts,
were especially common during the major holidays. Those
who were visited early were perceived as more important
than those who were visited later.

The Chinese counterpart to Greek agency was har-
mony. Every Chinese was first and foremost a member of a
collective, or rather of several collectives—the clan, the
village, and especially the family. The individual was not,
as for the Greeks, an encapsulated unit who maintained a
unique identity across social settings. Instead, as philoso-
pher Henry Rosemont has written: “ . . . For the early Con-
fucians, there can be no me in isolation, to be considered
abstractly: I am the totality of roles I live in relation to
specific others . . . Taken collectively, they weave, for each
of us, a unique pattern of personal identity, such that if
some of my roles change, the others will of necessity
change also, literally making me a different person.”

The Chinese were concerned less with issues of con-
trol of others or the environment than with self-control, so
as to minimize friction with others in the family and vil-
lage and to make it easier to obey the requirements of the
state, administered by magistrates. The ideal of happiness
was not, as for the Greeks, a life allowing the free exercise
of distinctive talents, but the satisfactions of a plain coun-
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try life shared within a harmonious social network.
Whereas Greek vases and wine goblets show pictures of
battles, athletic contests, and bacchanalian parties, ancient
Chinese scrolls and porcelains depict scenes of family
activities and rural pleasures.

The Chinese would not have felt themselves to be the
helpless pawns of superiors and family members. On the
contrary, there would have been a sense of collective
agency. The chief moral system of China—Confucianism
—was essentially an elaboration of the obligations that
obtained between emperor and subject, parent and child,
husband and wife, older brother and younger brother, and
between friend and friend. Chinese society made the indi-
vidual feel very much a part of a large, complex, and
 generally benign social organism where clear mutual oblig-
ations served as a guide to ethical conduct. Carrying out
prescribed roles—in an organized, hierarchical system—
was the essence of Chinese daily life. There was no coun-
terpart to the Greek sense of personal liberty. Individual
rights in China were one’s “share” of the rights of the com-
munity as a whole, not a license to do as one pleased.

Within the social group, any form of confrontation,
such as debate, was discouraged. Though there was a time,
called the period of the “hundred schools” of 600 to 
200 B.C., during which polite debate occurred, at least
among philosophers, anything resembling public disagree-
ment was discouraged. As the British philosopher of sci-
ence Geoffrey Lloyd has written, “In philosophy, in
medicine, and elsewhere there is criticism of other points
of view . . . [but] the Chinese generally conceded far more
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readily than did the Greeks, that other opinions had some-
thing to be said for them . . .”

Their monophonic music reflected the Chinese con-
cern with unity. Singers would all sing the same melody
and musical instruments played the same notes at the
same time. Not surprisingly, it was the Greeks who
invented polyphonic music, where different instruments,
and different voices, take different parts.

Chinese social harmony should not be confused with
conformity. On the contrary, Confucius praised the desire
of the gentleman to harmonize and distinguished it from
the petty person’s need for conformity. The Zuozhuan, a
classic Confucian text, makes the distinction in a met -
aphor about cooking. A good cook blends the flavors and
creates something harmonious and delicious. No flavor is
completely submerged, and the savory taste is due to the
blended but distinctive contributions of each flavor.

The Chinese approach to understanding the natural
world was as different from that of the Greeks as their
understanding of themselves. Early in their study of the
heavens, the Chinese believed that cosmic events such as
comets and eclipses could predict important occurrences
on earth, such as the birth of conquerors. But when they
discovered the regularities in these events, so far from
building models of them, they lost interest in them.

The lack of wonder among the Chinese is especially
remarkable in light of the fact that Chinese civilization far
outdistanced Greek civilization technologically. The Chi-
nese have been credited with the original or independent
invention of irrigation systems, ink, porcelain, the mag-
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netic compass, stirrups, the wheelbarrow, deep drilling, the
Pascal triangle, pound locks on canals, fore-and-aft sail ing,
watertight compartments, the sternpost rudder, the pad-
dle-wheel boat, quantitative cartography, immunization
techniques, astronomical observations of novae, seismo-
graphs, and acoustics. Many of these technological
achievements were in place at a time when Greece had
virtually none.

But, as philosopher Hajime Nakamura notes, the Chi-
nese advances reflected a genius for practicality, not a pen-
chant for scientific theory and investigation. And as
philosopher and sinologist Donald Munro has written, “In
Confucianism there was no thought of knowing that did
not entail some consequence for action.”

ES S E N C E O R EVA N E S C E N C E?

PH I L O S O P H Y I N GR E E C E A N D CH I N A

The philosophies of Greece and China reflected their dis-
tinctive social practices. The Greeks were concerned with
understanding the fundamental nature of the world,
though in ways that were different in different eras. The
philosophers of Ionia (including western Turkey, Sicily, and
southern Italy) of the sixth century B.C. were thoroughly
empirical in orientation, building their theories on a base
of sense observation. But the fifth century saw a move
toward abstraction and distrust of the senses. Plato
thought that ideas—the forms—had a genuine reality and
that the world could be understood through logical
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approaches to their meaning, without reference to the
world of the senses. If the senses seemed to contradict
conclusions reached from first principles and logic, it was
the senses that had to be ignored.

Though Aristotle did not grant reality to the forms, he
thought of attributes as having a reality distinct from their
concrete embodiments in objects. For him it was meaning-
ful to speak not just of a solid object, but of attributes in
the abstract—solidity, whiteness, etc.—and to have theo-
ries about these abstractions. The central, basic, sine qua
non properties of an object constituted its “essence,” which
was unchanging by definition, since if the essence of an
object changed it was no longer the object but something
else. The properties of an object that could change with-
out changing the object’s essence were “accidental” prop-
erties. For example, the author is sadly lacking in musical
talent, but if he suddenly were to have musical talent, you
would still think he was the same person. Musical talent,
then, is an accidental property, and change in it does not
constitute change in the person’s essence. Greek philoso-
phy thus differed greatly from Chinese in that it was
deeply concerned with the question of which properties
made an object what it was, and which were alterable
without changing the nature of the object.

The Greek language itself encouraged a focus on
attributes and on turning attributes into abstractions. As in
other Indo-European languages, every adjective can be
granted noun status by adding the English equivalent of
“ness” as a suffix: “white” becomes “whiteness”; “kind”
becomes “kindness.” A routine habit of Greek philosophers
was to analyze the attributes of an object—person, place,
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thing, or animal—and categorize the object on the basis of
its abstracted attributes. They would then attempt to
understand the object’s nature, and the cause of its
actions, on the basis of rules governing the categories. So
the attributes of a comet would be noted and the object
would then be categorized at various levels of abstrac-
tion—this comet, a comet, a heavenly body, a moving
object. Rules at various levels of abstraction would be gen-
erated as hypotheses and the behavior of the comet
explained in terms of rules that seemed to work at a given
level of abstraction.

But still more basic to Greek philosophy is its back-
ground scheme, which regarded the object in isolation as
the proper focus of attention and analysis. Most Greeks
regarded matter as particulate and separate—formed into
discrete objects—just as humans were seen as separate
from one another and construed as distinct wholes. Once
the object is taken as the starting point, then many things
follow automatically: The attributes of the object are
salient; the attributes become the basis of categorization
of the object; the categories become the basis of rule con-
struction; and events are then understood as the result of
objects behaving in accordance with rules. By “objects” I
mean both nonhuman and human objects, but in fact the
nature of the physical world was of great concern to
Greek philosophers. Human relations and ethical conduct
were important to the Greeks but did not have the con-
suming interest that they did for the Chinese.

A peculiar but important aspect of Greek philosophy
is the notion that the world is fundamentally static and
unchanging. To be sure, the sixth-century philosopher
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Heraclitus and other early philosophers were concerned
with change. (“A man never steps in the same river twice
because the man is different and the river is different.”)
But by the fifth century, change was out and stability was
in. Parmenides “proved,” in a few easy steps, that change
was impossible: To say of a thing that it does not exist is a
contradiction. Nonbeing is self-contradictory and so non-
being  can’t exist. If nonbeing  can’t exist, then nothing can
change because, if thing 1 were to change to thing 2, then
thing 1 would not be! Parmenides created an option for
Greek philosophers: They could trust either logic or their
senses. From Plato on, they often went with logic.

Zeno, the pupil of Parmenides, established in a similar
way that motion was impossible. He did this in two
demonstrations. One is his famous demonstration with the
arrow. In order for an arrow to reach a target, it first has to
go halfway toward the target, then halfway between that
and the target, and then halfway between that and the tar-
get, etc. But of course half of a half of a half . . . still leaves
the arrow short of the target. Ergo, visual evidence to the
contrary notwithstanding, movement  can’t occur. The
other “proof” was even simpler. Either a thing is in its
place or it is not. If it is in its place, then it cannot move. It
is impossible for a thing not to be in its place; therefore
nothing moves. As communications theorist Robert Logan
has written, the Greeks “became slaves to the linear,
either-or orientation of their logic.”

Not all Greek philosophers were logic-choppers out to
prove change impossible, but there is a static quality even
to the reasoning of Aristotle. He believed, for example,
that all celestial bodies were immutable, perfect spheres
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and though motion occurs and events happen, the
essences of things do not change. Moreover, Aristotle’s
physics is highly linear. Changes in rate of motion, let
alone cyclical motion, play little role in Aristotle’s physics.
(It is partly for this reason that Aristotle’s physics was so
remarkably misguided. Gordon Kane, a physicist friend of
mine, has identified a large number of physical proposi-
tions in Aristotle’s writings. He maintains that the great
majority of them are wrong. This is especially puzzling
because Aristotle’s Ionian predecessors got many of them
right.)

The Chinese orientation toward life was shaped by the
blending of three different philosophies: Taoism, Confu-
cianism, and, much later, Buddhism. Each philosophy
emphasized harmony and largely discouraged abstract
speculation.

There is an ancient Chinese story, still known to most
East Asians today, about an old farmer whose only horse
ran away. Knowing that the horse was the mainstay of his
livelihood, his neighbors came to commiserate with him.
“Who knows what’s bad or good?” said the old man, refus-
ing their sympathy. And indeed, a few days later his horse
returned, bringing with it a wild horse. The old man’s
friends came to congratulate him. Rejecting their congrat-
ulations, the old man said, “Who knows what’s bad or
good?” And, as it happened, a few days later when the old
man’s son was attempting to ride the wild horse, he was
thrown from it and his leg was broken. The friends came
to express their sadness about the son’s misfortune. “Who
knows what’s bad or good?” said the old man. A few
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weeks passed, and the army came to the village to con-
script all the able-bodied men to fight a war against the
neighboring province, but the old man’s son was not fit to
serve and was spared.

The story, which goes on as long as the patience of the
audience permits, expresses a fundamental of the Eastern
stance toward life. The world is constantly changing and is
full of contradictions. To understand and appreciate one
state of affairs requires the existence of its opposite; what
seems to be true now may be the opposite of what it
seems to be (cf. Communist-era Premier Chou En-lai’s
response when asked whether he thought the conse-
quences of the French Revolution had been beneficial: “It’s
too early to tell”).

The sign of the Tao.

Yin (the feminine and dark and passive) alternates
with yang (the masculine and light and active). Indeed yin
and yang only exist because of each other, and when the
world is in a yin state, this is a sure sign that it is about to
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be in a yang state. The sign of the Tao, which means “the
Way” to exist with nature and with one’s fellow humans,
consists of two forces in the form of a white and a black
swirl. But the black swirl contains a white dot and the
white swirl contains a black dot. And “the truest yang is
the yang that is in the yin.” The principle of yin-yang is the
expression of the relationship that exists between oppos-
ing but interpenetrating forces that may complete one
another, make each comprehensible, or create the condi-
tions for altering one into the other.

From the I Ching: “ . . . For misery, happiness is leaning
against it; for happiness, misery is hiding in it. Who knows
whether it is misery or happiness? There is no certainty.
The righteous suddenly becomes the vicious, the good
suddenly becomes the bad” (I Ching, xxx).

From the Tao Te Ching: “The heavy is the root of the
light . . . The unmoved is the source of all movement”
(Chapter 26).

Returning—moving in endless cycles—is the basic
pattern of movement of the Tao.

To shrink something
You need to expand it first
To weaken something
You need to strengthen it first
To abolish something
You need to flourish it first
To take something
You need to give it first (Tao Te Ching, Chapter 36)

Aside from Taoism’s teachings about opposition, con-
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tradiction, change, and cycles, it stood for a deep apprecia-
tion of nature, the rural life, and simplicity. It was the reli-
gion of wonder, magic, and fancy, and it gave meaning to
the universe through its account of the links between
nature and human affairs.

Taoism is the source of much of the philosophy
behind the healing arts of China. Physiology was
explained on a symbolic level by the yin-yang principle
and by the Five Elements (earth, fire, water, metal, and
wood), which also provided the explanations behind
magic, incantations, and aphrodisiacs. The ubiquitous word
was ch’i, meaning variously “breath,” “air,” or “spirit.”

Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479 B.C., was less a
religious leader than an ethical philosopher. His concern
was with the proper relations among people, which in his
system were hierarchical and strictly spelled out. Each
member of each of the important relationship pairs (hus-
band-wife, etc.) had clear obligations toward the other.

Confucianism has been called the religion of common
sense. Its adherents are urged to uphold the Doctrine of
the Golden Mean—to be excessive in nothing and to
assume that between two propositions, and between two
contending individuals, there is truth on both sides. But in
reality, Confucianism, like Taoism, is less concerned with
finding the truth than with finding the Tao—the Way—to
live in the world.

Confucianism stresses economic well-being and edu-
cation. The individual works not for self-benefits but for
the entire family. Indeed, the concept of self-advancement,
as opposed to family advancement, is foreign to cultures
that are steeped in the Confucian orientation. A promising

T H E  S Y L L O G I S M  A N D  T H E  T A O 15



 

young man was expected to study for the government
examinations with the hope of becoming a magistrate. If
he did, his whole family benefited economically from his
position. Unlike most of the world until very modern
times, there was substantial social and economic mobility
in China. Everyone who lived long enough would see fam-
ilies rise far higher than their origins and others sink far
lower. Perhaps partly for this reason, Confucians have
always believed, far more than the intellectual descendants
of Aristotle, in the malleability of human nature.

Confucianism blended smoothly with Taoism. In par-
ticular, the deep appreciation of the contradictions and
changes in human life, and the need to see things whole,
that are integral to the notion of a yin-yang universe are
also part of Confucian philosophy. But the dominant
themes of nature and the rural life are much more asso -
ciated with Taoism than with Confucianism, and the
importance of the family and educational and economic
advancement are more integral to Confucianism. These
thematic differences are reflected in paintings on porce-
lains and scrolls. Characteristic Tao-inspired themes would
include a picture of a fisherman, a woodcutter, or a lone
individual sitting under trees. Confucian-inspired themes
would center on the family, with pictures of many people
of different ages engaging in shared activities. Different
individuals in ancient China, and for that matter in con-
temporary China, would likely emphasize one of the ori-
entations more than the other. This might depend in part
on station in life. There is an adage holding that every Chi-
nese is a Confucianist when he is successful and a Taoist
when he is a failure.
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Buddhism came to China from India hundreds of years
after the classical period we are discussing. The Chinese
readily absorbed congenial aspects of Buddhism, including
what had been missing in Chinese philosophy, notably an
epistemology, or theory of knowledge. All three orienta-
tions shared concerns about harmony, holism, and the
mutual influence of everything on almost everything else.
These orientations help explain why Chinese philosophy
not only lacked a conception of individual rights but, it
sometimes seems (at least after Buddhism began to exert
an influence), an acknowledgment of individual minds. A
twelfth-century neo-Confucian wrote, “The universe is my
mind and my mind is the universe. Sages appeared tens of
thousands of generations ago. They shared this mind; they
shared this principle. Sages will appear tens of thousands of
generations to come. They will share this mind; they will
share this principle.”

The holism common to the three orientations sug-
gested that every event is related to every other event. A
key idea is the notion of resonance. If you pluck a string on
an instrument, you produce a resonance in another string.
Man, heaven, and earth create resonances in each other. If
the emperor does something wrong, it throws the universe
out of kilter.

The concern with abstraction characteristic of ancient
Greek philosophy has no counterpart in Chinese philoso-
phy. Chinese philosophers quite explicitly favored the
most concrete sense impressions in understanding the
world. In fact, the Chinese language itself is remarkably
concrete. There is no word for “size,” for example. If you
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want to fit someone for shoes, you ask them for the “big-
small” of their feet. There is no suffix equivalent to “ness”
in Chinese. So there is no “whiteness”—only the white of
the swan and the white of the snow. The Chinese are dis-
inclined to use precisely defined terms or categories in any
arena, but instead use expressive, metaphoric language.

In Chinese literary criticism there are different
methods of writing called “the method of watch-
ing a fire across the river” (detachment of style),
“the method of dragonflies skimming across the
water surface” (lightness of touch), “the method of
painting a dragon and dotting its eyes” (bringing
out the salient points).

For the Chinese, the background scheme for the
nature of the world was that it was a mass of substances
rather than a collection of discrete objects. Looking at a
piece of wood, the Chinese philosopher saw a seamless
whole composed of a single substance, or perhaps of inter-
penetrating substances of several kinds. The Greek
philosopher would have seen an object composed of parti-
cles. Whether the world was composed of atoms or of con-
tinuous substances was debated in Greece, but the issue
never arose in China. It was continuous substances, period.
Philosopher of science Joseph Needham has observed:
“Their universe was a continuous medium or matrix
within which interactions of things took place, not by the
clash of atoms, but by radiating influences.”

So the philosophies of China and Greece were as dif-
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ferent as their respective social life and self-conceptions.
And the philosophical differences are reflective of the
social ones, in several respects.

Greeks were independent and engaged in verbal con-
tention and debate in an effort to discover what people
took to be the truth. They thought of themselves as indi-
viduals with distinctive properties, as units separate from
others within the society, and in control of their own des-
tinies. Similarly, Greek philosophy started from the indi-
vidual object—the person, the atom, the house—as the
unit of analysis and it dealt with properties of the object.
The world was in principle simple and knowable: All one
had to do was to understand what an object’s distinctive
attributes were so as to identify its relevant categories and
then apply the pertinent rule to the categories.

Chinese social life was interdependent and it was not
liberty but harmony that was the watchword—the har-
mony of humans and nature for the Taoists and the har-
mony of humans with other humans for the Confucians.
Similarly, the Way, and not the discovery of truth, was the
goal of philosophy. Thought that gave no guidance to
action was fruitless. The world was complicated, events
were interrelated, and objects (and people) were con-
nected “not as pieces of pie, but as ropes in a net.” The
Chinese philosopher would see a family with interrelated
members where the Greek saw a collection of persons
with attributes that were independent of any connections
with others. Complexity and interrelation meant for the
Chinese that an attempt to understand the object without
appreciation of its context was doomed. Under the best of
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circumstances, control of outcomes was difficult.
Science and mathematics, as we’ll see next, were fully

consistent with both social behavior and philosophical
outlook.

CO N T R A D I C T I O N O R C O N N E C T I O N?

SC I E N C E A N D MAT H E M AT I C S I N GR E E C E A N D CH I N A

The greatest of all Greek scientific discoveries was the dis-
covery—or rather, as philosopher Geoffrey Lloyd put it,
the invention—of nature itself. The Greeks defined nature
as the universe minus human beings and their culture.
Although this seems to us to be the most obvious sort of
distinction, no other civilization came upon it. A plausible
account of how the Greeks happened to invent nature is
that they came to make a distinction between the exter-
nal, objective world and the internal, subjective one. And
this distinction came about because the Greeks, unlike
everyone else, had a clear understanding of subjectivity
arising from the tradition of debate. It makes no sense for
you to try to persuade me of something unless you believe
that there is a reality out there that you apprehend better
than I do. You may be able to coerce me into doing what
you want and even into saying that I believe what you do.
But you will not persuade me until I believe that your
subjective interpretation of some state of affairs is superior
to mine.

So, in effect, objectivity arose from subjectivity—the
recognition that two minds could have different represen-
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tations of the world and that the world has an existence
independent of either representation. This recognition was
probably aided for the Greeks because, due to their posi-
tion as a trading center, they regularly encountered people
with utterly different notions about the world. In contrast,
Chinese culture was unified early on and it would have
been relatively rare to encounter people having radically
different metaphysical and religious views.

The Greeks’ discovery of nature made possible the
invention of science. China’s failure to develop science can
be attributed in part to lack of curiosity, but the absence
of a concept of nature would have blocked the develop-
ment of science in any case. As philosopher Yu-lan Fung
observes, “Why” questions are hard to ask if there is no
clear recognition that there are mental concepts that
somehow correspond to aspects of nature, but which are
not identical to them.

The Greeks’ focus on the salient object and its attri -
butes led to their failure to understand the fundamental
nature of causality. Aristotle explained that a stone falling
through the air is due to the stone having the property of
“gravity.” But of course a piece of wood tossed into water
floats instead of sinking. This phenomenon Aristotle
explained as being due to the wood having the property of
“levity”! In both cases the focus is exclusively on the
object, with no attention paid to the possibility that some
force outside the object might be relevant. But the Chi-
nese saw the world as consisting of continuously interact-
ing substances, so their attempts to understand it caused
them to be oriented toward the complexities of the entire
“field,” that is, the context or environment as a whole. The
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notion that events always occur in a field of forces would
have been completely intuitive to the Chinese. The Chi-
nese therefore had a kind of recognition of the principle of
“action at a distance” two thousand years before Galileo
articulated it. They had knowledge of magnetism and
acoustic resonance, for example, and believed it was the
movement of the moon that caused the tides, a fact that
eluded even Galileo.

In the desert of western China are buried bodies of tall,
red-haired people, astonishingly well preserved, of Cau-
casian appearance. They found their way to that part of
the world some thousands of years ago. Aside from the
way they look, they are different from the peoples who
lived in the area in another interesting respect. Many of
them show clear signs of having been operated on surgi-
cally. In all of Chinese history, surgery has been a great
rarity.

The reluctance of the Chinese to perform surgery is
completely understandable in light of their views about
harmony and relationships. Health was dependent on the
balance of forces in the body and the relationships
between its parts. And there were, and are for many East
Asians today, relationships between every part of the body
and almost every other part. To get a feel for this vast web
of interconnections, look at a modern acupuncturist’s view
of the relations between the surface of the ear and the
 epidermis and skeleton. An equally complex network
describes the relations between the ear and each of the
internal organs. The notion that the removal of a malfunc-
tioning or diseased part of the body could be beneficial,
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without attending to its relations to other parts of the
body, would have been too simple-minded for the Chinese
to contemplate. In contrast, surgery has been practiced in

many different Western societies for thousands of years.
Representation of epidermis and skeleton on the surface

of the ear for purposes of acupuncture.

The Chinese tendency to focus on relationships in a
complex, interconnected field is exemplified by the prac-
tice of feng shui, still continued in the East. When some-
one wishes to build a building, it is essential to call in a
feng shui master. This person takes account of a seemingly
limitless number of factors such as altitude, prevailing
wind, orientation toward the compass, proximity to vari-
ous bodies of water, and gives advice on where to locate
the structure. This practice has had no real counterpart in
the West, but the most modern skyscraper in Hong Kong
will have had its feng shui workup before being built.
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The Chinese conviction about the fundamental relat-
edness of all things made it obvious to them that objects
are altered by context. Thus any attempt to categorize
objects with precision would not have seemed to be of
much help in comprehending events. The world was sim-
ply too complex and interactive for categories and rules to
be helpful for understanding objects or controlling them.

The Chinese were right about the importance of the
field to an understanding of the behavior of the object and
they were right about complexity, but their lack of interest
in categories prevented them from discovering laws that
really were capable of explaining classes of events. And for
all that the Greeks tended to oversimplify and to be satis-
fied by pseudo-explanations involving nonexistent proper-
ties of objects, they correctly understood that it was
necessary to categorize objects in order to be able to apply
rules to them. Since rules are useful to the extent that
they apply to the widest possible array of objects, there
was a constant “upward press” to generalize to high levels
of abstraction so that rules would be maximally applica-
ble. This drive toward abstraction was sometimes—though
not always—useful.

The Greek faith in categories had scientific payoffs,
immediately as well as later, for their intellectual heirs.
Only the Greeks made classifications of the natural world
sufficiently rigorous to permit a move from the sorts of
folk-biological schemes that other peoples constructed to
a single classification system that ultimately could result in
theories with real explanatory power.

A group of mathematicians associated with Pythagoras is
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said to have thrown a man overboard because it was dis-
covered that he had revealed the scandal of irrational
numbers, such as the square root of 2, which just goes on
and on without a predictable pattern: 1.4142135. . . .
Whether this story is apocryphal or not, it is certainly the
case that most Greek mathematicians did not regard irra-
tional numbers as real numbers at all. The Greeks lived in
a world of discrete particles and the continuous and
unending nature of irrational numbers was so implausible
that mathematicians could not take them seriously.

On the other hand, the Greeks were probably pleased
by how it was they came to know that the square root of 2
is irrational, namely via a proof from contradiction. One
posits two whole numbers, n and m, such that the square
root of 2 = n/m and shows that this leads to a contradiction.

The Greeks were focused on, you might even say
obsessed by, the concept of contradiction. If one proposi-
tion was seen to be in a contradictory relation with
another, then one of the propositions had to be rejected.
The principle of noncontradiction lies at the base of
propositional logic. The general explanation given for why
the Greeks, rather than some other people, invented logic,
is that a society in which debate plays a prominent role
will begin to recognize which arguments are flawed by
definition because their structure results in a contradic-
tion. The basic rules of logic, including syllogisms, were
worked out by Aristotle. He is said to have invented logic
because he was annoyed at hearing bad arguments in the
political assembly and in the agora! Notice that logical
analysis is a kind of continuation of the Greek tendency to
decontextualize. Logic is applied by stripping away the
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meaning of statements and leaving only their formal struc-
ture intact. This makes it easier to see whether an argu-
ment is valid or not. Of course, as modern East Asians are
fond of pointing out, that sort of decontextualization is
not without its dangers. Like the ancient Chinese, they
strive to be reasonable, not rational. The injunction to
avoid extremes can be as useful a principle as the require-
ment to avoid contradictions.

Chinese philosopher Mo-tzu made serious strides in
the direction of logical thought in the fifth century B.C.,
but he never formalized his system and logic died an early
death in China. Except for that brief interlude, the Chi-
nese lacked not only logic, but even a principle of contra-
diction. India did have a strong logical tradition, but the
Chinese translations of Indian texts were full of errors and
misunderstandings. Although the Chinese made substan-
tial advances in algebra and arithmetic, they made little
progress in geometry because proofs rely on formal logic,
especially the notion of contradiction. (Algebra did not
become deductive until Descartes. Our educational sys-
tem retains the memory trace of their separation by teach-
ing algebra and geometry as separate subjects.)

The Greeks were deeply concerned with foundational
arguments in mathematics. Other peoples had recipes;
only the Greeks had derivations. On the other hand,
Greek logic and foundational concern may have presented
as many obstacles as opportunities. The Greeks never
developed the concept of zero, which is required both for
algebra and for an Arabic-style place number system. Zero
was considered by the Greeks, but rejected on the grounds
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that it represented a contradiction. Zero equals nonbeing
and nonbeing cannot be! An understanding of zero, as well
as of infinity and infinitesimals, ultimately had to be
imported from the East.

In place of logic, the Chinese developed a type of
dialecticism. This is not quite the same as the Hegelian
dialectic in which thesis is followed by antithesis, which is
resolved by synthesis, and which is “aggressive” in the
sense that the ultimate goal of reasoning is to resolve con-
tradiction. The Chinese dialectic instead uses contradic-
tion to understand relations among objects or events, to
transcend or integrate apparent oppositions, or even to
embrace clashing but instructive viewpoints. In the Chi-
nese intellectual tradition there is no necessary incompati-
bility between the belief that A is the case and the belief
that not-A is the case. On the contrary, in the spirit of the
Tao or yin-yang principle, A can actually imply that not-A
is also the case, or at any rate soon will be the case. Dialec-
tical thought is in some ways the opposite of logical
thought. It seeks not to decontextualize but to see things
in their appropriate contexts: Events do not occur in isola-
tion from other events, but are always embedded in a
meaningful whole in which the elements are constantly
changing and rearranging themselves. To think about an
object or event in isolation and apply abstract rules to it is
to invite extreme and mistaken conclusions. It is the Mid-
dle Way that is the goal of reasoning.

Why should the ancient Greeks and Chinese have
differed so much in their habits of thought or, at any
 rate, why should this be true of the intelligentsia, who
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are the only ancient peoples whose mental life is known
to us at all? And why should there be such “resonance”
between the social forms and self-understandings on
the one hand and the philosophical assumptions and
scientific approaches on the other? Answers to these
questions have implications for understanding the dif-
ferences between Eastern and Western thought that
exist today.
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C H A P T E R  2

T H E  S O C I A L  O R I G I N S
O F  M I N D

I once asked a Chinese philosopher why he thought the
East and the West had developed such different habits of
thought. “Because you had Aristotle and we had Confu-
cius,” he replied. He was joking—mostly. Although Aris -
totle and Confucius had enormous impact on the
intellectual, social, and political histories of the peoples
who followed, they were less the progenitors of their
respective cultures than the products. And they  couldn’t
have had the impact they did if they  hadn’t reflected the
societies they lived in. In fact, a kind of “proof” of this is
that Greece did have its philosophers, like Heraclitus, who
were more nearly Eastern in spirit than Western, and
China had its philosophers, like Mo-tzu, who shared many
of the concerns of Western philosophers. But despite
receiving a good deal of attention from contemporaries,



 

the maverick philosophies died on the vine, and it is the
Aristotelian tradition that continues in the West and the
Confucian that continues in the East.

Scholars who have addressed the question of why
ancient China and Greece differed so much have come up
with several plausible reasons.

Greece differed from all contemporary civilizations in
the development of personal freedom, individuality, and
objective thought. These qualities seem partly explainable
by the political system that was unique to Greece, namely
the city-state and its politics, especially the assembly, in
which people had to persuade one another by dint of
rational argument. The city-state was also important
because it was possible for intellectual rebels to leave one
location and go to another, thereby maintaining a condi-
tion of relatively free inquiry. Indeed, members of the
intelligentsia who were personae non gratae in a given
city-state would sometimes be sought out by other city-
states for the prestige they would bring. Socrates’ follow-
ers begged him to leave Athens and go somewhere else
rather than allow the death sentence against him to be
carried out. He would have been welcomed elsewhere and
there would have been no stomach for pursuit of him by
his fellow citizens.

Another factor sometimes invoked to explain Greece’s
uniqueness is that its maritime location made trading a
lucrative occupation, which meant that there was a sub-
stantial mercantile class who could afford to have their
sons educated. That the merchants would have wished to
have their sons educated requires explanation in itself, of
course, especially because, unlike in China, education was
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not a route to power and wealth. The drive toward educa-
tion was apparently the result of curiosity and a belief in
the value of knowledge for its own sake. The curiosity
characteristic of the Greeks may in turn be explained in
part by the location of the Greeks at a crossroads of the
world. They were constantly encountering novel and per-
plexing people, customs, and beliefs. For any Greek living
near the coasts (and that would have been the great
majority), encountering people representing other ethnici-
ties, religions, and polities would have been common.
Athens itself would have been rather like the bar in Star
Wars.

An obvious consequence of the different practices and
beliefs swirling around the Greeks would have been the
necessity of dealing with contradiction. They would have
been constantly confronting situations where one person
was asserting that A was the case and another was con-
tending that not-A was the case. Contradiction coming
from the opinions of outsiders, as well as freely expressed
contradiction among insiders’ views in the assembly and
the marketplace, might have forced the development of
cognitive procedures, including formal logic, to deal with
the dissonance.

In contrast, even today 95 percent of the Chinese pop-
ulation belongs to the same Han ethnic group. Nearly all
of the country’s more than fifty minority ethnic groups are
in the western part of the country. A Chinese person living
in the rest of the country would rarely have encountered
anyone having significantly different beliefs or practices.
The ethnic homogeneity of China seems at least partly
explicable in terms of the centralized political control. In
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addition, the face-to-face village life of China would have
pressed in the direction of harmony and agreed-upon
norms for behavior. Seeing little difference of opinion, and
finding disagreement sanctioned from above or from peers
where it did exist, the Chinese would have had little use
for procedures to decide which of two propositions was
correct. Instead, finding means to resolve disagreements
would have been the goal. Hence, the push to find the
Middle Way.

HO M E O S TAT I C SO C I O-CO G N I T I V E SYS T E M S

At base, all of these explanations rest on one fact: The
ecologies of ancient Greece and China were drastically
different—in ways that led to different economic, politi-
cal, and social arrangements. The left side of the illustra-
tion that follows shows an account of the differences
between Greek and Chinese thought that makes sense to
me. It is essentially a distillation of the views of many peo-
ple who have tackled the question of the origin of mental-
ities. The right side of the illustration is the same account,
but drawn by a Chinese American student, who told me
she felt that a circular presentation made more sense than
my linear one!
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The account is at base materialistic: That is, it attempts
to explain cultural facts in terms of physical ones. This
approach is currently out of fashion in some circles partly
because it is assumed, mistakenly, that materialistic
accounts are deterministic. But materialism need not imply
inevitability—just that, other things equal, physical factors
can influence to some degree economic factors and conse-
quently cultural ones. The account is not at all materialistic
in one sense: The critical factors influencing habits of mind
are social and important social facts can be generated and
sustained by forces that are not economic in nature.
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Ecology → Economy and Social Structure The ecology of
China, consisting as it does primarily of relatively fertile
plains, low mountains, and navigable rivers, favored agricul-
ture and made centralized control of society relatively easy.
Agricultural peoples need to get along with one another—
not necessarily to like one another (think of the stereotype
of the crusty New England farmer)—but to live together
in a reasonably harmonious fashion. This is particularly
true for rice farming, characteristic of southern China and
Japan, which requires people to cultivate the land in con-
cert with one another. But it is also important wherever
irrigation is required, as in the Yellow River Valley of north
China, where the Shang dynasty (from the eighteenth to
the eleventh century B.C.) and the Chou dynasty (from the
eleventh century B.C. to 256 B.C.) were based. In addition
to getting along with one’s neighbors, irrigation systems
require centralized control and ancient China, like all other
ancient agricultural societies, was ruled by despots. Peasants
had to get along with their neighbors and were ruled by
village elders and a regional magistrate who was the repre-
sentative of the king (and after the unification of China, of
the emperor). The ordinary Chinese therefore lived in a
complicated world of social constraints.

The ecology of Greece, on the other hand, consisting
as it does mostly of mountains descending to the sea,
favored hunting, herding, fishing, and trade (and—let’s be
frank—piracy). These are occupations that require rela-
tively little cooperation with others. In fact, with the
exception of trade, these economic activities do not
strictly require living in the same stable community with
other people. Settled agriculture came to Greece almost
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two thousand years later than to China, and it quickly
became commercial, as opposed to merely subsistence, in
many areas. The soil and climate of Greece were congenial
to wine and olive oil production and, by the sixth century
B.C., many farmers were more nearly businessmen than
peasants. The Greeks were therefore able to act on their
own to a greater extent than were the Chinese. Not feel-
ing it necessary to maintain harmony with their fellows at
any cost, the Greeks were in the habit of arguing with one
another in the marketplace and debating one another in
the political assembly.

Social Structure and Social Practice → Attention and
Folk Metaphysics The Chinese had to look outward toward
their peers and upward toward authorities in the conduct
of their economic, social, and political lives. Their relations
with others provided both the chief constraint in their
lives and the primary source of opportunities. The habit of
looking toward the social world could have carried over to
a tendency to look to the field in general; and the need to
attend to social relations could have extended to an incli-
nation to attend to relations of all kinds. As social psychol-
ogists Hazel Markus and Shinobu Kitayama put it, “If one
perceives oneself as embedded within a larger context of
which one is an interdependent part, it is likely that other
objects or events will be perceived in a similar way.” “Folk
metaphysics”—beliefs about the nature of the social and
physical world—would therefore both have been gener-
ated by one fact: the Chinese were attending closely to the
social world. The sense that the self was linked in a net-
work of relationships and social obligations might have
made it natural to view the world in general as continuous
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and composed of substances rather than discrete and con-
sisting of distinct objects. Causality would be seen as being
located in the field or in the relation between the object
and the field. Attention to the field would encourage
recognition of complexity and change, as well as of contra-
diction among its many and varied elements.

But the Greeks had the luxury of attending to objects,
including other people and their own goals with respect to
them, without being overly constrained by their relations
with other people. A Greek could plan a harvest, arrange
for a relocation of his herd of sheep, or investigate
whether it would be profitable to sell some new commod-
ity, consulting little or not at all with others. This might
have made it natural for the Greeks to focus on the attri -
butes of objects with a view toward categorizing them and
finding the rules that would allow prediction and control
of their behavior. Causality would be seen as due to prop-
erties of the object or as the result of one’s own actions in
relation to the object. Such a view of causality could have
encouraged the Greek assumptions of stability and perma-
nence as well as an assumption that change in the object
was under their control.

So the folk metaphysics of the two societies could
have arisen directly from the targets of attention: the envi-
ronment or field in the case of the Chinese and the object
in the case of the Greeks. The scientific metaphysics of
each society would have been just a reflection of the folk
views.

Folk Metaphysics → Tacit Epistemology and Cognitive
Processes Folk metaphysics can be expected to influence
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tacit epistemology, or beliefs about how to get new knowl-
edge. If the world is a place where relations among objects
and events are crucial in determining outcomes, then it
will seem important to be able to observe all the impor-
tant elements in the field, to see relations among objects
and to see the relation between the parts and the whole.
Processes of attention, perception, and reasoning will
develop that focus on detecting the important events and
discerning the complex relationships among them. If, on
the other hand, the world is a place where the behavior of
objects is governed by rules and categories, then it should
seem crucial to be able to isolate the object from its con-
text, to infer what categories the object is a member of,
and to infer how rules apply to those categories. Processes
would then develop to serve those functions.

Finally, social practices can influence thinking habits
directly. Dialectics and logic can both be seen as cognitive
tools developed to deal with social conflict. We would not
expect that people whose social existence is based on har-
mony would develop a tradition of confrontation or
debate. On the contrary, when confronted with a conflict
of views, they might be oriented toward resolving the con-
tradiction, transcending it, or finding a “Middle Way”—in
short, to approach matters dialectically. In contrast, people
who are free to argue might be expected to develop rules
for the conduct of debate, including the principle of non-
contradiction and formal logic. It is an easy step from logic
to science, as physicist and historian of science Alan
Cromer has observed: “Science, in this view, is an exten-
sion of rhetoric. It was invented in Greece, and only in
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Greece, because the Greek institution of the public assem-
bly attached great prestige to debating skill. . . . A geomet-
ric proof is . . . the ultimate rhetorical form.”

An important implication of this view of the causes of
Greek and Chinese mental differences is the implied
homeostasis. So long as economic forces operate to main-
tain different social structures, different social practices
and child training will result in people focusing on differ-
ent things in the environment. Focusing on different
things will produce different understandings about the
nature of the world. Different worldviews will in turn
reinforce differential attention and social practices. The
different worldviews will also prompt differences in per-
ception and reasoning processes—which will tend to rein-
force worldviews.

There is no reason to assume that the sequence ending
in cognitive processes must begin with ecology. There can
be many different economic reasons that might make
some societies or groups more attentive to their fellow
humans and many reasons that could make them more
attentive to objects and their own goals with respect to
them. For example, modern businesses and bureaucracies,
and certainly entrepreneur-run businesses, do not neces-
sarily require attention to a wide range of peers and a large
number of supervisors. Instead, they require people to
focus on a relatively narrow set of goals and to pursue
them independently. Performance may actually be better
if other people are largely ignored rather than attended to
closely. The sequence need not even begin with econom-
ics. There can be many different reasons that could
prompt attention to other people: for example, member-
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ship in a tightly knit religious community having strict
rules for conduct. Similarly, many factors could cause peo-
ple to focus primarily on objects and their goals with
respect to them.

LAT T E R-DAY SU P P O RT F O R T H E OR I G I N TH E O RY

This economic-social account of cognition happens to fit
with some important historical changes in the West. As
the West became primarily agricultural in the Middle
Ages, it became less individualistic. The European peasant
was probably not much different from the Chinese peas-
ant in terms of interdependence or freedom in daily life or
in a rationalist approach to reasoning. And in terms of
intellectual and cultural achievement, Europe had become
a backwater. While Arab emirs discussed Plato and Aris -
totle and Chinese magistrates displayed their proficiency
in all the arts, European nobles sat gnawing joints of beef
in damp castles.

Toward the end of the Middle Ages, though, develop-
ments in European agriculture (notably the invention of
the horse collar, which made possible the horse-drawn
plow) created enough excess wealth that new trading cen-
ters, much like the old Greek city-states, appeared. The
Italian city-states, and later the northern city-states, were
to a very substantial degree autonomous and for the most
part not subject to the authority of despots. Many of them
also had a somewhat democratic, or at least oligarchic,
character. And of course rebirth of the city-state form with
its wealthy merchant class was associated with a renais-
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sance of individualism, personal liberty, rationalism, and
science. By the fifteenth century, Europe had awakened
from its millennium of torpor and began to rival China in
almost every domain—philosophy, mathematics, art, and
technology.

An event that took place in the early fifteenth century
is revealing about the differences between Europe and
China. This was the voyage of the Grand Eunuch, on
which hundreds of ships (technologically vastly superior
to the Pinta, the Niña, and the Santa Maria) sailed from
China to South and Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and
Western Africa loaded with wealth and wonders. The voy-
age achieved its primary goal, which was to convince the
nations bordering on the Indian Ocean, the Persian Gulf,
and the Red Sea that China was superior in virtually every
way to their own societies. But the Chinese were quite
uninterested in seeing anything that those societies might
have produced or known about—including even a giraffe
that their African hosts showed them. The Chinese merely
contended that the animal was known to them as a qi lin,
a creature whose appearance was expected at the time of
important events, such as the birth of a great emperor.

This lack of curiosity was characteristic of China. The
inhabitants of the Middle Kingdom (China’s name for
itself, meaning essentially “the center of the world”) had
little interest in the tales brought to them by foreigners.
Moreover, there has never been a strong interest in knowl-
edge for its own sake in China. Even modern Chinese
philosophers have always been far more interested in the
pragmatic application of knowledge than with abstract
theorizing for its own sake.
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The intellectual advances that characterized Europe at
an increasing rate from the fifteenth century to the pres -
ent seem to me to require more than an ecological or
geopolitical explanation of the sort offered by some recent
macrohistories, including Jared Diamond’s brilliant Guns,
Germs, and Steel. While it is true that despotism and the
consequent suppression of opinion and initiative would
have been easier to carry off on ecological grounds in
China than in Europe, it seems to me to be a mistake to
limit accounts of freedom of inquiry and scientific advance
in Europe to purely physical factors. Well before the fif-
teenth century, these values and the mentality that goes
with them had been implanted in the European mind.
Martin Luther launched his Ninety-Five Theses against
the abuses and tyranny of the Church not just because it
was easy for him to get away with it geographically, but
because the history of Europe had created a new sort of
person—one who conceived of individuals as separate
from the larger community and who thought in terms
imbued with freedom. Galileo and Newton made their
discoveries not just because they could not be readily sup-
pressed, but because of their curiosity and critical habits of
mind.

Now of course the East is drawing on the Western
stockpile of ideas at an ever-increasing rate. What effect
these ideas will have on the East, what they will look like
after being passed through an Eastern filter, and which
modifications may be adopted by the West can be guessed
at by looking at differences in the mental habits of con-
temporaries.

�
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As history, the account I am proposing for why Greece
and China diverged as they did is speculative. It is never-
theless a scientific theory—because it leads to predictions
that can be tested, and tested moreover in the psychologi-
cal laboratory. 

Twentieth-century psychologists have provided evi-
dence that economic and social factors can affect percep-
tual habits. Herman Witkin and his colleagues showed that
some people are less likely than others to separate an
object from its surrounding environment. They called
their dimension “field dependence”—referring to the
degree to which perception of an object is influenced by
the background or environment in which it appears.
Witkin and his colleagues measured field dependence in a
variety of ways. One of these was the Rod and Frame Test.
In this test the participant looks into a long box at the end
of which is a rod with a frame around it. The rod and
frame can be tilted independently of each other and the
participant’s task is to indicate when the rod is completely
vertical. The participant is accounted field dependent to
the extent that judgments of the rod’s verticality are influ-
enced by the position of the frame. A second way of test-
ing field dependence is to place people in a chair that tilts
independently of the room in which it’s placed. In this
test, called the Body Adjustment Test, the participant is
accounted field dependent to the extent that judgments of
the verticality of the participant’s own body are influenced
by the tilt of the room. A third way, and the easiest to
work with, is the Embedded Figures Test. In this test, the
job is to locate a simple figure that is embedded in a much
more complex figure. The longer it takes people to find
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the simple figure in its complicated context, the more field
dependent they are assumed to be.

An implication of the idea that economic factors can
affect cognitive habits is that agricultural peoples should
be more field dependent than people who earn their living
in ways that rely less on close coordination of their work
with others, such as hunting animals and gathering plants.
And in fact this is the case. We might also expect that tra-
ditional farming peoples would be more field dependent
than people living in industrial societies, where personal
goals can be pursued without close attention to a network
of social roles and obligations. And this is also the case. In
fact, hunter-gatherers and people in industrial societies are
about equally field dependent.

If the key difference between agricultural peoples on
the one hand and hunter-gatherers and modern, indepen-
dent citizens of modern industrial societies on the other
has to do with degree of attention to the social world,
then it would be reasonable to expect that subcultures
within a given society that differ in degree of social con-
straint should differ in degree of field dependence, as well.
To test this hypothesis, personality psychologist Zachary
Dershowitz examined the field dependence of Orthodox
Jewish boys, who, he argued, live in families and social set-
tings where role relations are spelled out quite explicitly
and social constraints are substantial. He compared their
performance with that of secular Jewish boys, who, he
maintained, are subject to more lax social controls, and to
that of Protestant boys, who, he believed, were exposed to
even looser constraints. As expected, Dershowitz found
the Orthodox boys to be more field dependent than the
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secular Jewish boys, who in turn were more field depen-
dent than the Protestant boys.

There is no reason to assume that field dependence
can only be the result of social constraints imposed from
the outside. We might expect that interest in other people,
whatever its origin, would be associated with field depen-
dence. And in fact relatively field dependent people like to
be with other people more than relatively field indepen-
dent people do. Field dependent people also have better
memory for faces and for social words (“visit,” “party”)
than relatively field independent people do. And, when
given their choice, field dependent people like to sit closer
to others than relatively field independent people do. 

IM P L I CAT I O N S F O R TH O U G H T I N T H E

MO D E R N WO R L D

But the implications of the view I am proposing extend far
beyond the confines of a particular style of perceiving
objects in relation to the environment. If something like
my account of the relation between social factors and
thought processes is correct—and if the social differences
between East and West today resemble those of ancient
times—then we can make some rather dramatic predic-
tions about cognitive differences between contemporary
East Asians and Westerners. We might expect to find dif-
ferences in:

• Patterns of attention and perception, with East-
erners attending more to environments and
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Westerners attending more to objects, and East-
erners being more likely to detect relationships
among events than Westerners.

• Basic assumptions about the composition of the
world, with Easterners seeing substances where
Westerners see objects.

• Beliefs about controllability of the environment,
with Westerners believing in controllability more
than Easterners.

• Tacit assumptions about stability vs. change, with
Westerners seeing stability where Easterners see
change.

• Preferred patterns of explanation for events, with
Westerners focusing on objects and Easterners
casting a broader net to include the environment.

• Habits of organizing the world, with Westerners
preferring categories and Easterners being more
likely to emphasize relationships.

• Use of formal logical rules, with Westerners being
more inclined to use logical rules to understand
events than Easterners.

• Application of dialectical approaches, with East-
erners being more inclined to seek the Middle
Way when confronted with apparent contradic-
tion and Westerners being more inclined to insist
on the correctness of one belief vs. another.

At any rate, these are the expectations about habits of
mind that follow if it is really the case that Easterners and
Westerners have fundamentally different ways of seeing
themselves and the social world.
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C H A P T E R  3

L I V I N G  T O G E T H E R  V S .
G O I N G  I T  A L O N E

Most Westerners, or at any rate most Americans, are con-
fident that the following generalizations apply to pretty
much everyone:

• Each individual has a set of characteristic, dis-
tinctive attributes. Moreover, people want to be
distinctive—different from other individuals in
important ways.

• People are largely in control of their own behav-
ior; they feel better when they are in situations in
which choice and personal preference determine
outcomes.

• People are oriented toward personal goals of suc-
cess and achievement; they find that relation-



 

ships and group memberships sometimes get in
the way of attaining these goals.

• People strive to feel good about themselves; per-
sonal successes and assurances that they have
positive qualities are important to their sense of
well-being.

• People prefer equality in personal relations or,
when relationships are hierarchical, they prefer a
superior position.

• People believe the same rules should apply to
everyone—individuals should not be singled out
for special treatment because of their personal
attributes or connections to important people.
Justice should be blind.

There are indeed hundreds of millions of such people,
but they are to be found primarily in Europe, especially
northern Europe, and in the present and former nations of
the British Commonwealth, including the United States.
The social-psychological characteristics of most of the rest
of the world’s people, especially those of East Asia, tend to
be different to one degree or another.

TH E NO N-WE S T E R N SE L F

There is an Asian expression that reflects a cultural preju-
dice against individuality: “The peg that stands out is
pounded down.” In general, East Asians are supposed to be
less concerned with personal goals or self-aggrandizement
than are Westerners. Group goals and coordinated action
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are more often the concerns. Maintaining harmonious
social relations is likely to take precedence over achieving
personal success. Success is often sought as a group goal
rather than as a personal badge of merit. Individual dis-
tinctiveness is not particularly desirable. For Asians, feeling
good about themselves is likely to be tied to the sense that
they are in harmony with the wishes of the groups to
which they belong and are meeting the group’s expecta-
tions. Equality of treatment is not assumed nor is it neces-
sarily regarded as desirable.

The rules that apply to relationships in East Asia are
presumed to be local, particular, and well specified by
roles rather than universal. An Asian friend told me the
most remarkable thing about visiting American house-
holds is that everyone is always thanking everyone else:
“Thank you for setting the table”; “Thank you for getting
the car washed.” In her country everyone has clear obliga-
tions in a given context and you  don’t thank people for
carrying out their obligations. Choice is not a high priority
for most of the world’s people. (An East Asian friend once
asked me why Americans found it necessary to have a
choice among forty breakfast cereals in the supermarket.)
And Asians do not necessarily feel their competence as a
decision maker is on the line when they do have to make a
choice.

Most Americans over a certain age well remember their
primer, called Dick and Jane. Dick and Jane and their dog,
Spot, were quite the active individualists. The first page of
an early edition from the 1930s (the primer was widely
used until the 1960s) depicts a little boy running across a
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lawn. The first sentences are “See Dick run. See Dick play.
See Dick run and play.” This would seem the most natural
sort of basic information to convey about kids—to the
Western mentality. But the first page of the Chinese
primer of the same era shows a little boy sitting on the
shoulders of a bigger boy. “Big brother takes care of little
brother. Big brother loves little brother. Little brother
loves big brother.” It is not individual action but relation-
ships between people that seem important to convey in a
child’s first encounter with the printed word.

Indeed, the Western-style self is virtually a figment of
the imagination to the East Asian. As philosopher Hu Shih
writes, “In the Confucian human-centered philosophy man
cannot exist alone; all action must be in the form of inter-
action between man and man.” The person always exists
within settings—in particular situations where there are
particular people with whom one has relationships of a
particular kind—and the notion that there can be attri -
butes or actions that are not conditioned on social circum-
stances is foreign to the Asian mentality. Anthropologist
Edward T. Hall introduced the notion of “low-context” vs.
“high-context” societies to capture differences in self-
understanding. To the Westerner, it makes sense to speak
of a person as having attributes that are independent of
circumstances or particular personal relations. This self—
this bounded, impermeable free agent—can move from
group to group and setting to setting without significant
alteration. But for the Easterner (and for many other peo-
ples to one degree or another), the person is connected,
fluid, and conditional. As philosopher Donald Munro put
it, East Asians understand themselves “in terms of their
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relation to the whole, such as the family, society, Tao Prin-
ciple, or Pure Consciousness.” The person participates in a
set of relationships that make it possible to act and purely
independent behavior is usually not possible or really even
desirable.

Since all action is in concert with others, or at the very
least affects others, harmony in relationships becomes a
chief goal of social life. I have presented a schematic illus-
tration intended to capture the different types of sense of
self in relation to in-group, or close circle of friends and
family; the illustration also conveys relative distance
between in-group and out-group, or people who are mere
acquaintances at most. Easterners feel embedded in their
in-groups and distant from their out-groups. They tend to
feel they are very similar to in-group members and they
are much more trusting of them than of out-group mem-
bers. Westerners feel relatively detached from their in-
groups and tend not to make as great distinctions between
in-group and out-group.

Some linguistic facts illustrate the social-psychological
gap between East and West. In Chinese there is no word
for “individualism.” The closest one can come is the word
for “selfishness.” The Chinese character jên—benevo-
lence—means two men. In Japanese, the word “I”—mean-
ing the trans-situational, unconditional, generalized self
with all its attributes, goals, abilities, and preferences—is
not often used in conversation. Instead, Japanese has many
words for “I,” depending on audience and context. When a
Japanese woman gives an official speech, she customarily
uses Watashi, which is the closest Japanese comes to the
trans-situational “I.” When a man refers to himself in rela-
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tion to his college chums he might say Boku or Ore. When
a father talks to his child, he says Otosan (Dad). A young
girl might refer to herself by her nickname when talking to
a family member: “Tomo is going to school today.” The
Japanese often call themselves Jibun, the etymology of
which leads to a term meaning “my portion.”

In Korean, the sentence “Could you come to dinner?”
requires different words for “you,” which is common in
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many languages, but also for “dinner,” depending on
whether one was inviting a student or a professor. Such
practices reflect not mere politeness or self-effacement,
but rather the Eastern conviction that one is a different
person when interacting with different people.

“Tell me about yourself” seems a straightforward
enough question to ask of someone, but the kind of
answer you get very much depends on what society you
ask it in. North Americans will tell you about their per -
sonality traits (“friendly, hard-working”), role categories
(“teacher,” “I work for a company that makes microchips”),
and activities (“I go camping a lot”). Americans  don’t con-
dition their self-descriptions much on context. The Chi-
nese, Japanese, and Korean self, on the other hand, very
much depends on context (“I am serious at work”; “I am
fun-loving with my friends”). A study asking Japanese and
Americans to describe themselves either in particular con-
texts or without specifying a particular kind of situation
showed that Japanese found it very difficult to describe
themselves without specifying a particular kind of situa-
tion—at work, at home, with friends, etc. Americans, in
contrast, tended to be stumped when the investigator
specified a context—“I am what I am.” When describing
themselves, Asians make reference to social roles (“I am
Joan’s friend”) to a much greater extent than Americans
do. Another study found that twice as many Japanese as
American self-descriptions referred to other people (“I
cook dinner with my sister”).

When North Americans are surveyed about their attri -
butes and preferences, they characteristically overestimate
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their distinctiveness. On question after question, North
Americans report themselves to be more unique than they
really are, whereas Asians are much less likely to make this
error. Westerners also prefer uniqueness in the environ-
ment and in their possessions. Social psychologists Hee-
jung Kim and Hazel Markus asked Koreans and Americans
to choose which object in a pictured array of objects they
preferred. Americans chose the rarest object, whereas
Koreans chose the most common object. Asked to choose
a pen as a gift, Americans chose the least common color
offered and East Asians the most common.

It’s revealing that the word for self-esteem in Japanese
is serufu esutiimu. There is no indigenous term that cap-
tures the concept of feeling good about oneself. Western-
ers are more concerned with enhancing themselves in
their own and others’ eyes than are Easterners. Americans
are much more likely to make spontaneous favorable com-
ments about themselves than are Japanese. When self-
appraisal measures are administered to Americans and
Canadians, it turns out that, like the children of Lake
Wobegon, they are pretty much all above average. Asians
rate themselves much lower on most dimensions, not only
endorsing fewer positive statements but being more likely
to insist that they have negative qualities. It’s not likely
that the Asian ratings merely reflect a requirement for
greater modesty than exists for North Americans. Asians
are in fact under greater compunction to appear modest,
but the difference in self-ratings exists even when partici-
pants think their answers are completely anonymous.

It  isn’t that Asians feel badly about their own attri -
butes. Rather, there is no strong cultural obligation to feel
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that they are special or unusually talented. The goal for
the self in relation to society is not so much to establish
superiority or uniqueness, but to achieve harmony within
a network of supportive social relationships and to play
one’s part in achieving collective ends. These goals require
a certain amount of self-criticism—the opposite of tooting
one’s own horn. If I am to fit in with the group, I must
root out those aspects of myself that annoy others or make
their tasks more difficult. In contrast to the Asian practice
of teaching children to blend harmoniously with others,
some American children go to schools in which each child
gets to be a “VIP” for a day. (In my hometown a few years
ago the school board actually debated whether the chief
goal of the schools should be to impart knowledge or to
inculcate self-esteem. I appreciated a cartoon that
appeared at about the same time showing a door with the
label “Esteem Room.”)

Japanese schoolchildren are taught how to practice
self-criticism both in order to improve their relations with
others and to become more skilled in solving problems.
This stance of perfectionism through self-criticism contin-
ues throughout life. Sushi chefs and math teachers are not
regarded as coming into their own until  they’ve been at
their jobs for a decade. Throughout their careers, in fact,
Japanese teachers are observed and helped by their peers
to become better at their jobs. Contrast this with the
American practice of putting teachers’ college graduates
into the classroom after a few months of training and then
leaving them alone to succeed or not, to the good or ill
fortune of a generation of students.

An experiment by Steven Heine and his colleagues cap-
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tures the difference between the Western push to feel good
about the self and the Asian drive for self-improvement.
The experimenters asked Canadian and Japanese students
to take a bogus “creativity” test and then gave the students
“feedback” indicating that they had done very well or very
badly. The experimenters then secretly observed how long
the participants worked on a similar task. The Canadians
worked longer on the task if they had succeeded; the Japan-
ese worked longer if they failed. The Japanese  weren’t being
masochistic. They simply saw an opportunity for self-
improvement and took it. The study has intriguing implica-
tions for skill development in both the East and West.
Westerners are likely to get very good at a few things they
start out doing well to begin with. Easterners seem more
likely to become Jacks and Jills of all trades.

IN D E P E N D E N C E V S. IN T E R D E P E N D E N C E

The broad differentiation between the two types of soci-
eties we have been discussing has been a staple notion of
social science since the nineteenth century. The distinction
is similar to that made by nineteenth-century German
social scientists, notably Ferdinand Tönnies, who made a
useful distinction for comparing cultures, namely between
a Gemeinschaft (a community based on a shared sense of
identity) and a Gesellschaft (an institution intended to
facilitate action to achieve instrumental goals). A Gemein-
schaft is based on relationships that exist for their own
sake and rest on a sense of unity and mutuality: for exam-
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ple, relationships among family members, church congre-
gations, or a network of friends. It is based on sympathy,
frequent face-to-face interaction, shared experiences, and
even shared property. A Gesellschaft is based on interac-
tions that are mostly a means to an end. It frequently
involves exchange of goods and labor and is often based
on bargaining and contracts. Such social systems allow for
personal gain and competitive advantage. Corporations
and bureaucracies are examples of Gesellschaften.

No one thinks a given institution or society is exclu-
sively of the Gemeinschaft or Gesellschaft sort. They are
merely ideal types. But the distinction is of great analytic
importance for much of modern social science, especially
for cultural psychology. The Gemeinschaft is often termed
a “collectivist” social system and the Gesellschaft is often
labeled an “individualist” social system. The terms “interde-
pendent” and “independent,” proposed by Hazel Markus
and Shinobu Kitayama, convey similar notions, and these
are the ones I will normally use.

Training for independence or interdependence starts
quite literally in the crib. Whereas it is common for Ameri-
can babies to sleep in a bed separate from their parents, or
even in a separate room, this is rare for East Asian babies—
and, for that matter, babies pretty much everywhere else.
Instead, sleeping in the same bed is far more common. The
differences are intensified in waking life. Adoring adults
from several generations often surround the Chinese baby
(even before the one-child policy began producing “little
emperors”). The Japanese baby is almost always with its
mother. The close association with mother is a condition
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that some Japanese apparently would like to continue
indefinitely. Investigators at the University of Michigan’s
Institute for Social Research recently conducted a study
requiring a scale comparing the degree to which adult
Japanese and American respondents want to be with their
mothers. The task proved very difficult, because the Japan-
ese investigators insisted that a reasonable endpoint on the
scale would be “I want to be with my mother almost all the
time.” The Americans, of course, insisted that this would be
uproariously funny to American respondents and would
cause them to cease taking the interview seriously.

Independence for Western children is often encour-
aged in rather explicit ways. Western parents constantly
require their children to do things on their own and ask
them to make their own choices. “Would you like to go to
bed now or would you like to have a snack first?” The
Asian parent makes the decision for the child on the
assumption that the parent knows best what is good for
the child.

Parents who work to create an independent child
 shouldn’t be surprised when the training works so well
that their children balk at threats to their freedom of
choice. Social psychologists Sheena Iyengar and Mark Lep-
per asked American, Chinese, and Japanese children aged
seven to nine to solve anagrams, such as, “What word can
be made from GREIT?” Some of the children were told to
work on a particular category of anagrams; other children
were given a choice about which anagrams to solve; and
still others were told that the experimenter had spoken to
the child’s mom, who would like the child to work on a
particular category. The researchers then measured the
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number of anagrams solved and the time spent working on
them. The American children showed the highest level of
motivation—spending more time on the task and solving
more anagrams—when they were allowed to choose the
category. The American children showed the least motiva-
tion when it was Mom who chose the category, suggesting
that they felt their autonomy had been encroached upon
and they had therefore lost some of their intrinsic interest
in the task. The Asian children showed the highest level of
motivation when Mom chose the category.

An emphasis on relationships encourages a concern
with the feelings of others. When American mothers play
with their toddlers, they tend to ask questions about
objects and supply information about them. But when
Japanese mothers play with their toddlers, their questions
are more likely to concern feelings. Japanese mothers are
particularly likely to use feeling-related words when their
children misbehave: “The farmer feels bad if you did not
eat everything your mom cooked for you.” “The toy is cry-
ing because you threw it.” “The wall says ‘ouch.’ ” Concen-
trating attention on objects, as American parents tend to
do, helps to prepare children for a world in which they are
expected to act independently. Focusing on feelings and
social relations, as Asian parents tend to do, helps children
to anticipate the reactions of other people with whom
they will have to coordinate their behavior.

The consequences of this differential focus on the
emotional states of others can be seen in adulthood. There
is evidence that Asians are more accurately aware of the
feelings and attitudes of others than are Westerners. For
example, Jeffrey Sanchez-Burks and his colleagues showed
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to Koreans and Americans evaluations that employers had
made on rating scales. The Koreans were better able to
infer from the ratings just what the employers felt about
their employees than were the Americans, who tended to
simply take the ratings at face value. This focus on others’
emotions extends even to perceptions of the animal
world. Taka Masuda and I showed underwater video
scenes to Japanese and American students and asked them
to report what they saw. The Japanese students reported
“seeing” more feelings and motivations on the part of fish
than did Americans; for example, “The red fish must be
angry because its scales were hurt.” Similarly, Kaiping Peng
and Phoebe Ellsworth showed Chinese and American stu-
dents animated pictures of fish moving in various patterns
in relation to one another. For example, a group might
appear to chase an individual fish or to scoot away when
the individual fish approached. The investigators asked the
students what both the individual fish and the groups of
fish were feeling. The Chinese readily complied with the
requests. The Americans had difficulty with both tasks and
were literally baffled when asked to report what the group
emotions might be.

The relative degree of sensitivity to others’ emotions is
reflected in tacit assumptions about the nature of commu-
nication. Westerners teach their children to communicate
their ideas clearly and to adopt a “transmitter” orientation,
that is, the speaker is responsible for uttering sentences
that can be clearly understood by the hearer—and under-
stood, in fact, more or less independently of the context.
It’s the speaker’s fault if there is a miscommunication.
Asians, in contrast, teach their children a “receiver” orien-
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tation, meaning that it is the hearer’s responsibility to
understand what is being said. If a child’s loud singing
annoys an American parent, the parent would be likely
just to tell the kid to pipe down. No ambiguity there. The
Asian parent would be more likely to say, “How well you
sing a song.” At first the child might feel pleased, but it
would likely dawn on the child that something else might
have been meant and the child would try being quieter or
not singing at all.

Westerners—and perhaps especially Americans—are
apt to find Asians hard to read because Asians are likely to
assume that their point has been made indirectly and with
finesse. Meanwhile, the Westerner is in fact very much in
the dark. Asians, in turn, are apt to find Westerners—per-
haps especially Americans—direct to the point of conde-
scension or even rudeness.

There are many ways of parsing the distinction
between relatively independent and relatively interdepen-
dent societies, but in illustrating these it may be helpful to
focus on four related but somewhat distinct dimensions:

• Insistence on freedom of individual action vs. a
preference for collective action.

• Desire for individual distinctiveness vs. a prefer-
ence for blending harmoniously with the group.

• A preference for egalitarianism and achieved
status vs. acceptance of hierarchy and ascribed
status.

• A belief that the rules governing proper behav-
ior should be universal vs. a preference for par-
ticularistic approaches that take into account
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the context and the nature of the relationships
involved.

These dimensions are merely correlated with one
another; and it is possible, for example, for a given society
to be quite independent in terms of some dimensions and
much less so in terms of others. Social scientists have
attempted to measure each of these dimensions, and other
associated ones, in a variety of ways, including value sur-
veys, studies of archived material, and experiments.

Some of the most interesting survey material comes
from the study of businesspeople from different cultures.
Such surveys provide particularly convincing evidence
because so much is held more or less constant, including
relative wealth and educational levels. In the classic study
of this sort, Geert Hofstede provided even more compara-
bility than that: All of his participants, who came from
dozens of different societies, were employees of IBM. He
found dramatic cultural differences in values even among
Big Blue employees.

Similar data have been collected by Charles Hamp-
den-Turner and Alfons Trompenaars, who are professors at
an international business school in Holland. Over a period
of several years they gave dozens of questions to middle
managers taking seminars they conduct throughout the
world. The participants in their seminars—fifteen thou-
sand all told—were from the U.S., Canada, Australia,
Britain, the Netherlands, Sweden, Belgium, Germany,
France, Italy, Singapore, and Japan (and a small number
from Spain and Korea, as well). Hampden-Turner and
Trompenaars presented their students with dilemmas in
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which independent values were pitted against interdepen-
dent values.

To examine the value of individual distinction vs. har-
monious relations with the group, Hampden-Turner and
Trompenaars asked the managers to indicate which of the
following types of job they preferred: (a) jobs in which
personal initiatives are encouraged and individual initia-
tives are achieved; versus (b) jobs in which no one is sin-
gled out for personal honor, but in which everyone works
together.

More than 90 percent of American, Canadian, Aus-
tralian, British, Dutch, and Swedish respondents endorsed
the first choice—the individual freedom alternative—vs.
fewer than 50 percent of Japanese and Singaporeans. Pref-
erences of the Germans, Italians, Belgians, and French
were intermediate.

The U.S. is sometimes described as a place where, if
you claim to amount to much, you should be able to show
that you change your area code every five years or so.
(This was before the phone company started changing
people’s area codes without waiting for them to move.) In
some other countries, the relationship with the corpora-
tion where one is employed, and the connection with
one’s colleagues there, are more highly valued than in the
U.S. and presumed to be more or less permanent. To assess
this difference among cultures, Hampden-Turner and
Trompenaars asked their participants to choose between
the following expectations: If I apply for a job in a com-
pany, (a) I will almost certainly work there for the rest of
my life; or (b) I am almost sure the relationship will have
a limited duration.
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More than 90 percent of Americans, Canadians, Aus-
tralians, British, and Dutch thought a limited job duration
was likely. This was true for only about 40 percent of
Japanese (though it would doubtless be substantially
higher today after “downsizing” has come even to Japan).
The French, Germans, Italians, and Belgians were again
intermediate, though closer to the other Europeans than
to the Asians.

To examine the relative value placed on achieved vs.
ascribed status, Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars asked
their participants whether or not they shared the follow-
ing view: Becoming successful and respected is a matter of
hard work. It is important for a manager to be older than
his subordinates. Older people should be more respected
than younger people.

More than 60 percent of American, Canadian, Aus-
tralian, Swedish, and British respondents rejected the idea
of status being based in any way on age. About 60 percent
of Japanese, Korean, and Singapore respondents accepted
hierarchy based in part on age; French, Italians, Germans,
and Belgians were again intermediate, though closer to the
other Europeans than to the Asians.

Needless to say, there is great potential for conflict
when people from cultures having different orientations
must deal with one another. This is particularly true when
people who value universal rules deal with people who
think each particular situation should be examined on its
merits and that different rules might be appropriate for
different people. Westerners prefer to live by abstract prin-
ciples and like to believe these principles are applicable to
everyone. To set aside universal rules in order to accom-
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modate particular cases seems immoral to the Westerner.
To insist on the same rules for every case can seem at best
obtuse and rigid to the Easterner and at worst cruel. Many
of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars’s questions reveal
what a marked difference exists among cultures in their
preference for universally applicable rules vs. special con-
sideration of cases based on their distinctive aspects. One
of their questions deals with how to handle the case of an
employee whose work for a company, though excellent for
fifteen years, has been unsatisfactory for a year. If there is
no reason to expect that performance will improve, should
the employee be (a) dismissed on the grounds that job
performance should remain the grounds for dismissal,
regardless of the age of the person and his previous record;
or (b) is it wrong to disregard the fifteen years the
employee has been working for the company? One has to
take into account the company’s responsibility for his life.

More than 75 percent of Americans and Canadians
felt the employee should be let go. About 20 percent of
Koreans and Singaporeans agreed with that view. About
30 percent of Japanese, French, Italians, and Germans
agreed and about 40 percent of British, Australians,
Dutch, and Belgians agreed. (Atypically for this question,
the British and the Australians were closer to the conti-
nental Europeans than to the North Americans.)

As these results show, Westerners’ commitment to uni-
versally applied rules influences their understanding of the
nature of agreements between individuals and be tween
corporations. By extension, in the Western view, once a
contract has been agreed to, it is binding—regardless of
circumstances that might make the arrangement much less
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attractive to one of the parties than it had been initially.
But to people from interdependent, high-context cultures,
changing circumstances dictate alterations of the agree-
ment.

These very different outlooks regularly produce inter-
national misunderstandings. The Japanese-Australian
“sugar contract” case in the mid-1970s provides a particu-
larly dramatic example. Japanese sugar refiners contracted
with Australian suppliers to provide them with sugar over
a period of five years at the price of $160 per ton. But
shortly after the contract was signed, the value of sugar on
the world market dropped dramatically. The Japanese
thereupon asked for a renegotiation of the contract on the
grounds that circumstances had changed radically. But to
the Australians, the agreement was binding, regardless of
circumstances, and they refused to consider any changes.

An important business implication of the differences
that exist between independent and interdependent soci-
eties is that advertising needs to be modified for particular
cultural audiences. Marketing experts Sang-pil Han and
Sharon Shavitt analyzed American and Korean adver -
tisements in popular news magazines and women’s
 magazines. They found that American advertisements
emphasize individual benefits and preferences (“Make
your way through the crowd”; “Alive with pleasure”),
whereas Korean advertisements are more likely to empha-
size collective ones (“We have a way of bringing people
closer together”; “Ringing out the news of business friend-
ships that really work”). When Han and Shavitt performed
experiments, showing people different kinds of advertise-
ments, they found that the individualist advertisements
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were more effective with Americans and the collectivist
ones with Koreans.

Independence vs. interdependence is of course not an
either/or matter. Every society—and every individual—is a
blend of both. It turns out that it is remarkably easy to
bring one or another orientation to the fore. Psychologists
Wendi Gardner, Shira Gabriel, and Angela Lee “primed”
American college students to think either independently or
interdependently. They did this in two different ways. In
one experiment, participants were asked to read a story
about a general who had to choose a warrior to send to the
king. In an “independent” version, the king had to choose
the best individual for the job. In an “interdependent” ver-
sion the general wanted to make a choice that would bene-
fit his family. In another priming method, participants were
asked to search for words in a paragraph describing a trip
to a city. The words were either independent in nature
(e.g., “I,” “mine”) or interdependent (e.g., “we,” “ours”).

After reading the story or searching for words in the
paragraph, participants were asked to fill out a value sur-
vey that assessed the importance they placed on individu-
alist values (such as freedom and living a varied life) and
collectivist values (such as belongingness and respect for
elders). They also read a story in which “Lisa” refused to
give her friend “Amy” directions to an art store because she
was engrossed in reading a book; they were then asked
whether Lisa’s behavior was inappropriately selfish. Stu-
dents who had been exposed to an independence prime
rated individualist values higher and collectivist values
lower than did students exposed to an interdependence
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prime. The independence-primed participants were also
more forgiving of the book-engrossed Lisa. Gardner and
her colleagues repeated their study adding Hong Kong stu-
dents to their American sample and also added an
unprimed control condition. American students rated indi-
vidualist values higher than collectivist values—unless
they had been exposed to an interdependence prime.
Hong Kong students rated collectivist values higher than
individualist values—unless they had been exposed to an
independence prime.

Of course, Easterners are constantly being “primed”
with interdependence cues and Westerners with indepen-
dence cues. This raises the possibility that even if their
upbringing had not made them inclined in one direction
or another, the cues that surround them would make peo-
ple living in interdependent societies behave in generally
interdependent ways and those living in independent soci-
eties behave in generally independent ways. In fact this is a
common report of people who live in the “other” culture
for a while. My favorite example concerns a young Cana-
dian psychologist who lived for several years in Japan. He
then applied for jobs at North American universities. His
adviser was horrified to discover that his letter began with
apologies about his unworthiness for the jobs in question.
Other evidence shows that self-esteem is highly malleable.
Japanese who live in the West for a while show a notable
increase in self-esteem, probably because the situations
they encountered were in general more esteem-enhancing
than those typical in Japan. The social psychological char-
acteristics of people raised in very different cultures are far
from completely immutable.
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VA R I A N T S O F VI E W P O I N T

The work of Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars makes
clear that the West is no monolith concerning issues of
independence vs. interdependence. There are also substan-
tial regularities to the differences found in Western coun-
tries. In general, the Mediterranean countries plus Belgium
and Germany are intermediate between the East Asian
countries on the one hand and the countries most heavily
influenced by Protestant, Anglo-Saxon culture on the
other. There is more regularity even than that. Someone
has said, “The Idea moves west,” meaning that the values
of individuality, freedom, rationality, and universalism
became progressively more dominant and articulated as
civilization moved westward from its origins in the Fertile
Crescent. The Babylonians codified and universalized the
law. The Israelites emphasized individual distinctiveness.
The Greeks valued individuality even more and added a
commitment to personal freedom, the spirit of debate, and
formal logic. The Romans brought a gift for rational orga-
nization and something resembling the Chinese genius for
technological achievement, and—after a trough lasting
almost a millennium—their successors, the Italians, redis-
covered these values and built on the accomplishments of
the Greek and Roman eras. The Protestant Reformation,
beginning in Germany and Switzerland and largely bypass-
ing France and Belgium, added individual responsibility
and a definition of work as a sacred activity. The Reforma-
tion also brought a weakened commitment to the family
and other in-groups coupled with a greater willingness to
trust out-groups and have dealings with their members.
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These values were all intensified in the Calvinist subcul-
tures of Britain, including the Puritans and Presbyterians,
whose egalitarian ideology laid the groundwork for the
government of the United States. (Thomas Jefferson was
merely paraphrasing the Puritan sympathizer John Locke
when he wrote, “We hold these truths to be self-evident,
that all men are created equal . . . with certain inalienable
rights, that among these are life, liberty. . . .”)

The Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars findings for
social values, as well as those of Hofstede, track this East-
West ideological journey almost exactly. The further to the
West a given country lies, the greater, in general, that
country’s endorsement of independent values. Moreover,
these differences among European cultures are reflected in
their successor subcultures in the United States, a fact
documented in immigrant cultural histories by scholars
such as economist Thomas Sowell. I once knew a very dis-
tinguished and well-placed social scientist, a crusty Scot-
tish-American Presbyterian steeped in Calvinist rectitude.
He had a son who was also a social scientist and who had
to struggle from time to time to sustain his career during
the 1970s, when jobs were scarce in the U.S. My colleague
would sometimes state proudly that, although it would
have been easy for him to do so, he had never intervened
to help his son’s situation. The colleague’s Anglo-Saxon
Protestant friends would nod their approval of the justice
of this stance in the face of the personal pain they knew
the colleague had experienced. His Jewish and Catholic
colleagues, with their more Continental values, would
stare in shocked disbelief at his lack of family feeling. At a
level slightly more scientific than this anecdote: We gener-
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ally find that it is the white Protestants among the Ameri-
can participants in our studies who show the most “West-
ern” patterns of behavior and that Catholics and minority
group members, including African Americans and Hispan-
ics, are shifted somewhat toward Eastern patterns.

There are also major differences among Eastern cultures in
all sorts of important social behavior and values, some of
which are related to independence versus interdepen-
dence.

I was in China in 1982 at the tail end of the Cultural
Revolution. The country seemed extremely exotic—in
both its traditional aspects and its Communist-imposed
aspects. (This was well before a Starbucks was installed in
the Forbidden City!) The first Western play to be per-
formed in Beijing since the revolution was mounted while
I was there. It was Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman.
The choice seemed very strange. I regarded the play as
being not merely highly Western in character but dis-
tinctly American. Its central figure is a salesman, “a man
way out there in the blue riding on a smile and a
shoeshine.” To my astonishment, the play was a tremen-
dous success. But Arthur Miller, who had come to China
to collaborate on production of the play, provided a satis-
factory reason for its reception. “The play is about family,”
he said, “and the Chinese invented family.” He might have
added that the play is also about face, or the need to have
the respect of the community, and the Chinese also
invented face.

The Japanese have perhaps as much concern with face
as do the Chinese, but probably less involvement with the
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immediate family and more commitment to the corpora-
tion. There are other marked differences between the
Japanese and Chinese. The sociologist Robert Bellah, the
philosopher Hajime Nakamura, the psychologist Dora
Dien, and the social philosopher Lin Yutang, among many
others, have detailed some of these differences. Though
social constraints are in general greater on both Chinese
and Japanese than on Westerners, the constraints come
primarily from authorities in the case of the Chinese and
chiefly from peers in the case of the Japanese. Control in
Chinese classrooms, for example, is achieved by the
teacher, but by classmates in Japan. Dora Dien has written
that the “Chinese emphasize particular dyadic [two-
 person] relationships while retaining their individuality,
whereas the Japanese tend to submerge themselves in the
group.” Though both Chinese and Japanese are required to
conform to move smoothly through their daily lives, the
Chinese are said to chafe under the requirements and the
Japanese actually to enjoy them. The Japanese are held to
share with the Germans and the Dutch a need for order in
all spheres of their lives; the Chinese share with Mediter-
raneans a more relaxed approach to life.

It is sometimes argued that one particular type of
social relationship is unique to the Japanese. This is amae,
a concept discussed at length by the Japanese psychoana-
lyst Takeo Doi. Amae describes a relationship in which an
inferior, a child or employee, for example, is allowed to
engage in inappropriate behavior—to ask for an expensive
toy or to request a promotion at a time not justified by
company policy—as an expression of confidence that the
relationship is sufficiently close that the superior will be
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indulgent. Amae facilitates the relationship, enhancing
trust between the two parties and cementing bonds,
though these results come at some cost to the autonomy
of the inferior.

The very real differences among Eastern cultures and
among Western cultures, however,  shouldn’t blind us to
the fact that the East and West are in general quite differ-
ent from each other with respect to a great many centrally
important values and social-psychological attributes.

AWASE AND ERABI

ST Y L E S O F CO N F L I C T A N D NE G O T I AT I O N

Debate is almost as uncommon in modern Asia as in
ancient China. In fact, the whole rhetoric of argumenta-
tion that is second nature to Westerners is largely absent in
Asia. North Americans begin to express opinions and jus-
tify them as early as the show-and-tell sessions of nursery
school (“This is my robot; he’s fun to play with be -
cause . . .”). In contrast, there is not much argumentation
or trafficking in opinions in Asian life. A Japanese friend
has told me that the concept of a “lively discussion” does
not exist in Japan—because of the risk to group harmony.
It is this fact that likely undermined an attempt he once
made to have an American-style dinner party in Japan,
inviting only Japanese guests who expressed a fondness for
the institution—from the martinis through the steak to
the apple pie. The effort fell flat for want of opinions and
people willing to defend them.
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The absence of a tradition of debate has particularly
dramatic implications for the conduct of political life. Very
recently, South Korea installed its first democratic govern-
ment. Prior to that, it had been illegal to discuss North
Korea. Westerners find this hard to comprehend, inasmuch
as South Korea has performed one of the world’s most
impressive economic miracles of the past 40 years and
North Korea is a failed state in every respect. But, due to
the absence of a tradition of debate, Koreans have no faith
that correct ideas will win in the marketplace of ideas, and
previous governments “protected” their citizens by pre-
venting discussion of Communist ideas and North Korean
practices.

The tradition of debate goes hand in hand with a cer-
tain style of rhetoric in the law and in science. The
rhetoric of scientific papers consists of an overview of the
ideas to be considered, a description of the relevant basic
theories, a specific hypothesis, a statement of the methods
and justification of them, a presentation of the evidence
produced by the methods, an argument as to why the evi-
dence supports the hypothesis, a refutation of possible
counterarguments, a reference back to the basic theory,
and a comment on the larger territory of which the article
is a part. For Americans, this rhetoric is constructed bit by
bit from nursery school through college. By the time they
are graduate students, it is second nature. But for the most
part, the rhetoric is new to the Asian student and learning
it can be a slow and painful process. It is not uncommon
for American science professors to be impressed by their
hard-working, highly selected Asian students and then to
be disappointed by their first major paper—not because
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of their incomplete command of English, but because of
their lack of mastery of the rhetoric common in the pro-
fessor’s field. In my experience, it is also not uncommon
for professors to fail to recognize that it is the lack of the
Western rhetoric style they are objecting to, rather than
some deeper lack of comprehension of the enterprise
 they’re engaged in.

The combative, rhetorical form is also absent from
Asian law. In Asia the law does not consist, as it does in
the West for the most part, of a contest between oppo-
nents. More typically, the disputants take their case to a
middleman whose goal is not fairness but animosity reduc-
tion—by seeking a Middle Way through the claims of the
opponents. There is no attempt to derive a resolution to a
legal conflict from a universal principle. On the contrary,
Asians are likely to consider justice in the abstract, by-the-
book Western sense to be rigid and unfeeling.

Negotiation also has a different character in the high-
context societies of the East than in the low-context soci-
eties of the West. Political scientist Mushakoji Kinhide
characterizes the Western erabi (active, agentic) style as
being grounded in the belief that “man can freely manipu-
late his environment for his own purposes. This view
implies a behavioral sequence whereby a person sets his
objective, develops a plan designed to reach that objective,
and then acts to change the environment in accordance
with that plan.” To a person having such a style, there’s not
much point in concentrating on relationships. It’s the
results that count. Proposals and decisions tend to be of
the either/or variety because the Westerner knows what
he wants and has a clear idea what it is appropriate to give
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and to take in order to have an acceptable deal. Negotia-
tions should be short and to the point, so as not to waste
time reaching the goal.

The Japanese awase (harmonious, fitting-in) style,
“rejects the idea that man can manipulate the environ-
ment and assumes instead that he adjusts himself to it.”
Negotiations are not thought of as “ballistic,” one-shot
efforts never to be revisited, and relationships are pre-
sumed to be long-term. Either/or choices are avoided.
There is a belief that “short-term wisdom may be long-
term folly.” A Japanese negotiator may yield more in nego-
tiations for a first deal than a similarly placed Westerner
might, expecting that this will lay the groundwork for
future trust and cooperation. Issues are presumed to be
complex, subjective, and intertwined, unlike the simplic-
ity, objectivity, and “fragmentability” that the American
with the erabi style assumes.

So there are very dramatic social-psychological differences
between East Asians as a group and people of European
culture as a group. East Asians live in an interdependent
world in which the self is part of a larger whole; Western-
ers live in a world in which the self is a unitary free agent.
Easterners value success and achievement in good part
because they reflect well on the groups they belong to;
Westerners value these things because they are badges of
personal merit. Easterners value fitting in and engage in
self-criticism to make sure that they do so; Westerners
value individuality and strive to make themselves look
good. Easterners are highly attuned to the feelings of oth-
ers and strive for interpersonal harmony; Westerners are
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more concerned with knowing themselves and are pre-
pared to sacrifice harmony for fairness. Easterners are
accepting of hierarchy and group control; Westerners are
more likely to prefer equality and scope for personal
action. Asians avoid controversy and debate; Westerners
have faith in the rhetoric of argumentation in arenas from
the law to politics to science.

None of these generalizations apply to all members of
their respective groups, of course. Every society has indi-
viduals who more nearly resemble those of other, quite
different societies than they do those of their own society;
and every individual within a given society moves quite a
bit between the independent and interdependent poles
over the course of a lifetime—over the course of a day, in
fact. But the variations between and within societies, as
well as within individuals, should not blind us to the fact
that there are very real differences, substantial on the aver-
age, between East Asians and people of European culture.

As nearly as we can tell, these social differences are
much the same as the differences that characterized the
ancient Chinese and Greeks. And if it was the social cir-
cumstances that produced the cognitive differences
between ancient Chinese and Greeks, then we might
expect to find cognitive differences between modern East
Asians and Westerners that map onto the differences
between the ancient Chinese and Greeks.
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C H A P T E R  4

“ E Y E S  I N  B A C K  O F  Y O U R
H E A D ”  O R  “ K E E P  Y O U R

E Y E  O N  T H E  B A L L” ?

If people really do see the world in terms dictated by their
social existence, then we might expect modern East Asians
to have the same sort of holistic worldviews as ancient
Chinese thinkers did, and we might expect modern people
of European culture to exhibit the same sorts of analytic
approaches that were characteristic of ancient Greek
thinkers. Moreover, the different social realities might pro-
duce very different patterns of literally seeing the world.
People who live in a world in which external forces are
the important ones could be expected to pay close atten-
tion to the environment. People who live in a world in
which personal agency produces results might focus pri-
marily on objects that they can manipulate to serve their
own goals.



 

HO L I S M V S. AN A LYS I S

I was sitting on a plane bound from northern California
recently when I heard the voice of a man—a European
American—asking questions of his two-and-a-half-year-
old son.

Dad:  “What shape is the balloon?” No answer. “It’s
round, Jason.”

Dad:  “This is a pair of socks. Are they short or long?”
Little boy:  “Short.”
Dad:  “That’s right, short.”
Dad:  “This is a pair of pants. Are they . . . ?” 
Little boy:  “Short.”
Dad:  “No, Jason,  they’re long.”

Though this exchange may seem to Westerners to be
an unexceptional quiz, by Asian standards it is quite
unusual. The father’s questions consisted of directing his
son’s attention to objects and asking about their proper-
ties. Whereas this might seem to Westerners to be the
most natural way to orient a child’s attention, it’s not to
Easterners, and the reasons for this have profound implica-
tions for cultural differences in perception and cognition.

The ancient Chinese philosophers saw the world as
consisting of continuous substances and the ancient Greek
philosophers tended to see the world as being composed
of discrete objects or separate atoms. A piece of wood to
the Chinese would have been a seamless, uniform mate -
rial; to the Greeks it would have been seen as composed of
particles. A novel item, such as a seashell, might have been
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seen as a substance by the Chinese and as an object by the
Greeks. Remarkably, there is evidence that modern Asians
also tend to see the world as consisting of continuous sub-
stances, whereas modern Westerners are more prone to see
objects.

Cognitive psychologists Mutsumi Imae and Dedre
Gentner showed objects composed of particular sub-
stances to Japanese and Americans of various ages from
less than two to adulthood and described them in ways
that were neutral with respect to whether each was an
object or a substance. For example, they might show a
pyramid made of cork and ask the participants to “look at
this ‘dax.’ ” Then they showed the participants two trays,
one of which had something on it of the same shape as the
object presented but which was made of a different sub-
stance (for example, a pyramid made of white plastic) and
one of which had the same substance in a different shape
(for example, pieces of cork). The investigators then asked
their participants to point to the tray that had their “dax”
on it.

Americans were much more likely to choose the same
shape as the “dax” than were the Japanese, indicating that
the Americans were coding what they saw as an object.
The Japanese were more likely to choose the same mate -
rial as the “dax,” indicating that they were coding what
they saw as a substance. The differences between Ameri-
cans and Japanese were very large. On average, across the
many trials with different displays, more than two thirds
of four-year-old American children chose another object as
the “dax,” whereas fewer than a third of Japanese four-
year-old children did. The differences were equally large
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for adults. Even two-year-olds differed. American infants
were somewhat more likely to choose the object than
were the Japanese infants.

Taken at face value, the Imai and Gentner results indi-
cate that Westerners and Asians literally see different
worlds. Like ancient Greek philosophers, modern Western-
ers see a world of objects—discrete and unconnected
things. Like ancient Chinese philosophers, modern Asians
are inclined to see a world of substances—continuous
masses of matter. The Westerner sees an abstract statue
where the Asian sees a piece of marble; the Westerner sees
a wall where the Asian sees concrete. There is much other
evidence—of a historical, anecdotal, and systematic scien-
tific nature—indicating that Westerners have an analytic
view focusing on salient objects and their attributes,
whereas Easterners have a holistic view focusing on conti-
nuities in substances and relationships in the environment.

In the turn-of-the-century midwestern neighborhood
where I live in Ann Arbor, Michigan, many of the homes
are attractive workers’ cottages with white clapboard sid-
ing and gabled roofs. The homes were shipped by the
Sears Roebuck Company and unloaded at the railroad sta-
tion before being brought up the hill by horse carts to be
put together like a puzzle from numbered pieces. Not too
long after, Henry Ford, whose motor car company was and
is located about forty miles from my town, invented the
assembly line. Auto part “atoms” were put together by
workers performing a repetitive, identical set of actions
over and over again at a fixed station in the line. Iron ore
came in one end of the River Rouge plant in Dearborn,
Michigan, and, after being smelted and manufactured into
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simple parts and put together by workers performing sim-
ple operations, came out as a Model A Ford on the other.

Beginning in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century, the West, and especially America, began to atom-
ize, that is to say, modularize the worlds of manufacture
and commerce. The production of everything from mus-
kets to furniture was broken down into the most standard-
ized parts possible and the simplest replicable actions.
Each implement, each component, each action of the
worker was analyzed and made maximally efficient.
Objects that had taken craftsmen months to create could
now be produced in a matter of hours. Time itself became
a modular entity: three minutes for bolting on the carbu-
retor, two and a half for installing spark plugs.

Starting around the late nineteenth century, retail stores
became modular “chains.” It was possible to go into a Sears
and, a half century or so later, a McDonald’s, anywhere in
the country—and eventually the world—and see the same
rows of merchandise, or the same booths and burgers, in
any of them. (One of my favorite New Yorker cartoons
depicts two older American ladies asking a hotel doorman,
“Is this the Geneva Sheraton or the Brussels Sheraton?”)

The atomistic attitude of Westerners extends to their
understanding of the nature of social institutions. In their
survey of the values of middle managers, Hampden-Turner
and Trompenaars asked whether their respondents
thought of a company as a system to organize tasks or as
an organism coordinating people working together:

(a) A company is a system designed to perform
functions and tasks in an efficient way. People
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are hired to fulfill these functions with the help
of machines and other equipment. They are
paid for the tasks they perform.

(b) A company is a group of people working
together. The people have social relations with
other people and with the organization. The
functioning is dependent on these relations.

About 75 percent of Americans chose the first defini-
tion, more than 50 percent of Canadians, Australians,
British, Dutch, and Swedes chose that definition, and about
a third of Japanese and Singaporese chose it. Germans,
French, and Italians as a group were intermediate between
the Asians and the people of British and northern Euro-
pean culture. Thus for the Westerners, especially the Amer-
icans and the other people of primarily northern European
culture, a company is an atomistic, modular place where
people perform their distinctive functions. For the Eastern-
ers, and to a lesser extent the eastern and southern Euro-
peans, a company is an organism where the social relations
are an integral part of what holds things together.

The holism of the ancient Chinese extended to a sense
of the unity of human existence with natural and even
supernatural occurrences. What happened on earth res-
onated with events in nature and in heaven. The same is
true of East Asians today. Both Taoism, still influential in
China and elsewhere in East Asia, and Shintoism, still
important in Japan, retain strong elements of animism:
animals, plants, natural objects, and even human-made
artifacts have spirits. Advertisements that emphasize
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nature have far more success in Asia than in the West. The
Nissan corporation discovered this fact, to its chagrin, when
it opened its advertising campaign for the Infiniti luxury car
in the U.S. not with pictures of its automobile but with
scenes of nature—often several expensive pages of nature
scenes in a row—with just the name of the car at the end
of the sequence. The campaign was a noted flop.
(“Although,” quipped one American advertising industry
wag, “sales of rocks and trees are way up.”)

Just as the social attitudes and values of continental
Europe are intermediate between East Asian and Anglo-
American ones, the intellectual history of the Continent is
more holistic than that of America and the Common-
wealth. The big-picture ideas are much rarer in Anglo-
America than on the Continent. During the many decades
that Anglo-American philosophers concerned themselves
with atomistic, so-called ordinary language analysis, Euro-
pean philo  sophers were inventing phenomenology, existen-
tialism, structuralism, poststructuralism, and postmodernism.
The largest systems of political, economic, and social
thought arise primarily from the Continent. Marxism is a
German product; sociology was invented by the Frenchman
Auguste Comte and raised to its highest level of achieve-
ment by the German Max Weber. In psychology, it is also
the continentals who dominate the big-picture theories: the
Austrian Freud and the Swiss Piaget are perhaps the most
influential psychologists of the twentieth century. In my own
subfield of social psychology, two Germans, Kurt Lewin and
Fritz Heider, have contributed by far the broadest and most
comprehensive theories. And the school of psychology that I
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find myself belatedly belonging to is the historical-cultural
one established by the Russian psychologists Lev Vygotsky
and Alexander Luria.

It’s not just that Anglo-American scholars  don’t tend
to create broad-ranging theories; they can seem positively
allergic to them. B. F. Skinner, America’s chief candidate
for the psychology pantheon, was not merely a reduction-
ist of the extreme atomic school, he actually believed the-
ories of any sort were inappropriate—too general and too
removed from the unshakable facts. Students in my gradu-
ate school cohort who toyed with large ideas were likely
to be accused by their peers of engaging in “night-school
metaphysics.” Even Anglo-American social scientists who
are sympathetic to theories  don’t tend to like the big ones.
My sociology teacher in graduate school was Robert Mer-
ton, who praised “theories of the middle range” as being
the right level to aim for. (To his dismay, this was once
translated by an Italian scholar, perhaps tongue in cheek,
as “theories of the average level.”)

PE R C E I V I N G T H E WO R L D

If East Asians must coordinate their behavior with others
and adjust to situations, we would expect them to attend
more closely to other people’s attitudes and behaviors
than do Westerners. In fact we have evidence that East
Asians do pay more attention to the social world than do
Westerners. Li-jun Ji, Norbert Schwarz, and I found evi-
dence that Beijing University students have more knowl-
edge about the attitudes and behaviors of their peers than
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do University of Michigan students. A research team from
our labs at Michigan headed by Trey Hedden and Denise
Park, and by Qicheng Jing at the Chinese Institute of
 Psychology, examined how memory for words would 
be affected by the type of pictorial background they
appeared on. Chinese and American college students and
elderly people were asked to look at a large number of
words. Some words were presented on a “social” back-
ground consisting of pictures of people, some on a back-
ground consisting of “nonsocial” objects such as flowers,
and some on no background at all. After seeing the set of
pictures, participants reported all the words they could
recall. There was no difference between Chinese and
Americans in recall of words initially presented on non -
social backgrounds or on no background, but Chinese par-
ticipants recalled more words that had been presented on
social backgrounds than did American participants. Mem-
ory for the pictures of people apparently served as a
retrieval cue for the words emblazoned on them, indicating
that the Chinese had paid more attention to the social
cues than the Americans.

There is good reason to believe that Westerners and
Asians literally experience the world in very different
ways. Westerners are the protagonists of their autobio-
graphical novels; Asians are merely cast members in
movies touching on their existences. Developmental psy-
chologists Jessica Han, Michelle Leichtman, and Qi Wang
asked four- and six-year-old American and Chinese chil-
dren to report on daily events, such as the things they 
did at bedtime the night before or how they spent their
last birthday. They found three remarkable things. First,
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although all children made more references to themselves
than to others, the proportion of self-references was more
than three times higher for American children than for
Chinese children. Second, the Chinese children provided
many small details about events and described them in a
brief, matter-of-fact fashion. American children talked in a
more leisurely way about many fewer events that were of
personal interest to them. Third, American children made
twice as many references to their own internal states, such
as preferences and emotions, as did the Chinese children.
In short, for American kids: “Well, enough about you; let’s
talk about me.”

That Asians have a more holistic view of events, taking
into perspective the orientation of other people, is also
indicated by a study by social psychologists Dov Cohen
and Alex Gunz. They asked North American students
(mostly Canadian) and Asian students (a potpourri of stu-
dents from Hong Kong, China, Taiwan, Korea, and various
South and Southeast Asian countries) to recall specific
instances of ten different situations in which they were
the center of attention: for example, “being embarrassed.”
North Americans were more likely than Asians to repro-
duce the scene from their original point of view, looking
outward. Asians were more likely to imagine the scene as
an observer might, describing it from a third-person per-
spective.

It should be noted that for the studies described in
this section, and for all studies conducted by our research
teams in which some participants were tested in English
and some in another language, we used the method of
“back-translation” to ensure comparability. Materials were
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composed in language A and translated into language B.
A native speaker of language B then translated the materi-
als back into language A. If the native speaker of language
A judged that the original and the back-translated version
were identical in meaning, the materials were used as con-
structed. If not, the procedure was repeated.

My new Japanese student, Taka Masuda, was six feet two
inches tall and weighed 220 pounds. He was a football
player (yes, football—it’s the third most popular sport in
Japan). Needless to say, he was excited about going to his
first Big Ten football game shortly after arriving at Michi-
gan in the fall. He was in fact thrilled by the game, but he
was appalled by the behavior of his fellow students. They
kept standing up and blocking his view. In Japan, he told
me, everyone learns from an early age to “watch your
back.” Nothing to do with paranoia—on the contrary, the
point is to make sure that what you do  doesn’t impinge on
the pleasure or convenience of others. The American stu-
dents’ indifference to the people behind him seemed
unfathomably rude to him.

The behavior of American football fans motivated
Masuda to test the hypothesis that Asians view the world
through a wide-angle lens, whereas Westerners have tun-
nel vision. He achieved this by using a deceptively simple
procedure. He showed eight color animated underwater
vignettes, like the one reproduced in black-and-white at
the top of the illustration on page 91, to students at Kyoto
University and the University of Michigan. The scenes
were all characterized by having one or more “focal” fish,
which were larger, brighter, and faster-moving than any-
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thing else in the picture. Each scene also contained less
rapidly moving animals, as well as plants, rocks, bubbles,
etc. The scenes lasted about twenty seconds and were
shown twice. After the second showing, participants were
asked to say what they had seen. Their answers were
coded as to what they referred to: focal fish, other active
objects, background and inert objects, etc.

Americans and Japanese made about an equal number
of references to the focal fish, but the Japanese made more
than 60 percent more references to background elements,
including the water, rocks, bubbles, and inert plants and
animals. In addition, whereas Japanese and American par-
ticipants made about equal numbers of references to
movement involving active animals, the Japanese partici-
pants made almost twice as many references to relation-
ships involving inert, background objects. Perhaps most
tellingly, the very first sentence from the Japanese partici-
pants was likely to be one referring to the environment
(“It looked like a pond”), whereas the first sentence from
Americans was three times as likely to be one referring to
the focal fish (“There was a big fish, maybe a trout, mov-
ing off to the left”).

After participants had reported what they had seen in
each vignette, they were shown still pictures of ninety-six
objects, half of which they had seen before and half of
which they  hadn’t. Their job was to say whether they had
seen the objects before. Some of the objects that had actu-
ally been seen before were shown in their original environ-
ment and some were shown in a novel environment.
Examples of both types are shown at the bottom of the
illustration. The ability of the Japanese to recognize that
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they had seen an object before was substantially greater
when the object was shown in the original environment
than when it was shown in a new environment, suggesting
that the object had become “bound” to the environment
when seen initially and remained that way in memory. It
made precisely no difference at all to Americans whether
they saw the object in its initial environment or in a novel
environment, suggesting that the perception of the object
was fully separated from its environment.

In a follow-up study, Masuda and I showed various
kinds of animals in different contexts to Americans and
Japanese, this time measuring not only accuracy of recogni-
tion but also speed of processing. Again, the Japanese were
more affected by the manipulation of background than
were the Americans, making many more errors when the
object was presented against a novel background than when
it was presented against its original background. Moreover,
the speed of Japanese judgments was impaired when the
objects were presented against a novel background, whereas
Americans’ judgment speed was not affected.

Suppose you were approached by a man on the street who
asked for directions. As you are talking to the person, two
men come between you carrying a large sheet of plywood.
The man who was talking to you grabs the end of the ply-
wood and his confederate remains after the plywood pro-
cession is gone—as if he were the person you had been
talking to originally. How likely is it, do you suppose, that
you would fail to notice that you were talking to a
changeling? Short of the two men being identical twins,
you might guess that there is no chance of such an error.
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In fact, it is easy to fool people with this trick. And in gen-
eral people are remarkably impervious to the fact that
some scene they are viewing has been altered in a substan-
tial way. Film editors depend on this susceptibility: actors
are standing in a slightly different relation to one another
in a particular scene than they were at what is supposed to
be a split second before; the cigarette is burned farther
down earlier in the scene than later, and so on.

One implication of the notion that Easterners pay rel-
atively more attention to the field than do Westerners is
that we would expect the latter to be relatively blind to
changes in objects in the background and to changes in
relationships between objects. We might also expect that
Westerners would be quicker to grasp alterations in salient
foreground objects than Easterners would be. In order to
examine this possibility, Masuda and I showed brief com-
puter-generated color film clips to Japanese and American
participants. The clips were almost, but not quite, identi-
cal. The illustration on page 94 shows black-and-white
versions of one of the pairs. The scenes shown are frames
from partway through the clips. The participant’s job was
to report in what way the clips differed. It can be seen
that they differed in several respects. For example, the
helicopter at the bottom has the black rotor to the left in
one version and to the right in the other. The Concorde
that is taking off has its landing gear down in one version
and up in the other. Relationships between objects also
differ. For example, the helicopter and the single-engine
plane are closer together in one version than in the other.
Finally, background details are different: The control tower
has a different shape in one version than in the other.
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As we anticipated, the Japanese participants noticed
many more background differences between the two clips
and many more relationship differences than Americans
did. Americans were more likely to pick up changes in
focal, foreground objects.

If Asians pay more attention to the environment than
Westerners, we might expect that they would be more
accurate in perceiving relationships between events.
Exploring this question, Li-jun Ji, Kaiping Peng, and I pre-
sented Chinese and American participants with a split
computer screen. On the left side of the screen we flashed
one of two arbitrary figures: for example, a schematic
medal or a schematic lightbulb. Immediately after, on the
right side of the screen, we flashed one of another two
arbitrary figures: for example, a pointing finger or a
schematic coin. For some of the trials, there was no associ-
ation whatever between what came up on the left and
what came up on the right. For example, the coin was no
more likely to come up on the right if it had been the
medal that had come up on the left than if it had been the
lightbulb on the left. For other trials, there was an associa-
tion, sometimes a fairly strong one. We asked participants
how strong they thought the association was on each set
of trials and how confident they were that they were right.

Chinese participants reported stronger associations
between what came up on the left and what came up on
the right than did Americans, their confidence in their
judgments was greater, and their confidence was better
calibrated with the actual degree of association than was
the case for Americans. Most strikingly, Americans showed
the usual tendency found in covariation-detection studies
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of being overly influenced in their judgments by the first
pairings seen. For example, if the lightbulb was frequently
paired with the medal on early trials, the Americans
tended to report that that had been the rule in general—
even when that was not the case. The Chinese participants
were subject to no such error.

Ji, Peng, and I also examined whether Americans are
more capable of separating an object from its context than
Asians. (There should be some advantage to the analytic,
tunnel-vision perceptual style!) We presented East Asians
(mostly Chinese and Koreans) and Americans with the Rod
and Frame Test for “field dependence” invented by Witkin
and his colleagues. In this test, you present participants with
a long box, at the end of which is a rod. The rod can be
manipulated independently of the box, which serves to
frame the rod. The participant’s task is to judge when the
rod is exactly vertical, but the position of the frame
inevitably influences judgments about the rod to a degree.
People are deemed “field dependent” to the extent that their
judgments about the verticality of the rod are affected by
the context, that is, the orientation of the frame. We antici-
pated that the Asians would be more field dependent and
indeed they were. They found it more difficult than did the
Americans to make judgments about the position of the rod
without being biased by the orientation of the frame.

CO N T RO L L I N G T H E WO R L D

If life is simple and you only have to keep your eye on the
ball in order to achieve something, life is controllable. If
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life is complex and subject to changes of fortune without
notice, it may not matter where the ball is; life is simply
not easily controlled. Surveys show that Asians feel them-
selves to be in less control than their Western counter-
parts. And rather than attempting to control situations,
they are likely to try to adjust to them. Social psycholo-
gists Beth Morling, Shinobu Kitayama, and Yuri Miyamoto
asked Japanese and American students to tell them about
incidents in their lives in which they had adjusted to some
situation and incidents in which they had been in control
of the situation. The incidents of adjustment were appar-
ently more common for the Japanese, since the ones they
remembered were on average more recent than was the
case for Americans. Incidents of control were apparently
more common for Americans than for Japanese because
remembered control incidents were more recent for the
Americans. Morling also asked her participants how they
felt in each type of situation. The Americans, but not the
Japanese, felt awkward, anxious, and incompetent when
they had to adjust to a situation.

Other evidence also suggests that feeling in control is
not as important for Asians as it is for Westerners. A survey
of Asians, Asian Americans, and European Americans
found that feeling in control of their lives was strongly
associated with mental health for European Americans,
but much less so for Asians and Asian Americans. In addi-
tion, feelings of well-being were enhanced more for Asians
than for Americans by having other people around who
might aid in providing control. And whereas Westerners
seem to believe it’s crucial for them to have direct, per-
sonal control, Asians seem to believe outcomes will be
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better for them if they are simply in the same boat with
others.

Organizational psychologist P. Christopher Earley asked
Chinese and American managers to work on managerial
tasks under several different conditions. The managers
thought they were either working alone; working with
other members of their own group, that is, people from the
same region of their country having interests similar to
theirs; or working with members of an out-group, that is,
people from another region of their country with whom
they would have little if anything in common. The situation
had been rigged so that the managers were really working
alone in all conditions. In the “in-group” and “out-group”
conditions, participants thought their performances would
be assessed only at the group level and not at the individual
level. Chinese managers performed better when they
thought they were working with in-group members than
when they thought they were alone or working with out-
group members. Americans worked best when they thought
they were alone, and it made no difference whether they
thought they were working with an in-group or with an
out-group.

The adage that “there’s safety in numbers” may be
Western in origin, but social psychologist Susumu Yam-
aguchi and his colleagues have shown that Japanese col-
lege students hold more closely to this tenet than do
American students. They told participants in their study
that they were interested in finding out the effects of an
“unpleasant experience,” namely swallowing a bitter drink,
on performance of a particular task. Participants would be
assigned either to a control condition or to the unpleasant
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experience condition. Just which condition would depend
on the result of a lottery.

There were indeed two conditions in the experiment,
but they were an “alone” condition and a “group” condi-
tion. Participants in the alone condition were told that
they would draw four lottery tickets, each having a one-
digit number on it. In the group condition, all participants
believed they were part of a four-person group (whose
members they never actually saw) and that each person
would draw a lottery ticket. To participants in both condi-
tions it was explained that the sum of the numbers on the
four tickets would determine who would have to take the
bitter drink. Yamaguchi and his colleagues asked partici-
pants how likely it was that they would be among the
unlucky ones. (There was no objective reason for partici-
pants in either condition to think that the chances were
any different in the alone condition than in the group con-
dition.) The Japanese thought they were more likely to
escape the unpleasant experience in the group condition.
American men thought they were more likely to escape in
the alone condition. American women behaved like Japan-
ese, thinking escape was more likely if they were in a
group.

The Yamaguchi study, as well as one described later in
this section, is one of the rare studies finding that Western
males and females differ from one another more than
Eastern males and females do. In general, we either find
gender differences for both Western and Eastern cul-
tures—of about the same magnitude—or we find gender
differences for neither culture. As would be expected,
given our theory about the social origins of the cognitive
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and perceptual differences, females of both cultures tend
to be more holistic in their orientation than males, but we
find this only about half the time, and the gender differ-
ences are always smaller than the cultural differences. We
have been unable to characterize the difference between
tasks for which we find gender differences and those for
which we  don’t.

Thus, to the Asian, the world is a complex place, com-
posed of continuous substances, understandable in terms
of the whole rather than in terms of the parts, and subject
more to collective than to personal control. To the West-
erner, the world is a relatively simple place, composed of
discrete objects that can be understood without undue
attention to context, and highly subject to personal con-
trol. Very different worlds indeed.

The world of Westerners, however, is not as control-
lable as they think. Ellen Langer, a social psychologist,
identified a foible she called the “illusion of control,”
which she defined as an expectation that personal success
is greater than the objective probability would warrant.
The illusion can sometimes be a helpful thing. In one
study, for example, people have been found to perform
better on routine tasks when they believe mistakenly that
they can control a loud, distracting noise that occurred
periodically during the tasks. On the other hand, there are
also some demonstrations of the illusion that make us look
pretty silly. In my favorite study, Langer approached peo-
ple in an office building and asked whether they would
like to buy a lottery ticket for a dollar. If the person said
yes, she then either handed the person a lottery ticket or
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fanned out a bunch of them and asked the person to
choose one. Two weeks later, she approached all those
who had bought a ticket, saying that lots of people wanted
to buy a ticket, but there were none left. Would the per-
son be willing to sell the ticket back, and if so, what would
the price be? On average, the people she had handed the
ticket to were willing to sell the ticket back for about two
dollars, but the people who had been allowed to choose
their tickets held out for almost nine!

Much of what we know implies that Asians would be
less susceptible to such illusions of control than Western-
ers, as well as less concerned about issues of control alto-
gether. Ji, Peng, and I tested these notions with new
versions of our covariation detection test and the Rod and
Frame Test.

In a twist on the covariation detection task, in which
the goal was to determine how likely it was that one par-
ticular object would appear on the right side of a com-
puter screen given that another particular object had
appeared on the left, we gave the participants control over
which object would be presented on the left of the com-
puter screen and allowed them to choose how much time
would elapse on each trial between presentation of the
object on the left and presentation of the object on the
right. Under these circumstances, the Americans saw as
much covariation as the Chinese did and they were as
confident as the Chinese. Moreover, the Americans were
reasonably accurate about the degree of covariation they
saw, whereas the Chinese were actually slightly less accu-
rate when they had control than when they  didn’t.

In a variation of the Rod and Frame Test, we gave the
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participants control of the rod, allowing them to rotate it
themselves. Under these circumstances, Americans became
more confident about the accuracy of their judgments,
whereas East Asians did not become more confident. And
American men, who were the most accurate of the groups
to begin with, actually became more accurate still. Accu-
racy for East Asians and for American women was unaf-
fected by being given control.

S TA B I L I T Y O R CH A N G E?

When we think about the future of the world,
we always have in mind its being where it
would be if it continued to move as we see it
moving now. We do not realize that it moves
not in a straight line . . . and that its direction
changes constantly.

—PHILOSOPHER LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN

[We tend] to postulate that tomorrow will be
the same as today; likewise, when we are aware
of movement, we assume that tomorrow will
differ from today in the same way as today dif-
fers from yesterday. . . . The lifespan of man has
become longer; it will become longer still. The
number of work hours in the year has decreased;
it will decrease yet further. . . . The sharper our
awareness of a past movement, the stronger our
conviction of its future continuation.
—POLITICAL PHILOSOPHER BERTRAND DE JOUVENAL
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As it turns out, “our” is rather too strong a generalization.
Ancient Greek philosophers were powerfully inclined to
believe that things  don’t change much or, if they really are
changing, future change will continue in the same direc-
tion, and at the same rate, as current change. And the same
is true for ordinary modern Westerners. But like ancient
Taoists and Confucian philosophers, ordinary modern
Asians believe that things are constantly changing; and
movement in a particular direction, far from indicating
future changes in the same direction, may be a sign that
events are about to reverse direction.

These differing assumptions about change can be
derived from different understandings about the complex-
ity of the world, which in turn are a consequence of
attending to a small part of the environment versus a lot
of it. If the world appears a simple place because  we’re
not paying attention to much of it, then not much change
is to be expected. If change is occurring, then there is no
reason to assume that it will do anything but continue in
the same direction. But if the world seems to be a highly
complicated place because  we’re noticing so much, then
stability will be the exception and change will be the rule.
The greater the number of factors operating, the greater
the likelihood that some variable will alter the rate of
change or even reverse its direction. The specifically cycli-
cal assumptions of the Tao may spring from these theories
about complexity. Or it could be the other way around:
The belief that the world is constantly reverting to prior
states may prompt the assumption of complexity. To be
dialectical about it, probably both trends are operative,
and feed each other . . . in a cycle!
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With Li-jun Ji, a student at Michigan at the time and
Yanji Su, a colleague at Beijing University, I studied Chi-
nese and American beliefs about change. In one study, we
asked University of Michigan students and Beijing Univer-
sity students how likely they thought it was that some
state of affairs would undergo a radical change. For exam-
ple: “Lucia and Jeff are both seniors at the same university.
They have been dating each other for two years. How
likely is it that they will break up after graduation?”

There were four such items asking about the probabil-
ity of change. In all four instances, the Chinese regarded
change as more likely than did the Americans. On average,
Chinese thought change was likely about 50 percent of
the time and Americans thought change was likely about
30 percent of the time.

In a second study, Ji, Su, and I showed Beijing and
Michigan participants twelve graphs in a booklet. Each
graph showed an alleged trend charted over time, such as
world economy growth rate or world cancer death rate.
For example: The global economy growth rates (annual
percentage change in real GDP) were 3.2 percent, 2.8
percent, and 2.0 percent for 1995, 1997, and 1999 respec-
tively.

We asked the participants how likely they thought it
was that the global economic growth rate would go up, go
down, or remain the same for 2001.

The trends we presented were either growing or
declining and the rate of change was either accelerating or
decelerating. The illustration shows a positively acceler-
ated growth curve and a negatively accelerated growth
curve. We reasoned that the greater the increase in the
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rate of change, the more likely it was that the Chinese
would anticipate slowing or even reversal of the trend; as
more rapid change in a given direction should signal rever-
sal in the near future. For Americans, however, increases in
acceleration might be a particularly strong indicator of
continued movement in a particular direction. So we
expected differences between Chinese and Americans to
be greater when assessing positively accelerated trends
than when assessing negatively accelerated trends.

We found that, as expected, Americans made more
predictions consistent with the trends we showed them
than did Chinese. In fact, this was true for all twelve
graphs we showed. If a particular trend went up, the
Americans were more likely to predict that it would con-
tinue going up than were the Chinese. If the trend went
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down, the Americans were more likely to predict decline
would continue than were the Chinese. And these differ-
ences were, as anticipated, greater for the positively accel-
erated trends than for the negatively accelerated ones.

In a variant of this study, we showed the same set of
twelve graphs with their three initial data points to a new
group of participants and asked them to actually plot what
they thought the next two data points might be. Americans
were likely to continue the trend in the same direction, and
at the same rate, as could be extrapolated from the previous
points. The Chinese on average predicted a leveling off of
change and were several times more likely to predict a rever-
sal in direction of change than Americans were. Again, these
trends were more marked when graphs were positively
accelerated than when they were negatively accelerated.

Beliefs about linear versus cyclical movement apply to
change over very great time spans. Thomas More’s 1516
political essay speculated on the form of perfect govern-
ment. More invented the term “Utopia” to name his soci-
ety. The word is a pun on a Greek root meaning both
“nowhere” and “good place.” More’s Utopia was scarcely
the first and certainly not the last in a long line of Western
creations, including Plato’s Republic, Puritanism, Shaker
communities, Mormonism, the American and French revo-
lutions, communism, and fascism. With the chief excep-
tions of Utopias modeled on the biblical ideas of the
Garden of Eden and the promise of the New Jerusalem,
Western Utopias have generally had five salient character-
istics—all of which make them vastly different from the
conviction of Confucius and other early Chinese thinkers
that the perfect world existed in the past and that we
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could hope only to strive to move from our current low
estate back to that time of perfection.

In Western Utopias:

• there is steady, more or less linear progress
toward them;

• once attained, they become a permanent state;
• they are reached through human effort rather

than Fate or divine intervention;
• they are usually egalitarian; and
• they are usually based on a few extreme assump-

tions about human nature. 

These attributes are in many ways the very antithesis
of the future as it might be conceived by the Eastern
mind, which is inclined to find the Middle Way between
extremes and assumes reversion rather than advance.

It is worth noting here that the ancient Hebrews were
in these respects closer to the Chinese than to the Greeks.
Their Utopia—the Garden of Eden—was in the past and
they hoped at most for a restoration. Their notion of the
nature of change was similar to that of the Chinese—they
had a clear notion of the yin and yang of life. Hebrew
prophets of the eighth century B.C. sold real estate when
things were going well for the Jews—because they felt
sure that things would soon take a turn for the worse—
and bought when things were going badly! This attitude
toward life survives in the modern Jewish community, as is
conveyed by countless jokes. Son: “Mom, guess what—I
won a Pontiac in the raffle!” Mom: “Oy, the taxes alone
will put us in the poorhouse.”
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If the differences in assumptions about the direction
of human progress persist, and if people make analogies to
the direction of a single human life, we might find that
Westerners believe that their own futures will move con-
tinuously in a single direction—from bad to good or good
to bad. East Asians might expect their lives to undergo
reversals of fortune—from good to bad to good, or from
bad to good to bad. In order to examine these possibilities,
Ji, Su, and I asked college students at Michigan and Beijing
to predict the course of their own life happiness. We
showed them eighteen different trends to choose from.
Six were linear—straight up or down but with oscillations
along the way. Twelve were nonlinear—either stopping or
reversing the initial direction of life change. Almost half of
the Americans chose one of the six linear life courses as
the most probable, whereas fewer than a third of the Chi-
nese choices were linear. (Choices were not due to either
group having uniformly optimistic or pessimistic assump-
tions about life course. The two groups were equally likely
to feel they would end up happy and equally likely to feel
they would end up unhappy.)

Like their ancient predecessors, then, East Asians
believe that the world is full of change and that what goes
around comes around. Westerners (or at any rate, Ameri-
cans—we have no data on other Westerners at this point)
appear to believe that what goes up needn’t come down.

In chapter 3, we saw that the social organization and
practices of modern Asians resemble those of the ancient
Chinese and the social organization and practices of mod-
ern Europeans resemble those of the ancient Greeks. In
this chapter  we’ve seen that modern Asians, like the
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ancient Chinese, view the world in holistic terms: They see
a great deal of the field, especially background events; they
are skilled in observing relationships between events; they
regard the world as complex and highly changeable and its
components as interrelated; they see events as moving in
cycles between extremes; and they feel that control over
events requires coordination with others. Modern West-
erners, like the ancient Greeks, see the world in analytic,
atomistic terms; they see objects as discrete and separate
from their environments; they see events as moving in lin-
ear fashion when they move at all; and they feel them-
selves to be personally in control of events even when
they are not. Not only are worldviews different in a con-
ceptual way, but also the world is literally viewed in differ-
ent ways. Asians see the big picture and they see objects in
relation to their environments—so much so that it can be
difficult for them to visually separate objects from their
environments. Westerners focus on objects while slighting
the field and they literally see fewer objects and relation-
ships in the environment than do Asians.

If some people view the world through a wide-angle
lens and see objects in contexts, whereas others focus pri-
marily on the object and its properties, then it seems likely
that the two sorts of people will explain events quite differ-
ently. People having a wide-angle view might be inclined to
see events as being caused by complex, interrelated contex-
tual factors whereas people having a relatively narrow focus
might be prone to explain events primarily in terms of
properties of objects. In the next chapter,  we’ll see whether
the different worldviews are indeed associated with differ-
ent kinds of causal explanations for the same event.
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C H A P T E R  5

“ T H E  B A D  S E E D ”  O R  
“ T H E  O T H E R  B O Y S  M A D E

H I M  D O  I T ” ?

In 1991 a Chinese physics student at the University of
Iowa named Gang Lu lost an award competition. He
appealed the decision unsuccessfully and he subsequently
failed to obtain an academic job. On October 31, he
entered the physics department and shot his adviser, the
person who had handled his appeal, several fellow stu-
dents and bystanders, and then himself.

Michael Moris, a graduate student at Michigan at the
time, noticed that the explanations for Gang Lu’s behavior
in the campus newspapers focused almost entirely on Lu’s
presumed qualities—the murderer’s psychological foibles
(“very bad temper,” “sinister edge to his character”), atti-
tudes (“personal belief that guns were an important means
to redress grievances”), and psychological problems (“a



 

darkly disturbed man who drove himself to success and
destruction,” “a psychological problem with being chal-
lenged”). He asked his fellow student Kaiping Peng what
kinds of accounts of the murder were being given in Chi-
nese newpapers. They could scarcely have been more dif-
ferent. Chinese reporters emphasized causes that had to
do with the context in which Lu operated. Explanations
centered on Lu’s relationships (“did not get along with his
adviser,” “rivalry with slain student,” “isolation from Chi-
nese community”), pressures in Chinese society (“victim
of Chinese ‘Top Student’ educational policy”) and aspects
of the American context (“availability of guns in the
U.S.”).

In order to be sure that their impressions were accu-
rate, Morris and Peng carried out a systematic content
analysis of reports in the New York Times and the Chinese-
language newspaper the World Journal. This objective pro-
cedure showed that their initial observations were correct.
Should the different causal attributions be regarded as
mere chauvinism? The American reporters blamed the
perpetrator, who happened to be Chinese, whereas the
Chinese reporters, perhaps protecting one of their own,
blamed situational factors. As it happens, a “control” mass
murder allows us to see whether it was chauvinism or
worldview that produced the differences in explanation
patterns.

In the same year that Gang Lu committed his murders
and suicide, an American postal worker in Royal Oak,
Michigan, named Thomas McIlvane lost his job. He
appealed the decision unsuccessfully to his union and sub-
sequently failed to find a full-time replacement job. On
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November 14, he entered the post office where he had
previously worked and shot his supervisor, the person who
handled his appeal, several fellow workers and bystanders,
and then himself.

Morris and Peng performed the same kind of content
analysis on the New York Times and World Journal reports
of the McIlvane mass murder that they did for the Gang
Lu mass murder. They found exactly the same trends as
for the Chinese murderer. American reporters focused on
McIlvane’s personal dispositions—attitudes and traits
inferred from past behavior (“repeatedly threatened vio-
lence,” “had a short fuse,” “was a martial arts enthusiast,”
“mentally unstable”). Chinese reporters emphasized situa-
tional factors influencing McIlvane (“gunman had been
recently fired,” “post office supervisor was his enemy,”
“influenced by example of a recent mass slaying in Texas”).

Morris and Peng gave descriptions of the murders to
American and Chinese college students and asked them to
rate the importance of a large number of presumed per-
sonal attributes and situational factors culled from the
newspaper reports. American students, whether explaining
the American mass murder or the Chinese one, placed
more emphasis on the murderer’s presumed dispositions.
Chinese students stressed situational factors for both mass
murders. Even more impressively, Morris and Peng listed a
number of situational factors and asked participants to
judge whether, if circumstances had been different, the
murder might not have occurred. They asked, for example,
if the tragedies might have been averted “if Lu had
received a job” or “if McIlvane had had many friends or
relatives in Royal Oak.” Americans and Chinese partici-
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pants responded very differently. The Chinese thought
that, in many cases, the murders might very well not have
occurred. But the Americans, because of their conviction
that it was the murderer’s long-established dispositions
that were the key to his rampage, felt it was likely that the
killings would have occurred regardless of whether cir-
cumstances had been different.

CAU S A L AT T R I B U T I O N EA S T A N D WE S T

It should come as no surprise that Chinese people are
inclined to attribute behavior to context and Americans
tend to attribute the same behavior to the actor. We saw in
the last chapter that East Asians attend more to context
than do Americans. And what captures one’s attention is
what one is likely to regard as causally important. The
converse seems equally plausible: If one thinks something
is causally important one is likely to attend to it. So a cycle
gets established whereby theories about causality and
focus of attention reinforce each other.

There is ample evidence that the causal attribution
differences mirror the attention differences. The first cross-
cultural study of causal attribution, by developmental psy-
chologist Joan Miller, compared Hindu East Indians and
Americans. She asked her middle-aged, middle-class par-
ticipants to describe behavior of an acquaintance that they
“considered a wrong thing to have done” and behavior on
the part of an acquaintance that they “considered good for
someone else.” She then asked her participants to explain
why the people behaved as they did. American partici-
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pants tended to explain the behavior in terms of presumed
personality traits and other dispositions of the actor: “Sally
is considerate, outgoing, and friendly.” The Americans
made twice as many such attributions as the Indians. Indi-
ans tended to explain behavior in terms of contextual fac-
tors: “It was dark and there was no one else to help.” The
Indians gave twice as many contextual explanations as
Americans did.

Americans and Indians  didn’t give different sorts of
answers because they had somehow described different
kinds of events. When Miller asked Americans to explain
behaviors mentioned by Indians, Americans explained
them using the same sorts of dispositional explanations
they gave for the behaviors they generated themselves. In
a particularly important additional demonstration, Miller
showed that it takes time to learn how to explain behavior
in the culturally sanctioned way. Children in the two cul-
tures  didn’t differ in the sorts of explanations they gave.
Not until adolescence did Indians and Americans begin to
diverge in their explanations. To put the icing on the cake
of this elegant study, Miller also questioned Anglo-Indians,
whose culture is Westernized to a degree. Their attribu-
tions, both for dispositions and for contexts, were midway
between those of Hindu Indians and Americans.

A favorite activity around the water cooler of a Monday
morning is discussing why the game was won or lost. It
turns out that the reasons people give for victory or defeat
are different in America and Asia. Organizational psychol-
ogist Fiona Lee and her colleagues analyzed what sports-
writers reported about the causal attributions of soccer
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coaches and players in the U.S. and Hong Kong. Americans
saw outcomes as being due mostly to the abilities of indi-
vidual players: “Freshman Simpson leads the team in scor-
ing with eleven goals, but its success lies in its defense.”
“ We’ve got a very good keeper in Bo Oshoniyi, who was
defensive MVP of the finals last year . . .” The attributions
of Hong Kong athletes and coaches were more likely to
refer to the other team and the context: “We were lucky
to go in at the interval with a one-goal advantage and I
was always confident we could hold them off. I guess
South China was a bit tired after having played in a quad-
rangular tournament in China.”

Attributional differences between Asians and Western-
ers go deeper than accounts of human behavior. Morris
and Peng showed that Chinese tend to attribute the
behavior of fish shown in video scenes to external factors
and Americans to internal factors. Peng and his colleagues
have shown that the differences between Easterners and
Westerners go deeper still—to the perception of physical
causality. They showed abstract cartoons, like those illus-
trated on page 117, to Chinese and American women.
Each cartoon showed movement of some kind that could
be interpreted as hydraulic, magnetic, or aerodynamic. As
intended, participants interpreted the top sequence in the
illustration as a light object (a “ball”) coming to “float” on
the liquid. In the cartoon based on the picture beneath it,
the circle dropped past the upper line and came to rest on
the lower line. As intended, participants saw this move-
ment as a heavy object dropping to the bottom of a con-
tainer of liquid. Participants were asked to what extent
they thought that the object’s movements seemed influ-
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enced by internal factors (something inside the object or
belonging to it had caused it to drop). The Americans
reported that they thought the movements were caused
more by internal factors than did the Chinese.
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The British were in charge of Hong Kong for one hundred
years and the children there learn English no later than
elementary school. Western influence, both culturally and
linguistically, remains strong, even under Chinese control
since 1997. This makes the city an interesting laboratory
for purposes of cross-cultural study.

It turns out that Hong Kong citizens can be encour-
aged to think in either an Eastern or a Western way by pre-
senting them with images that suggest one culture or the
other. Ying-yi Hong and her colleagues showed a vignette
similar to the Morris and Peng fish cartoons to students at
the University of Hong Kong. But first, they showed them
pictures suggestive of either Western or Eastern culture.
They showed some participants pictures that are strongly
associated with American culture: for example, the House
of Representatives, a cowboy on horseback, and Mickey
Mouse. They showed other participants pictures strongly
associated with Chinese culture: for example, a dragon, a
temple, and men writing Chinese characters using a brush.
A third group of participants were shown neutral pictures
of landscapes. After showing participants a set of pictures,
Hong and her colleagues showed them a cartoon of one
fish swimming in front of other fish and asked them what
they thought was the major reason for the fish’s swimming
in front of the other fish. Participants who saw the Ameri-
can pictures gave more reasons having to do with motiva-
tions of the individual fish and fewer explanations having
to do with the other fish or the context than did partici-
pants who saw the Chinese pictures. Participants who saw
the neutral pictures were in the middle.
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Peng and his colleague Eric Knowles studied Asian
Americans and found that they could “prime” either their
participants’ Asian selves or their American selves. They
showed students a battery of vignettes of physical move-
ment like those portrayed in the illustration, and asked
them to rate the extent to which the object’s movement
was due to dispositional factors (e.g., shape, weight) vs.
contextual factors (e.g., gravity, friction). But first they
asked participants either to recall an experience they had
that made identity as an American apparent to them or to
recall an experience that made their Asian identity appar-
ent. The primes had an effect. Participants who had their
American identity primed rated causes internal to the
object to be more important than did participants who
had their Asian identity primed.

Ara Norenzayan, Incheol Choi, and I asked Korean and
American college students a number of questions intended
to plumb their theories about the causes of behavior. We
asked them to rate the degree to which several paragraphs
captured their views about the reasons people behave as
they do. The first couple of sentences of each paragraph
are reproduced below.

1) How people behave is mostly determined by
their personality. One’s personality predisposes
and guides an individual to behave in one way,
not in another way, no matter what circum-
stances the person is in.

2) How people behave is mostly determined by the
situation in which they find themselves. Situa-
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tional power is so strong that we can say it has
more influence on behavior than one’s personality.

3) How people behave is always jointly determined
by their personality and the situation in which
they find themselves. We cannot claim that either
personality or the situation is the only determi-
nant of our behavior.

Koreans and Americans regarded personality (1) as
equally important in determining behavior, but Koreans
rated situational factors (2) and the interaction between
situations and personalities (3) as more important than
Americans did.

We also asked participants several questions about
their beliefs regarding the malleability of personality. For
example, we asked whether they thought that someone’s
personality is something about them that they  can’t
change very much. The Koreans thought that personalities
are more subject to change than the Americans did.

It should hardly be surprising that Americans regard
personalities as relatively fixed and Asians regard them as
more malleable. This is consistent with the long Western
tradition of regarding the world as being largely static and
the long Eastern tradition of viewing the world as con-
stantly changing.

Social psychologists Michael Morris, Kwok Leung, and
Sheena Sethi (Iyengar) have shown that Easterners and
Westerners have preferences for different kinds of negotia-
tion strategies, which may be related to views about plia-
bility of character. Hong Kong and American participants
were asked what kind of adjudication they would prefer
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when they had to come to an agreement with someone
who had behaved in ways that could be construed as bel-
ligerent and unreasonable. Hong Kong participants pre-
ferred inquisitorial adjudication in which a third party
questions the disputants and tries to make a mutually
agreeable judgment, whereas Americans were more likely
to prefer adversarial adjudication with representation by
lawyers.

Should we assume that Asians have theories of human
personality that are fundamentally different from those of
Westerners? Do Asians believe that people differ from one
another only very slightly? Or do they see differences, but
in terms of traits that would seem odd or irrelevant to
Westerners?

Probably the answer to all of these questions is no.
When I was in China in 1982, toward the end of the Cul-
tural Revolution, the society was still somewhat shell-
shocked and secretive, having just spent thirty years
undergoing a convulsive social and economic experiment.
The culture was and is dramatically different from that of
the West in ways that I could not have articulated at the
time. As this book shows, there are marked differences in
worldviews, perception, and thought processes. Yet within
three weeks I found that I was able to gossip with my
hosts about other Chinese. We could talk about Fung’s
decency and humility, Chan’s arrogance, Lin’s reserve,
understanding each other perfectly. Fortunately there is
better evidence than my anecdote available. Researchers
have produced a large amount of evidence indicating that
theories of personality in the East are quite similar to
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those in the West. Major personality trait factors—labeled
the Big Five by personality theorists—are repeatedly
found in Western populations. These same factors tend to
be found when the Western personality tests are translated
and given to Chinese, Koreans, or Japanese, though some-
times only four of the factors are identified.

Cultural psychologists Kuo-shu Yang and Michael
Bond have found that there is also pretty good replication
when test items are not translated from Western languages,
but rather are generated by researchers using items based
on behavior descriptions common in the local culture. In a
subsequent effort to develop an “indigenous” Chinese per-
sonality inventory, Fanny Cheung and her colleagues
selected items descriptive of personality from popular con-
temporary Chinese novels, books of Chinese proverbs, and
descriptions of themselves and others offered by ordinary
people and by professional psychologists. Based on these
items, Cheung and her colleagues constructed a “Chinese
Personality Assessment Inventory.” They administered this
inventory to a large sample of people in Hong Kong and
mainland China. They found four factors, three of which
corresponded roughly to extraversion, neuroticism, and
conscientiousness, the most robust of the Big Five factors
in the West. Interestingly, the researchers found a factor
that does not emerge in Western-developed tests, which
they described as the “Chinese tradition” factor, a construct
that captures personality descriptions related to mainte-
nance of interpersonal and inner harmony. It would be
intriguing to see if this factor could be found in a version
of the Chinese inventory if it were to be translated into
Western languages. Harmony is not the first characteristic
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that occurs to Western researchers when thinking about
personalities, but the dimension might nevertheless be
meaningful to Westerners.

AVO I D I N G T H E FU N DA M E N TA L

AT T R I B U T I O N ER RO R

It appears that Easterners and Westerners  don’t seem to
differ that much in the personality dimensions they use.
Why is it then that Westerners rely so much more heavily
on personality traits in explaining behavior? The answer
seems to be that Easterners are more likely to notice
important situational factors and to realize that they play
a role in producing behavior. As a consequence, East
Asians are less susceptible to what social psychologist Lee
Ross labeled the “Fundamental Attribution Error” (or FAE
for short).

Imagine that you see a college student being asked to
show possible donors around the campus for a day and
that for this service the student is offered only a small
amount of money—less than the minimum wage—and
imagine that the student refuses. Do you suppose you
would think it is likely that the student would volunteer
to help in an upcoming Red Cross blood drive? Probably
not very likely. But suppose a friend of yours had seen
another student offered a reasonable amount of money—
say, 50 percent above the minimum wage—to show the
donors around and the student had agreed to do so. Do
you suppose the friend would think it is likely that the
student would help in the blood drive? Probably more
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likely than you thought your student would be. If so, both
you and your friend would be showing a version of the
FAE: attributing behavior to a presumed disposition of the
person rather than to an important situational factor—
namely money—that was the primary driving force
behind the behavior.

This error—ignoring the situation and inventing
strong dispositional explanations for behavior—is a highly
pervasive one. It makes people mistakenly confident that a
person they see being interviewed for an important job is
rather nervous by nature, that a person they see being
withdrawn at a particular party (where the person hap-
pens to know no one) is rather shy in general, that a per-
son who gives a good talk on a subject they know well, to
a familiar audience, is a polished speaker and a confident
person to boot.

The first solid experimental demonstration of the
error was by the noted social psychologist Edward E. Jones
and his colleagues. In a study published in 1967, they
asked college students to read a speech or essay allegedly
written by another student. This other student will be
called the “target.” It was made clear that the target had
been required to write the speech or essay upholding a
particular side of a particular issue. For example, the target
had been told to write an essay in a political science class
favoring Castro’s Cuba or to give a speech in a debate
class opposing the legalization of marijuana. Participants
were asked to indicate what they thought was the actual
opinion of the target student who wrote the essay or gave
the speech. The sharp situational constraints should have
made the participants recognize that they had learned
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nothing about the target’s real views, but in fact they were
heavily influenced by what the target said. If the target
said he was in favor of Castro’s handling of Cuba, partici-
pants assumed he was actually inclined toward that opin-
ion; if the target said he was opposed to the legalization of
marijuana, participants tended to assume he was of that
view.

As it turns out, this illusion is sufficiently powerful
that even East Asians are susceptible. Chinese, Japanese,
and Koreans have all participated in versions of this exper-
iment and have been found to infer that the targets actu-
ally have attitudes corresponding to the views they read in
the essay. But there is a difference between East Asian and
American susceptibility: East Asians do not make the error
if they are first placed in the target’s shoes. Incheol Choi
and I placed participants themselves into the situation of
being required to write an essay on a particular topic, tak-
ing a particular stance, and using a particular set of four
arguments in writing their essay. Then they read an essay
by a person who, they knew, had been in the same situa-
tion they themselves had been. This had precisely no
effect on Americans: Their dispositional inferences about
others were as strong as if they had not themselves experi-
enced exactly the target person’s situation. But the experi-
ence rendered Koreans almost impervious to the error.

Other evidence indicates that making situational factors
salient has a greater effect on Asians than on Westerners.
Ara Norenzayan, Incheol Choi, and I asked American and
Korean college students to read one of two scenarios and
then to guess whether a target person would give someone
bus fare. Both scenarios began in the following way:
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You just met a new neighbor, Jim. As you and
Jim are taking a walk in the neighborhood, a well-
dressed man approaches Jim and explains that his
car is broken down and he needs to call a
mechanic. Then with a somewhat embarrassed
voice, the man asks Jim for a quarter to make the
phone call. You find that Jim searches his pocket
and, after finding a quarter, gives it to the man. On
another day Jim is walking toward the bus stop to
catch the bus to work. As he is walking, a teenager
carrying some books approaches Jim and politely
asks him if he can borrow a dollar for a bus ride,
explaining that he forgot his wallet at home and
needs to get a ride to school.

In a version of the scenario read by one group of par-
ticipants, Jim searches his pocket and discovers that he has
several dollars; in a version read by other participants he
discovers that he has only enough money for his own bus
fare. Korean participants were more likely to recognize
that Jim would be inclined to give the teenager the money
if he finds he has several dollars than if he finds he has
only one.

We gave participants a total of six different scenarios,
each having their two different versions, and found that
for each one the Koreans were more responsive to the sit-
uational information than the Americans were, predicting
that a given behavior was more likely if situational factors
facilitated it than if situational factors discouraged it.

So the evidence on causal attribution dovetails with
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the evidence on perception. Westerners attend primarily
to the focal object or person and Asians attend more
broadly to the field and to the relations between the
object and the field. Westerners tend to assume that events
are caused by the object and Asians are inclined to assign
greater importance to the context.

BU I L D I N G CAU S A L MO D E L S

Differences in causal reasoning between Easterners and
Westerners are broader than just preferences for field vs.
object. Westerners seem to engage in more causal attribu-
tion, period. Historian Masako Watanabe has made this
point beautifully in her studies of the ways Japanese and
American elementary school and college students and
their teachers deal with historical events.

Japanese teachers begin with setting the context of a
given set of events in some detail. They then proceed
through the important events in chronological order, link-
ing each event to its successor. Teachers encourage their
students to imagine the mental and emotional states of
historical figures by thinking about the analogy between
their situations and situations of the students’ everyday
lives. The actions are then explained in terms of these feel-
ings. Emphasis is put on the “initial” event that serves as
the impetus to subsequent events. Students are regarded
as having good ability to think historically when they
show empathy with the historical figures, including those
who were Japan’s enemies. “How” questions are asked fre-
quently—about twice as often as in American classrooms.
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American teachers spend less time setting the context
than Japanese teachers do. They begin with the outcome,
rather than with the initial event or catalyst. The chrono-
logical order of events is destroyed in presentation. Instead,
the presentation is dictated by discussion of the causal fac-
tors assumed to be important (“The Ottoman empire col-
lapsed for three major reasons”). Students are considered
to have good ability to reason historically when they are
capable of adducing evidence to fit their causal model of
the outcome. “Why” questions are asked twice as fre-
quently in American classrooms as in Japanese classrooms.

Watanabe labels American historical analysis as “back-
ward” reasoning because events are presented in effect-
cause order. She notes the similarity of this to
goal-oriented reasoning: define the goal to be achieved and
develop a model that will allow you to attain it. She also
notes that goal orientation is more characteristic of West-
erners, with their sense of personal agency, than it is of
Asians. This insight helps us to understand why it was the
Greeks and not the Chinese who engaged in causal model-
ing of natural phenomena. Modeling events in a “back-
ward,” causal-analysis fashion comes more naturally to
people who are at liberty to set their own goals with
respect to an object and to come up with schemes to
achieve them. Watanabe quotes an American instructor of
English as a second language as saying that “it is very diffi-
cult for American teachers to understand Japanese stu-
dents’ essays because we  don’t see any causality in them,
and . . . the relation of cause and effect is elementary logic
in the United States.”
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Consistent with the lesser complexity of the world
they live in, Westerners see fewer factors as being relevant
to an understanding of the world than Easterners do.
Incheol Choi and his colleagues described the Chinese
physics student murder story to American and Korean par-
ticipants. Choi and colleagues then provided one hundred
items of information concerning the student, the professor,
the school, and so on and asked their participants to rule
out factors that could not be considered to be of possible
relevance for establishing a motive for the slay ing. Korean
participants regarded only 37 percent of the  items of infor-
mation as irrelevant. American participants thought 55
percent of the items were likely to be irrelevant. (They also
studied Asian American participants and found them to be
in between European Americans and Koreans.)

Choi and his colleagues also found evidence that the
tendency to see so many factors as relevant to the out-
come was related to the degree to which the individual
held holistic beliefs about the world. They asked their par-
ticipants to answer a “holism” questionnaire indicating the
extent to which they believed that events are related to
one another. Some examples:

• Everything in the universe is somehow related to
everything else.

• It’s not possible to understand the pieces without
considering the whole picture.

Choi and colleagues found that Koreans were more
holistic in their beliefs than Americans. Moreover, the
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more holistic the individual, whether American or Korean,
the more reluctant to assume that a particular item of
information might be irrelevant.

But open-mindedness and the belief that the world is
complex can also have their disadvantages, as  we’ll see
next.

AVO I D I N G HI N D S I G H T

The Soviet Union’s demise in 1991 may be one of the few
historical events that has not seemed inevitable after the
fact to large numbers of historians, both lay and profes-
sional. The fall of the Roman Empire, the rise of the Third
Reich, and the American success in reaching the moon
before the Russians, not to mention less momentous
events, are routinely seen as inevitable by commentators,
who, one strongly suspects, could not have predicted
them. We tend to have two problems when we try to “pre-
dict” the past: (1) believing that, at least in retrospect, it
can be seen that events could not have turned out other
than they did; and (2) even thinking that in fact one easily
could have predicted in advance that events would have
turned out as they did.

How do we know that people are inclined to make
these errors? Cognitive psychologist Baruch Fischhoff
worked out a clever method for showing that people over-
estimate the extent to which they could have predicted
the outcome of a given event and are less surprised by
unusual turns of events than they should be. Fischhoff
gave his participants enough information to set the stage
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for various historical events. For example, Fischhoff
described the situation in 1814 in Bengal when the British
were attempting to consolidate their control of India.
They had to deal with raids by the Gurkas of Nepal. The
British commander decided to deal with the Gurkas by
invading their mountain territory. Details of the situation
at the time of the invasion were provided and Fischhoff
then asked his participants how likely they thought vari-
ous outcomes were. He gave other participants the same
information, but also told them the actual outcome (a
stalemate). He asked these participants how likely they
would have thought the outcome would be if they had not
been told what it was. Fischhoff found that if his partici-
pants knew the outcome, they routinely overestimated the
likelihood they would have assigned to it in advance.

Incheol Choi and I reasoned that it may be easier to
avoid the hindsight fallacy if one is inclined to construct
explicit causal models of the world. Explicit models are
likely to turn up factors that could suggest more than one
outcome and as a result one may be less inclined to be con-
fident that some particular outcome would have occurred.
Moreover, one can be surprised when one’s predictions
turn out to be wrong. Surprise is likely to prompt a search
for possibly relevant factors and to revision of the model
that in turn can result in a more accurate understanding of
the world. On the other hand, if modeling is less explicit,
and if large numbers of factors are considered to be poten-
tially relevant to any given outcome, then it may be easy to
think of reasons why a particular event might have turned
out the way it did. We tested these notions in a series of
experiments comparing Koreans and Americans.
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We told participants in one study about a young semi-
nary student, who, they were assured, was a very kind and
religious person. Heading across campus to deliver a ser-
mon, he encountered a man lying in a doorway asking for
help. We told participants that the seminarian was late to
deliver his sermon.

In condition A, participants did not know what the
seminary student had done, and we asked them to tell us
what they thought was the probability that the target
would help and how surprised they would be if they were
to find out that he had not helped. Both Koreans and
Americans reported about an 80 percent probability that
the target would help and indicated that they would be
quite surprised if he did not. In condition B, we told partic-
ipants that the seminary student had helped the victim and
in condition C, we told participants that the target had not
helped the victim. Participants in conditions B and C were
asked what they believed they would have regarded as the
probability that the student would have helped—if in fact
they had not been told what he did—and also how sur-
prised they were by his actual behavior. Again, both Kore-
ans and Americans in condition B indicated they would
have thought the probability of helping was about 80 per-
cent and both groups reported no surprise that he did help.
Americans in condition C, in which the student unexpect-
edly did not help the victim, also reported that they would
have thought the probability was about 80 percent that the
student would have helped and they reported a great deal
of surprise that he did not do so. In contrast, Koreans in
condition C reported that they would have thought the
probability was only about 50 percent that the student
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would have helped and they reported little surprise that he
did not. So Americans experienced surprise where Koreans
did not and Koreans showed a pronounced hindsight bias,
with many indicating they thought they knew something
all along which in fact they did not. (The scenario in our
study described an actual experiment done with students
at Princeton Theological Seminary. The fine young men of
that study were very likely to offer help to the groaning
man in the doorway—unless they were in a hurry, in
which case most did not.)

Choi and I conducted another study that indicates
that Easterners are not as surprised by unanticipated out-
comes as Americans are. We described studies to American
and Korean participants and either gave them one hypoth-
esis about each study or two conflicting hypotheses—one
that predicted the actual outcome of the study and one
that predicted the opposite. For example, some partici-
pants were told about a study examining the hypothesis
that realism increases mental health. Other participants
were told that that hypothesis was being considered, as
well as an alternative one that optimism promotes mental
health. Then all participants read that actual research find-
ings indicate that realism promotes mental health. We
asked participants to indicate how surprising and interest-
ing the finding was. Americans reported being more sur-
prised—and found the study to be more interesting 
—when we had presented two strongly competing
hypotheses, whereas Koreans were no more surprised or
interested when presented with two opposing hypotheses
than when presented only with the one that predicted the
actual finding.
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Easterners are almost surely closer to the truth than West-
erners in their belief that the world is a highly compli-
cated place and Westerners are undoubtedly often far too
simple-minded in their explicit models of the world. East-
erners’ failure to be surprised as often as they should may
be a small price to pay for their greater attunement to a
range of possible causal factors. 

On the other hand, it seems fairly clear that simple
models are the most useful ones—at least in science—
because  they’re easier to disprove and consequently to
improve upon. Most of Aristotle’s physical propositions
have turned out to be demonstrably false. But Aristotle
had testable propositions about the world while the Chi-
nese did not: It was Westerners who established what the
correct physical principles are. The Chinese may have
understood the principle of action at a distance, but they
had no means of proving it. When it was proved true, it
was by Western scientists who did not initially believe in it
and who were actually trying to establish that all motion
was of the billiard ball type, with objects moving only
because they come into contact with some other object.

Westerners’ success in science and their tendency to
make certain mistakes in causal analysis derive from the
same source. Freedom to pursue individual goals prompts
people to model the situation so as to achieve those goals,
which in turn encourages modeling events by working
backward from effects to possible causes. When there is
systematic testing of the model, as in science, the model
can be corrected. But Westerners’ models tend to be lim-
ited too sharply to the goal object and its properties,
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slighting the possible role of context. When it is everyday
life—all too often a buzzing confusion—that is being
modeled, recognition of error is more difficult. A mistaken
model will be difficult to correct. So despite their history
of scientific-mindedness, Westerners are particularly sus-
ceptible to the Fundamental Attribution Error and to
overestimating the predictability of human behavior.

As we shall see next, Westerners’ preferred simplicity
and Easterners’ assumed complexity encompass more than
their approaches to causality. Their preferences extend to
the ways that knowledge is organized more generally.
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C H A P T E R  6

I S  T H E  W O R L D  M A D E  U P
O F  N O U N S  O R  V E R B S ?

Jorge Luis Borges, the Argentine writer, tells us that there
is an ancient Chinese encyclopedia entitled Celestial
Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge in which the following
classification of animals appears: “(a) those that belong to
the emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that are
trained, (d) suckling pigs, (e) mermaids, (f) fabulous ones,
(g) stray dogs, (h) those that are included in this classifica-
tion, (i) those that tremble as if they were mad, (k) those
drawn with a very fine camel’s hair brush, (l) others, (m)
those that have just broken a flower vase, (n) those that
resemble flies at a distance.

Though Borges may have invented this classification
for his own purposes, it is certainly the case that the
ancient Chinese did not categorize the world in the same
sorts of ways that the ancient Greeks did. For the Greeks,



 

things belonged in the same category if they were describ-
able by the same attributes. But the philosopher Donald
Munro points out that, for the Chinese, shared attributes
did not establish shared class membership. Instead, things
were classed together because they were thought to influ-
ence one another through resonance. For example, in the
Chinese system of the Five Processes, the categories
spring, east, wood, wind, and green all influenced one
another. Change in wind would affect all the others—in “a
process like a multiple echo, without physical contact
coming between any of them.” Philosopher David Moser
also notes that it was similarity between classes, not simi-
larity among individual members of the same class, that
was of interest to the ancient Chinese. They were simply
not concerned about the relationship between a member
of a class (“a horse”) and the class as a whole (“horses”).

In fact, for the Chinese there seems to have been a
positive antipathy toward categorization. For the ancient
Taoist philosopher Chuang Tzu, “ . . . the problem of . . .
how terms and attributes are to be delimited, leads one in
precisely the wrong direction. Classifying or limiting
knowledge fractures the greater knowledge.” In the Tao Te
Ching we find the following dim view of the effects of
relying on categories.

The five colors cause one’s eyes to be blind.
The five tones cause one’s ears to be deaf.
The five flavors cause one’s palate to be spoiled.

The lack of interest in classes of objects sharing the
same properties is consistent with the basic scheme that
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the ancient Chinese had for the world. For them, the
world consisted of continuous substances. So it was a part-
whole dichotomy that made sense to them. Finding the
features shared by objects and placing objects in a class on
that basis would not have seemed a very useful activity, if
only because the objects themselves were not the unit of
analysis. Since the Greek world was composed of objects,
an individual-class relation was natural to them. The Greek
belief in the importance of that relation was central to
their faith in the possibility of accurate inductive infer-
ences: Learning that one object belonging to a category
has a particular property means that one can assume that
other objects belonging to the category also have the
property. If one mammal has a liver, it’s a good bet that all
mammals do. A focus on the one-many, individual-class
organization of knowledge encourages induction from the
single case; a part-whole representation does not.

CAT E G O R I E S V S. RE L AT I O N S H I P S I N

MO D E R N TH O U G H T

Once again, we have a case of very different intellectual
traditions in ancient Greece and ancient China, and once
again we can ask whether the mental habits of ancient
philosophers resemble the perception and reasoning of
ordinary people today. We might expect, based on the his-
torical evidence for cognitive differences and our theory
about the social origins of them, that contemporary West-
erners would (a) have a greater tendency to categorize
objects than would Easterners; (b) find it easier to learn
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new categories by applying rules about properties to partic-
ular cases; and (c) make more inductive use of categories,
that is, generalize from particular instances of a category to
other instances or to the category as a whole. We might
also expect that Easterners, given their convictions about
the potential relevance of every fact to every other fact,
would organize the world more in terms of perceived rela-
tionships and similarities than would Westerners.

Take a look at the three objects pictured in the illustration
on page 141. If you were to place two objects together,
which would they be? Why do those seem to be the ones
that belong together?

If  you’re a Westerner, odds are you think the chicken
and the cow belong together. Developmental psychologist
Liang-hwang Chiu showed triplets like that in the illustra-
tion to American and Chinese children. Chiu found that
the American children preferred to group objects because
they belonged to the “taxonomic” category, that is, the
same classification term could be applied to both (“adults,”
“tools”). Chinese children preferred to group objects on
the basis of relationships. They would be more likely to
say the cow and the grass in the illustration go together
because “the cow eats the grass.”

Li-jun Ji, Zhiyong Zhang, and I obtained similar
results comparing college students from the U.S with stu-
dents from mainland China and Taiwan, using words
instead of pictures. We presented participants with sets of
three words (e.g., panda, monkey, banana) and asked them
to indicate which two of the three were most closely
related. The American participants showed a marked pref-
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 erence for grouping on the basis of common category
membership: Panda and monkey fit into the animal cate-
gory. The Chinese participants showed a preference for
grouping on the basis of thematic relationships (e.g., mon-
key and banana) and justified their answers in terms of
relationships: Monkeys eat bananas.

If the natural way of organizing the world for West-
erners is to do so in terms of categories and the rules that
define them, then we might expect that Westerners’ per-
ceptions of similarity between objects would be heavily
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by categories vs. relationships.



 

influenced by the degree to which the objects can be cate-
gorized by applying a set of rules. But if categories are less
salient to East Asians, then we might expect that their per-
ceptions of similarity would be based more on the family
resemblance among objects.

To test this possibility, Ara Norenzayan, Edward E.
Smith, Beom Jun Kim, and I gave schematic figures like
those shown in the illustration on page 143 to Korean,
Euopean American, and Asian American participants. Each
display consisted of an object at the bottom and two
groups of objects above it. The participants’ job was just to
say which group of objects the target object seemed more
similar to. You might want to make your own judgment
about the objects in the illustration before reading on.

Most of the Koreans thought the target object was
more similar to the group on the left, whereas most of the
European Americans thought the object was more similar
to the group on the right. The target object bears a more
obvious family resemblance to the group on the left, so it’s
easy to see why the Koreans would have thought the
object was more similar to that group, and on average they
did so 60 percent of the time. But there is a simple, invari-
ant rule that allows you to place the target object into a
category that it shares with the group on the right. The
rule is “has a straight (as opposed to curved) stem.” Euro-
pean Americans typically discovered such rules and, 67
percent of the time, found the target object to be more
similar to the group with which it shared the rule-based
category. Asian American judgments were in between but
more similar to those of the Koreans.
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Categories are sometimes learned by applying rules to fea-
tures. We come to know that rabbits are mammals because
we are taught a rule that animals that nurse their young
are mammals. (That’s true for categories defined formally,
in any case. Actually, most people probably learn what
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mammals are by ostention: “that rabbit is a mammal,”
“that lion is a mammal.” The “folk” category that is learned
is then induced from the common properties observed—
fur-bearing, four-footed, etc.)

Explicit modeling or rule-making seems to be less
characteristic of the causal explanations of East Asians
than of Westerners. If Asians are less likely to use rules to
understand the world, and less likely to make use of cate-
gories, they might find it particularly hard to learn cate-
gories by applying explicit rules to objects. In order to test
this possibility, Ara Norenzayan and his colleagues showed
color cartoon figures like those rendered in black and
white in the illustration on page 145 to East Asian, Asian
American, and European American students at the Uni-
versity of Michigan. We told participants that they would
be learning how to classify the animals as being either
from Venus or from Saturn.

We told participants that an animal was from Venus if
it had any three of five features: curly tail, hooves, long
neck, mouth, and antennae ears. Otherwise, the creature
was from Saturn. The animal on the left at the top (seen
as blue by participants) meets the criteria for being from
Venus; the one on the right (seen as red)  doesn’t and has
to be put in the Saturn category. After participants had
learned how to classify animals correctly, we tested how
much control they had over the categories by showing
them new animals and seeing how fast and accurately they
could classify them. The new animals included two types
that resembled previously seen ones. Some animals were
“positive matches”: They looked like an animal partici-
pants had seen before during the training trials and they
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belonged to the same category in terms of the rules con-
cerning their features. Other animals were “negative
matches”: They looked like an animal that had been seen
before, but in terms of the rules, they belonged to a differ-
ent category from the one seen in training. The animal on
the lower left is a positive match for the one on the left
above: It looks like the one categorized as being from
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Venus and the rules also indicate that it is. The one on the
lower right is a negative match: It looks like the Venus ani-
mal but the rules say it’s not.

The Asian participants took longer to make their judg-
ments about whether the animal was from Venus or Sat-
urn than either the European Americans or Asian
Americans. The three groups of participants were equally
fast and equally accurate for the positive matches, for
which both memory for the previously seen example and
correct applications of the rules defining the category
would produce the correct answer. But for the negative
matches, which could be classified correctly only if the
rules were remembered and applied correctly, Asian par-
ticipants made twice as many classification errors as either
European Americans or Asian Americans did. Categoriza-
tion by rules seems not to come as easily to Easterners as
to Westerners.

Which of the two arguments below, both ending in the
conclusion “rabbits have enzyme Q in their blood,” seems
more convincing to you? Why?

(1) (2)

Lions have enzyme Q in their blood Lions have enzyme Q in their blood

Tigers have enzyme Q in their blood Giraffes have enzyme Q in their blood

Rabbits have enzyme Q in their blood Rabbits have enzyme Q in their blood

Most Westerners who have been asked this sort of
question say that argument 2 is better. They give as their
reason some version of a “diversity” or “coverage” argu-
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ment. Lions and tigers are rather similar animals in many
ways, so they  don’t cover the mammal category, to which
rabbits belong, very well. Lions and giraffes give better
coverage of the mammal category because  they’re more
different from each other. Now consider the arguments
below, both ending in the conclusion “mammals have
enzyme Q in their blood.” Which seems more convincing
to you?

(1) (2)

Lions have enzyme Q in their blood Lions have enzyme Q in their blood

Tigers have enzyme Q in their blood Giraffes have enzyme Q in their blood

Mammals have enzyme Q in their blood Mammals have enzyme Q in their blood

Again, most Westerners say the second argument is
more convincing and give as their reason that the coverage
of the mammal category is better for the second argument
than for the first.

Incheol Choi, Edward E. Smith, and I gave problems
like those above to Korean and American college students.
Koreans, but not Americans, were more likely to prefer the
second argument when the category was mentioned in the
conclusion. For Koreans, the mammal category was not
salient unless it was highlighted by actually referring to it.
As a result, the diversity principle was more important to
their inferences when they were explicitly reminded that
the objects in question were mammals. One likely conse-
quence of the low salience of categories for Easterners is
that they do not fuel inductive inferences for Easterners as
much as for Westerners.
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GROW I N G UP I N A WO R L D O F

OB J E C T S V S. RE L AT I O N S H I P S

How is it possible that Easterners today have relatively lit-
tle interest in categories, find it hard to learn new cate-
gories by applying rules about properties, and make little
spontaneous use of them for purposes of induction? Why
are they so much more inclined to consider relationships
in their organization of objects than Westerners are?
Surely not just because ancient Chinese philosophers had
little use for categories and were more interested in part-
whole relationships and thematic resemblances than in
category-member classifications. It seems dubious that
philosophers’ concerns would have affected judgments
about everyday objects even by their contemporaries. If
relationships, and not categories, are relatively important
to East Asians today, there must be factors that still oper-
ate in the socialization of children that prompt such dif-
ferent styles of perception and reasoning. Before looking
for such factors, let’s consider some important differences
between categories and relationships.

Categories are denoted by nouns. It seems obvious
that nouns would be easier for a young child to learn than
verbs. All you have to do to learn that the animal you just
saw is a “bear” is to notice its distinctive features—huge
size, large teeth and claws, long fur, ferocious appear-
ance—and you can store that object away with its label.
The label is then available for application to any other
object having that set of properties.

Relationships, on the other hand, involve, tacitly or
explicitly, a verb. Learning the meaning of a transitive verb
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normally involves noticing two objects and some kind of
action that connects them in some way. “To throw” means
to use your arm and hand to move an object through the
air to a new location. Merely pointing at the action does
not guarantee that someone will know what  you’re refer-
ring to.

Because of their relative ambiguity, it’s harder to
remember verbs; verbs are more likely to be altered in
meaning than nouns when a speaker communicates to
another person or when one person paraphrases what
another has said; and it’s harder to correctly identify verbs
than nouns when  they’re translated from one language to
another. Moreover, the meaning of verbs, and other terms
that describe relations, differs more across different lan-
guages than simple nouns do. “Verbs,” says cognitive psy-
chologist Dedre Gentner, “are highly reactive; nouns tend
to be inert.”

Given these differences between nouns and verbs, it is
scarcely surprising that Gentner finds that children learn
nouns much more rapidly than they learn verbs. In fact,
toddlers can learn nouns at rates of up to two per day. This
is much faster than the rate at which they learn verbs.

Gentner quite reasonably guessed that the large noun
advantage would be universal. But it turns out not to be.
Developmental psycholinguist Twila Tardif and others
have found that East Asian children learn verbs at about
the same rate as nouns and, by some definitions of what
counts as a noun, at a significantly faster rate than nouns.
There are several factors that might underlie this dramatic
difference.

First, verbs are more salient in East Asian languages
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than in English and many other European languages. Verbs
in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean tend to come either at
the beginning or the end of sentences and both are rela-
tively salient locations. In English, verbs are more com-
monly buried in the middle.

Second, recall from chapter 3 the father I overheard
quizzing his child about the properties of pants. Western
parents are noun-obsessed, pointing objects out to their
children, naming them, and telling them about their attri -
butes. Strange as it may seem to Westerners, Asians  don’t
seem to regard object naming as part of the job description
for a parent. Developmental psychologists Anne Fernald
and Hiromi Morikawa went into the homes of Japanese
and Americans having infants either six, twelve, or nine-
teen months old. They asked the mothers to clear away the
toys from a play area and then they introduced several that
they had brought with them—a stuffed dog and pig and a
car and a truck. They asked the mothers to play with the
toys with their babies as they normally would. They found
big differences in the behavior of mothers even with their
youngest children. American mothers used twice as many
object labels as Japanese mothers (“piggie,” “doggie”) and
Japanese mothers engaged in twice as many social routines
of teaching politeness norms (empathy and greetings, for
example). An American mother’s patter might go like this:
“That’s a car. See the car? You like it? It’s got nice wheels.”
A Japanese mother might say: “Here! It’s a vroom vroom. I
give it to you. Now give this to me. Yes! Thank you.”
American children are learning that the world is mostly a
place with objects, Japanese children that the world is
mostly about relationships.
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Third, we know that naming objects that share a com-
mon set of properties results in infants’ learning a category
formed of objects sharing those features. Naming objects
sharing features also prompts them to attend to features
that would allow them to form other categories based on
similar sets of properties. Developmental psychologists
Linda Smith and her colleagues randomly assigned seven-
teen-month-old children either to a control condition or
to a condition in which, for nine weeks, they repeatedly
played with and heard names for members of unfamiliar
object categories that were defined by shape: for example,
“cup.” This taught the toddlers to attend to shape and to
form categories for objects—even those seen outside the
experimental setting—that could be grouped on the basis
of some set of defining features. The result was that
trained children showed a dramatic increase in acquisition
of new object names during the course of the study.

Fourth, generic nouns (that is, category names) in Eng-
lish and other European languages are often marked by
syntax. When the conversation turns to waterfowl, you
can say “a duck,” “the duck,” “the ducks,” or “ducks.” The
last term is a generic one and the syntax tells you this. It’s
normally obligatory to indicate whether  you’re speaking
about an object or a class of objects, though sometimes
the context can do the job. But in Chinese and other
Sinitic languages, contextual and pragmatic cues can be
the only kinds of cues the hearer has to go on. The pres-
ence of a duck that has just waddled over from a pond to
beg food, for example, would indicate that it is “the duck”
one is talking about, rather than “a duck,” “the ducks,” or
“ducks.” Developmental psychologists Susan Gelman and
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Twila Tardif studied English-speaking mothers and Man-
darin Chinese–speaking mothers and found that, across a
number of contexts, generic utterances were more com-
mon for the English-speaking mothers.

Finally, there is direct evidence that Eastern children
learn how to categorize objects at a later point than West-
ern children. Developmental psycholinguists Alison Gop-
nik and Soonja Choi studied Korean-, French-, and
English-speaking children beginning when they were one
and a half years old. They found that object-naming and
categorization skills develop later in Korean speakers than
in English and French speakers. The investigators studied
means-ends judgments (for example, figuring out how to
take things out of a container), and categorization, which
they studied by showing children four objects of one kind
and four of another, such as four flat, yellow rectangles
and four small human figures, and telling them to “fix
these things up,” that is, put them together in some way
that makes sense. English- and French-speaking toddlers
mastered the means-end tasks and the categorization tasks
at about the same age. Korean toddlers learned categoriza-
tion almost three months later than means-end abilities.

DI S P O S I T I O N S, STA B I L I T Y, A N D CAT E G O R I E S

The ancient Greeks were fond of categories and used
them as the basis for discovery and application of rules.
They also believed in stability and understood both the
physical and social worlds in terms of fixed attributes or
dispositions. These are not unrelated facts, nor is it a coin-
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cidence that the ancient Chinese were uninterested in cat-
egories, believed in change, and understood the behavior
of both physical and social objects as being due to the
interaction of the object with a surrounding field of forces. 

If the world is a stable place, then it is worthwhile try-
ing to develop rules to understand it and refining the cate-
gories to which the rules apply. Many of the categories
used to understand the world refer to presumed qualities
of the object: hardness, whiteness, kindness, timidity. East-
erners of course use such categories as well, but they are
less likely to abstract them away from particular objects:
There is the whiteness of the horse or the whiteness of the
snow in ancient Chinese philosophy, but not whiteness as
an abstract, detachable concept that can be applied to
almost anything. In the Western tradition, objects have
essences composed of mix-and-match abstract qualities.
These essences allow for confident predictions about
behavior independent of context. In the Eastern tradition,
objects have concrete properties that interact with envi-
ronmental circumstances to produce behavior. There was
never any interest in discussing abstract properties as if
they had a reality other than being a characteristic of a
particular object.

Most importantly, the dispositions of objects are not
necessarily stable for Easterners. In the West, a child who
performs poorly in mathematics is likely to be regarded as
having little math ability or perhaps even as being “learn-
ing disabled.” In the East, such a child is viewed as needing
to work harder, or perhaps her teacher should work harder,
or maybe the setting for learning should be changed.

�
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The obsession with categories of the either/or sort runs
through Western intellectual history. Dichotomies abound
in every century and form the basis for often fruitless
debates: for example, “mind-body” controversies in which
partisans take sides as to whether a given behavior is best
understood as being produced by the mind independent of
any biological embodiment, or as a purely physical re -
action unmediated by mental processes. The “nature-
 nurture” controversy is another debate that has often
proved to generate more heat than light. As evolutionary
biologist Richard Alexander has pointed out, nearly all
behaviors that are characteristic of higher order mammals
are determined by both nature and nurture. The
dichotomy “emotion-reason” has obscured more than it
has revealed. As Hume said, “reason is and ought to be the
slave of passion”; it makes sense to separate the two for
purposes of analysis only. And it’s been suggested that the
distinction between “human” and “animal” insisted upon
by Westerners made it particularly hard to accept the con-
cept of evolution. In most Eastern systems, the soul can
take the form of any animal or even God. Evolution was
never controversial in the East because there was never an
assumption that humans sat atop a chain of being and
somehow had lost their animality.

Throughout Western intellectual history, there has
been a conviction that it is possible to find the necessary
and sufficient conditions for any category. A square is a
two-dimensional object with four sides of equal length
and four right angles. Nothing lacking these properties can
be a square and anything having those properties is defi-
nitely a square. Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical
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Investigations, brought the whole necessity-and-sufficiency
enterprise crashing to earth in the West. Wittgenstein
argued to the satisfaction (or rather, dismay) of even the
most analytic of Western philosophers that establishing
necessary and sufficient conditions for any complex or
interesting category, such as a “game” or a “government” or
an “illness,” was never going to be possible. A thing can be
a game even if it is not fun, even if played alone, even if its
chief goal is to make money. A thing is not necessarily a
game even if it is fun or is a nonproductive activity engag-
ing several people in pleasurable interaction. Wittgen-
stein’s sermon would never have been needed in the East.
The pronouncement that complex categories cannot
always be defined by necessary and sufficient conditions
would scarcely have been met with surprise.

IS IT LA N G UAG E TH AT DO E S T H E JO B?

Given the substantial differences in language usage
between Easterners and Westerners, is it possible that it is
merely language that is driving the differences in tendency
to organize the world in terms of verbs vs. nouns? Are the
findings about knowledge organization simply due to the
fact that Western languages encourage the use of nouns,
which results in categorization of objects, and Eastern lan-
guages encourage the use of verbs, with the consequence
that it is relationships that are emphasized? More gener-
ally, how many of the cognitive differences documented in
this book are produced by language?

There are in fact a remarkable number of parallels
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between the sorts of cognitive differences discussed in this
book and differences between Indo-European languages
and East Asian languages. The parallels are particularly
striking because East Asian languages, notably Chinese and
Japanese, are themselves so different in many respects, yet
nevertheless share many qualities with one another that
differentiate them from Indo-European languages.

In addition to the practices already discussed—point-
ing and naming, location of verbs in sentences, marking of
nouns as generic, and so on—there are several ways in
which language usage maps onto differences in category
usage.

The Western concern with categories is reflected in
language. “Generic” noun phrases are more common for
English speakers than for Chinese speakers, perhaps
because Western languages mark in a more explicit way
whether a generic interpretation of an utterance is the cor-
rect one. In fact, in Chinese there is no way to tell the dif-
ference between the sentence “squirrels eat nuts” and “this
squirrel is eating the nut.” Only context can provide this
information. English speakers know from linguistic mark-
ers whether it is a category or an individual that is being
talked about.

Greek and other Indo-European languages encourage
making properties of objects into real objects in their own
right—simply adding the suffix “ness” or its equivalent.
The philosopher David Moser has noted that this practice
may foster thinking about properties as abstract entities
that can then function as theoretical explanations. Plato
actually thought that these abstractions had a greater real-
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ity than the properties of objects in the physical world.
This degree of theorizing about abstractions was never
characteristic of Chinese philosophy.

East Asian languages are highly “contextual.” Words
(or phonemes) typically have multiple meanings, so to be
understood they require the context of sentences. English
words are relatively distinctive and English speakers in
addition are concerned to make sure that words and utter-
ances require as little context as possible. The linguistic
anthropologist Shirley Brice Heath has shown that mid-
dle-class American parents quite deliberately attempt to
decontextualize language as much as possible for their
children. They try to make words understandable indepen-
dent of verbal context and to make utterances understand-
able independent of situational context. When reading to a
child about a dog, the parent might ask the child what the
animal is (“A doggie, that’s right”) and who has a dog
(“Yes, Heather has a dog”). The word is detached from its
naturally occurring context and linked to other contexts
where the word has a similar meaning.

Western languages force a preoccupation with focal
objects as opposed to context. English is a “subject-promi-
nent” language. There must be a subject even in the sen-
tence “It is raining.” Japanese, Chinese, and Korean, in
contrast, are “topic-prominent” languages. Sentences have
a position, typically the first position, that should be filled
by the current topic: “This place, skiing is good.” This fact
places an alternative interpretation on our finding that,
after viewing underwater scenes, Americans start with
describing an object (“There was a big fish, maybe a trout,
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moving off to the left”) whereas Japanese start by estab-
lishing the context (“It looked like a pond”). While not
obligatory from a grammatical standpoint, an idiomatic
Japanese sentence starts with context and topic rather
than jumping immediately to a subject as is frequently the
case in English.

For Westerners, it is the self who does the acting; for
Easterners, action is something that is undertaken in con-
cert with others or that is the consequence of the self oper-
ating in a field of forces. Languages capture this different
sort of agency. Recall that there are many different words
for “I” in Japanese and (formerly, at any rate) in Chinese,
reflecting the relationship between self and other. So there
is “I” in relation to my colleague, “I” in relation to my
spouse, etc. It is difficult for Japanese to think of properties
that apply to “me.” It is much easier for them to think of
properties that apply to themselves in certain settings and
in relation to particular people. Grammar also reflects a
different sense of how action comes about. Most Western
languages are “agentic” in the sense that the language con-
veys that the self has operated on the world: “He dropped
it.” (An exception is Spanish.) Eastern languages are in gen-
eral relatively nonagentic: “It fell from him,” or just “fell.”

A difference in language practice that startles both
Chinese speakers and English speakers when they hear
how the other group handles it concerns the proper way
to ask someone whether they would like more tea to
drink. In Chinese one asks “Drink more?” In English, one
asks “More tea?” To Chinese speakers, it’s perfectly obvious
that it’s tea that one is talking about drinking more of, so
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to mention tea would be redundant. To English speakers,
it’s perfectly obvious that one is talking about drinking the
tea, as opposed to any other activity that might be carried
out with it, so it would be rather bizarre for the question
to refer to drinking.

According to linguistic anthropologists Edward Sapir and
Benjamin Whorf, the differences in linguistic structure
between languages are reflected in people’s habitual think-
ing processes. This hypothesis has moved in and out of
favor among linguists and psychologists over the decades,
but it is currently undergoing one of its periods of greater
acceptance. Some of our evidence about language and rea-
soning speaks directly to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis.

Recall that Li-jun Ji, Zhiyong Zhang, and I examined
whether language per se affects the way people categorize
objects. We gave word triplets (for example, panda, mon-
key, banana) to Chinese and American college students
and asked them to indicate which two of the three were
most closely related. The Chinese students were either liv-
ing in the U.S. or in China and they were tested either in
English or in Chinese.

If the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is correct, then it ought
to make a difference which language the bilingual Chinese
are tested in. They should be more likely to prefer rela-
tionships (monkey, banana) as the basis for grouping when
tested in Chinese and more likely to prefer taxonomic cat-
egory (panda, monkey) when tested in English. But there
are different ways of being bilingual. Psycholinguists make
a distinction between what they call “coordinate” bilin-
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guals and “compound” bilinguals. Coordinate bilinguals are
people who learn a second language relatively late in life
and for whom its use is confined to a limited number of
contexts. Mental representations of the world supposedly
can be different in one language than in the other for such
people. Compound bilinguals are people for whom the
second language is learned early and is used in many con-
texts. Mental representations for such people should be
fused, since the languages are not used for different func-
tions or used exclusively in different settings. We tested
both types of bilinguals. People from China and Taiwan
could be expected to be coordinate bilinguals because
they typically learn English relatively late and its use is
confined mostly to formal school contexts. People from
Hong Kong and Singapore would be more likely to be
compound bilinguals because they learn English relatively
early and use it in more contexts. In addition, these soci-
eties, especially Hong Kong, are highly Westernized.

If language makes a difference to understanding of the
world because different languages underlie different men-
tal representations, we would expect to find the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis supported: The coordinate bilinguals, at
least, should group words differently when tested in Chi-
nese than when tested in English. If language makes a dif-
ference because structural features of the language compel
different thinking processes, then we might expect even
the compound bilinguals to group words differently when
tested in Chinese than when tested in English. And, of
course, if language is not important to cognitive tasks such
as our grouping one, then we would expect no effect of
language for either group.
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The results could not have been more unequivocal.
First, there were marked differences between European
Americans tested in English and coordinate Chinese
speakers tested in Chinese, whether in China or in the
U.S. Americans were twice as likely to group on the basis
of taxonomic category as on the basis of relationships.
Mainland and Taiwanese Chinese tested in their native
language were twice as likely to group on the basis of rela-
tionships as on the basis of taxonomic category and this
was true whether they were tested in their home countries
or in the U.S. Second, the language of testing did make a
big difference for the mainland and Taiwanese Chinese.
When tested in English, they were much less likely to
group on the basis of relationships. It thus appears that
English subserves a different way of representing the
world than Chinese for these participants.

But matters were quite different for compound bilin-
guals from Hong Kong and Singapore. First, their group-
ings were shifted in a substantially Western direction: They
were still based on relationships more than on taxonomic
category, but the preference was much weaker for them
than for the coordinate Chinese and Taiwanese speakers.
More importantly, it made precisely no difference for the
compound speakers whether they were tested in Chinese
or in English.

The results are clear in their implications. There is an
effect of culture on thought independent of language. We
know this because both the coordinate Chinese speakers
and the compound Chinese speakers group words differ-
ently from Americans regardless of language of testing.
The differences between coordinate and compound speak-
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ers also indicate a culture difference independent of lan-
guage. The compound speakers from Westernized regions
are shifted in a Western direction—and to the same extent
regardless of language of testing. There is also clearly an
effect of language independent of culture—but only for
the coordinate speakers from China and Taiwan. They
respond very differently depending on whether they are
tested in Chinese or in English. 

A tentative answer to the Sapir-Whorf question as it
relates to our work—and it must be very tentative
because we have just been discussing a couple of studies
dealing with a single kind of mental process—is that lan-
guage does indeed influence thought so long as different
languages are plausibly associated with different systems
of representation.

So there is good evidence that for East Asians the
world is seen much more in terms of relationships than it
is for Westerners, who are more inclined to see the world
in terms of static objects that can be grouped into cate-
gories. Child-rearing practices undoubtedly play a role in
producing these very different visions. East Asian children
have their attention directed toward relationships and
Western children toward objects and the categories to
which they belong. Language probably plays a role, at least
in helping to focus attention, but probably also in stabiliz-
ing the different orientations throughout life. There
appears to be nothing about the structure of language,
though, that actually forces description in terms of cate-
gories versus relationships.

As we will see next, the very different approaches to
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understanding the world  don’t stop with the organization
of knowledge. The decontextualization and object empha-
sis favored by Westerners, and the integration and focus on
relationships by Easterners, result in very different ways of
making inferences.
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C H A P T E R  7

“ C E  N ’ E S T  PA S  L O G I Q U E ”
O R  “  Y O U ’ V E  G O T  A

P O I N T  T H E R E ” ?

. . . The most striking difference between the
traditions at the two ends of the civilized world
is in the destiny of logic. For the West, logic has
been central and the thread of transmission has
never snapped . . .

—PHILOSOPHER ANGUS GRAHAM

. . . It is precisely because the Chinese mind is
so rational that it refuses to become rationalistic
and . . . to separate form from content.

—PHILOSOPHER SHU-HSIEN LIU

The aim of the Chinese classical education has
always been the cultivation of the reasonable



 

man as the model of culture. An educated man
should, above all, be a reasonable being, who is
always characterized by his common sense, his
love of moderation and restraint, and his hatred
of abstract theories and logical extremes.

—LITERARY CRITIC LIN YUTANG

To argue with logical consistency . . . may not
only be resented but also be regarded as imma-
ture.

—ANTHROPOLOGIST NOBUHIRO NAGASHIMA

Hard as it is for the Westerner to understand, there were
only two short-lived movements of little influence in the
East that shared the spirit of logical inquiry that has
always been common in the West. These were the Ming jia
(Logicians) and the Mohists, or followers of Mo-tzu, both
of the classical period in antiquity. The Logicians in fact
made little progress toward a formal logic, though, unlike
adherents of all other traditions of Chinese philosophy,
they were interested in knowledge for its own sake. The
Mo-tzu tradition embraced several logical concerns, chief
among them the ideas of necessary and sufficient condi-
tions and the principle of noncontradiction and the law of
the excluded middle. Nevertheless, even the Mohists
stopped short of producing a rigorous system of logical
inference. Moreover, despite the Mohists’ advances in
geometry, they never formalized it in Western fashion and
never developed a set of foundational principles that
would allow logical derivation of solutions.

The best explanation for the Greeks’ concern with
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logic is that they saw its utility in argumentation. So it
seems to be no coincidence that Mo-tzu both was con-
cerned with logic and believed that argumentation was
valuable for clarifying propositions and for helping to dis-
tinguish between right and wrong. Mo-tzu wanted to
develop ways of maximizing the common good and he
actually developed a rough version of cost-benefit analysis.
These facts put him closer in spirit to modern Western
philosophy than to either ancient Chinese or ancient
Greek philosophy. Even in these aspects of his work, how-
ever, he retained an Eastern orientation. Like other Chi-
nese philosophers he made no distinction between the
truth of a proposition and its morality, a position that,
whatever its effects on ethics, is deadly for logic.

By the first millennium A.D. there were essentially no
traces of a logical approach to understanding the world.
Instead there was a trust in sense impressions and com-
mon sense. And there was never, even among the Logi-
cians and Mohists, a willingness to accept arguments that
flew in the face of experience—unlike the Greeks, who
sometimes seemed quite delighted to deny the evidence of
the senses. As we will see, the Chinese remain far more
committed to reasonableness than to reason.

LO G I C V S. EX P E R I E N C E

Integrally related to the lack of interest in logic in the East
has been a distrust of decontextualization, that is, of consid-
ering the structure of an argument apart from its content,
as well as a distaste for making inferences on the basis of
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underlying abstract propositions alone. Two studies by Ara
Norenzayan, Edward E. Smith, Beom Jun Kim, and me
show how this remains true for ordinary people in twenty-
first-century Asia.

Consider the following two deductive arguments. Is
one more convincing than the other?

1. All birds have ulnar arteries.
Therefore all eagles have ulnar arteries.

2. All birds have ulnar arteries.
Therefore all penguins have ulnar arteries.

(No need to know what an ulnar artery is. It’s in effect
a “blank” property, used so that real-world knowledge
 can’t intrude into the evaluation of a deductive argu-
ment.)

One way to measure the extent to which people spon-
taneously rely on formal logic versus experiential knowl-
edge in reasoning is to examine how they “project”
properties—“ulnar arteries” in the above example—from
superordinate categories (birds) to subordinate categories
(eagles, penguins). Notice that the two arguments have
identical premises but their conclusions vary in how typi-
cal the target bird is. Eagles are more typical birds than
penguins. If you are in pure logical mode when you evalu-
ate propositions like those above, you will supply the
implicit middle premises of the arguments (“All eagles are
birds,” and “All penguins are birds”). People who do this
would find the two arguments equally convincing. But
people often find arguments to a typical instance to be
more convincing than arguments to atypical ones. Prior
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experience makes them more comfortable with regarding
eagles as birds than regarding penguins as birds.

We asked Korean, Asian American, and European
American participants to evaluate the convincingness of
twenty such arguments, ten with typical targets like eagles
in the conclusion and ten with atypical targets like pen-
guins. We found that Koreans were more convinced by
typical arguments than by atypical arguments. European
Americans, in contrast, were almost equally convinced
 by typical and atypical arguments. Asian Americans’
responses were in between those of European Ameri-
cans and Koreans.

Consider the arguments below. Which ones seem to you
to be logically valid?

Premise 1: No police dogs are old.
Premise 2: Some highly trained dogs are old.
Conclusion: Some highly trained dogs are not
police dogs.

Premise 1: All things that are made from plants
are good for health.
Premise 2: Cigarettes are things that are made
from plants.
Conclusion: Cigarettes are good for health.

Premise 1: No A are B.
Premise 2: Some C are B.
Conclusion: Some C are not A.
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The first argument is meaningful and has a plausible
conclusion, the second argument is meaningful but its
conclusion is not plausible, and the third argument is so
abstract that it has no real meaning at all. But all three
arguments are logically valid.

People are more likely to be correct in their judgments
about the logical validity of arguments when the argument
is meaningful and its conclusion is plausible. They are least
likely to be correct when the argument is meaningful and
its conclusion is implausible. We presented Korean and
American college students with arguments that were
either valid or invalid and that had conclusions that were
either plausible or implausible and asked them to evaluate
whether or not the conclusion followed logically from the
premises for each argument. We examined four different
types of syllogisms, ranging from the very simple modus
ponens (If A is the case, then B is the case; A is the case;
therefore B is the case) to the difficult structure in the
third example above.

Both Koreans and Americans were more likely to rate
syllogisms with plausible conclusions as valid. As expected,
though, Koreans were more influenced by plausibility than
Americans. There is no question of this difference being
due to the Korean participants being less capable of per-
forming logical operations than the American participants.
Koreans and Americans made an equal number of errors on
the purely abstract syllogisms. The difference between the
two groups would seem to be that Americans are simply
more in the habit of applying logical rules to ordinary
events than Koreans and are therefore more capable of
ignoring the plausibility of the conclusions.
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East Asians, then, are more likely to set logic aside in favor
of typicality and plausibility of conclusions. They are also
more likely to set logic aside in favor of the desirability of
conclusions.

William McGuire showed that when people are asked
to judge the probability of events that bear a logical rela-
tion to one another, their probability judgments move into
line with one another in such a way as to increase the logi-
cal coherence of the beliefs taken as a whole. For example,
McGuire asked people how likely they thought it was that
(a) there would be a drought that summer; (b) drought
would mean that the beaches would be polluted because
of undiluted runoff; (c) if the beaches were polluted, the
authorities would close them; and (d) the beaches would
be closed. McGuire found that, over time, the logical con-
sistency among people’s beliefs about the related proposi-
tions increased, merely by virtue of asking them to think
about the likelihood that they were true. Two weeks after
making their probability estimates for a number of items
like those above, the probabilities participants gave for the
various propositions were more in line with logical
requirements than they had been initially, before they had
had time to think about it. So although people  didn’t want
the beaches to be closed, after thinking about it for a
while in relation to other propositions that had some sig-
nificant likelihood of being true, and which implied
directly or indirectly that the beaches might be closed,
they became more pessimistic about their summer seaside
plans.

Ara Norenzayan and Beom Jun Kim guessed that East
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Asians would be less likely to have their beliefs moved in
an unpleasant direction by pondering information that
implied some undesired outcome—because East Asians
are not so accustomed to applying logic to everyday life
events and therefore might be able to cling successfully to
beliefs that were countered by other propositions they
were asked to think about. They gave Korean and Ameri-
can students propositions that had a logical relation to one
another, but mixed the propositions in with many others
so that it was unlikely that participants would realize that
consistency among their probability judgments was being
tested. Spread out through the questionnaire, for example,
were the following propositions:

The price of dining out will increase.
If stricter health codes for restaurants will increase

the cost of hiring new staff, then the price of din-
ing out will increase.

Stricter health codes for restaurants will increase
the cost of hiring new staff.

Some of the propositions were positive: for example,
“more poor people will be able to get enough food to stay
healthy.” Other propositions, like the one above about the
increased price of dining out, were unattractive. Norenza-
yan and Kim asked participants about the probabilities
they assigned to the various propositions at two different
times: immediately after they read each proposition and a
few minutes after they had read all the propositions.

Korean and American participants’ beliefs showed
equal consistency the first time they were tested and the
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consistency of the two groups was equal—and greater for
both groups—the second time around for the positive
propositions. But the Americans also moved more in a
consistent direction for the negative propositions and the
Koreans did not. Apparently when logical push came to
desirable shove, the logical implications of some beliefs for
others were less likely to affect the probability judgments
of Koreans than those of Americans.

EI T H E R/OR V S. BOT H/AN D

Which of the following two groups of proverbs most
appeals to you—the first three or the second three?

Half a loaf is better than none.
One against all is certain to fall.
“For example” is no proof.

Too humble is half-proud.
Beware of your friends, not your enemies.
A man is stronger than iron and weaker than a fly.

The second set of proverbs express apparent contra-
dictions: Humble is not proud and friends are just the sort
of person you  shouldn’t have to be wary of. The first set
may or may not seem very pithy, but none embody con-
tradictions. Kaiping Peng and I found that the second type
of proverbs were more common in a Chinese com-
pendium of proverbs than in an American collection.
When we asked students at the University of Michigan
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and at Beijing University to rate how much they liked the
proverbs, we found that the Chinese students had a pref-
erence for the proverbs with contradictions and the Amer-
icans had a preference for the proverbs without them. To
make sure that it  wasn’t familiarity with the proverbs that
was producing the differences, we conducted a study using
Yiddish proverbs. We obtained similar results: Americans
and Chinese were equally fond of the proverbs without
contradictions, but the Chinese liked the ones containing
contradictions more than did the Americans. (Here again
we found a similarity between Far East and Near East tra-
ditions: Yiddish proverbs were fully as likely to embody
contradictions as Chinese.)

The reasons for these differences in preference for
contradiction are deep. There is a style of reasoning in
Eastern thought, traceable to the ancient Chinese, which
has been called dialectical, meaning that it focuses on con-
tradictions and how to resolve them or transcend them or
find the truth in both. At the risk of doing violence to the
spirit of dialecticism, which does not make use of hard
and fast rules about reasoning, we can describe three prin-
ciples that are important to it, which Kaiping Peng has
articulated.

The Principle of Change The Eastern tradition of
thought emphasizes the constantly changing nature of
reality. The world is not static but dynamic and change-
able. Being in a given state is just a sign that the state is
about to change. Because reality is in constant flux, the
concepts that reflect reality are fluid and subjective rather
than being fixed and objective.
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The Principle of Contradiction Because the world is
constantly changing, oppositions, paradoxes, and anomalies
are continuously being created. Old and new, good and
bad, strong and weak exist in everything. In fact opposites
complete each other and make each other up. Taoists see
the two sides of any apparent contradiction existing in an
active harmony, opposed but connected and mutually con-
trolling. “Tao is conceived as both ‘is’ and ‘is not.’ ” As the
founder of the Taoist School, Lao-tzu, put it: “When the
people of the world all know beauty as beauty, there arises
the recognition of ugliness; when they all know the good
as good, there arises the recognition of evil. And so, being
and nonbeing produce each other . . .” Or as Mao Tse-
tung, longtime Chinese dictator who regarded himself as a
philosopher and poet as well as a politician and soldier,
wrote: “ . . . On the one hand [opposites] are opposed to
each other, and on the other they are interconnected,
interpenetrating, interpermeating and interdependent, and
this character is described as identity.”

The Principle of Relationship, or Holism As a result of
change and opposition, nothing exists in an isolated and
independent way, but is connected to a multitude of dif-
ferent things. To really know a thing, we have to know all
its relations, like individual musical notes embedded in a
melody.

The three principles of dialectical reasoning are
related. Change produces contradiction and contradiction
causes change; constant change and contradiction imply
that it is meaningless to discuss the individual part with-
out considering its relationships with other parts and prior
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states. The principles also imply another important tenet
of Eastern thought, which is the insistence on finding the
Middle Way between extreme propositions. There is a
strong presumption that contradictions are merely appar-
ent and to believe that “A is right and B is not wrong
either.” This stance is captured by the Zen Buddhist dic-
tum that “the opposite of a great truth is also true.”

To many Westerners, these notions may seem reason-
able and even familiar. Moreover, there is a dialectical tra-
dition of a kind that has held a place in Western thought
since the time of Kant, Fichte, and Hegel. (Though the
Hegelian or Marxist dialectic, with its emphasis on thesis,
antithesis, and synthesis, has been held to be more “aggres-
sive” than the Eastern variety because the effort is always
toward obliterating the contradiction rather than accept-
ing it or transcending it or using it to understand some
state of affairs better.)

But Westerners tend not to be aware of the strength of
their commitment to some logical principles that conflict
directly with the spirit of Eastern dialecticism. These
include the law of identity, which holds that a thing is itself
and not some other thing, and the law of noncontradiction,
which holds that a proposition  can’t be both true and
false. The Western insistence on this pair of logical princi-
ples and the Eastern spirit of dialecticism are, on the sur-
face at least, in direct opposition to each other.

The law of identity insists on cross-situational consis-
tency: A is A regardless of the context. The law of noncon-
tradiction demands that a proposition and its negation
cannot both be true: A and not-A are impossible. The
principle of holism, in contrast, indicates that a thing is
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different in one context than in another and the principle
of change indicates that life is a constant passing from one
state of being to another, so that to be is not to be and not
to be is to be. A man is literally a different person in the
family than in his role as a businessman; wealth means
poverty is around the corner.

Modern East Asians are of course perfectly well aware
of the same logical principles that Westerners hold dear
and make use of logic in some contexts, as we have just
seen. But in the East Asian view, the law of noncontradic-
tion applies only to the realm of concepts and abstrac-
tions. The rejection of conclusions because they seem
formally contradictory can be mistaken, because concepts
are merely reflections of things and it can sometimes be
more sensible to admit that an apparent contradiction
exists than to insist that either one state of affairs or its
opposite is the true one.

The differences in the two stances toward contradic-
tion have some interesting consequences for reasoning in
many domains.

Peng and I asked Chinese and American graduate students
at the University of Michigan to read stories about con-
flicts between people and about conflicts between a per-
son’s own opposed impulses. One story reported a value
conflict between mothers and daughters and another
described a conflict between wanting to have fun and hav-
ing to work hard in school. We asked participants to ana-
lyze these conflicts and we coded them as to whether they
were Middle Way, dialectical resolutions or nondialectical
resolutions. A dialectical response usually included sen-
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tences that attributed the cause of the problem to both
sides and attempted to reconcile opposing views by com-
promise or transcendence. A response such as “both the
mothers and the daughters have failed to understand each
other” would have been coded as dialectical, as would an
answer that pointed out that in the not-too-distant future
it was likely that the two would come to see eye-to-eye.
Nondialectical responses generally found exclusive fault
with one side or the other.

For the mother-daughter conflict, 72 percent of Chi-
nese answers were scored as dialectical and only 26 per-
cent of American responses were. For the school vs. fun
conflict, about half the Chinese responses were dialectical,
but only about 12 percent of American responses were. In
short, most of the Chinese responses tried to find a Middle
Way. Most of the American responses demanded change
solely in one direction.

In another study, Peng and I examined Easterners’ and
Westerners’ preference for logical vs. dialectical argu-
ments. We asked participants which of two arguments
they preferred against Aristotle’s assumption that a heav-
ier object falls to the ground first. All of the participants
were graduate students in the natural sciences at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, but none of them were physicists.
Each argument began with: “Aristotle believed that the
heavier a body is, the faster it falls to the ground. How-
ever, such an assumption might be false.”

The first, logical argument, essentially Galileo’s classi-
cal one, continued: “Suppose that we have two bodies, a
heavy one called H and a light one called L. Under Aristo-
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tle’s assumption, H will fall faster than L. Now suppose
that H and L are joined together. . . . Now what happens?
Well, L plus H is heavier than H so by the initial assump-
tion it should fall faster than H alone. But in the joined
body . . . L [is lighter and] will act as a ‘brake’ on H, and L
plus H will fall slower than H alone. Hence it follows from
the initial assumption that L plus H will fall both faster
and slower than H alone. Since this is absurd, the initial
assumption must be false.”

The second, holistic or dialectical argument contin-
ued: “ . . . this assumption is based on a belief that the
physical object is free from any influences of other contex-
tual factors . . . which is impossible in reality. Suppose that
we have two bodies, a heavy one called H and a light one
called L. If we put two of them in two different condi-
tions, such as H in windy weather (W) and L in quiet
weather (Q) . . . W or Q, would make a difference. Since
these kinds of contextual influences always exist, we con-
clude that the initial assumption must be false.”

We also asked participants which of two arguments
they preferred for the existence of God, a logical one or a
holistic one. The “logical” argument was a version of the
ancient “cosmological” one. “Whatever exists must have a
cause. . . . In moving from effects to causes, therefore, we
must have two options. One is to go on tracing an infinite
succession . . . without any ultimate cause at all; the other
is that we at last have recourse to some ultimate cause
that is necessarily existent. . . . But if the whole eternal
chain of succession, taken together, is not determined or
caused by anything, this is absurd. . . . We must, therefore,
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have recourse to a . . . Being who carries the reason of his
existence in him, and who cannot be supposed not to
exist, without an express contradiction.”

The holistic, dialectic argument for the existence of
God was the following: “ . . . Just as two people watch a
cup on the table, one sees a cup with a handle, the other
must see a cup without a handle if he is looking from the
opposite perspective . . . each one of them can only see a
part of the truth. Is nothing the ultimate truth? . . . there
must be a way to add up all the different perspectives. . . .
Such a sum or ‘whole’ consists of every idiosyncratic per-
spective, but reveals the truth as a whole. This marvelous
‘whole’ cannot be designed or found by any individual
alone. We must, therefore, have recourse to a necessarily
existent Being who is above every idiosyncratic entity . . .”

A majority of Americans preferred Galileo’s logical
argument against Aristotle’s assumption about gravity
whereas a majority of Chinese preferred the holistic,
dialectical argument. A majority of Americans preferred
the “logical” argument about the existence of God over
the holistic argument we concocted, whereas a majority of
Chinese preferred the holistic argument. My Western sci-
entific colleagues find the Chinese preference for the
holistic argument against Aristotle’s views to be astonish-
ing, since they regard Galileo’s argument as knockdown.
So I should note that only 60 percent of Americans pre-
ferred Galileo’s argument.

What would happen if Easterners and Westerners
were confronted with apparently conflicting propositions?
The logical approach would seem to require rejecting one
of the propositions in favor of the other in order to avoid a
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possible contradiction. The dialectical approach would
favor finding some truth in both, in a search for the Mid-
dle Way. In order to examine this question, Peng and I
asked undergraduates at the University of Michigan and
Beijing University to read what we described as sum-
maries of the results of several social science studies. There
were five different topics altogether and we asked partici-
pants either to read about a study reporting a particular
finding, a study strongly implying something quite differ-
ent, or both. The opposing studies did not necessarily con-
tradict each other in a logical sense, but at least had the
character that, if one was true, then the other would seem
to be quite unlikely to be true. The pair of statements
below was typical of the more obviously contradictory
ones.

Statement A: “A survey found that older inmates are
more likely to be ones who are serving long sentences
because they have committed severely violent crimes. The
authors concluded that they should be held in prison even
in the case of a prison population crisis.”

Statement B: “A report on the prison overcrowding
issue suggests that older inmates are less likely to commit
new crimes. Therefore, if there is a prison population cri-
sis, they should be released first.”

The pair of statements below was typical of those that
were not contradictory in a logical sense.

Statement A: “A social psychologist studied young
adults and asserted that those who feel close to their fami-
lies have more satisfying social relationships.”

Statement B: “A developmental psychologist studied
adolescent children and asserted that those children who
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were less dependent on their parents and had weaker fam-
ily ties were generally more mature.”

If it were really the case that young people who feel
close to their families have more satisfying social relation-
ships, then you would not be likely to think that it is also
the case that adolescents who have weaker family ties are
more mature, though admittedly this would entail no logi-
cal contradiction.

Participants rated how believable the statements were.
Each pair of statements was composed of one that was
more plausible (to both Chinese and Americans) than the
other, which we know by looking at the ratings of partici-
pants who read only one statement or the other.

What inferences should the participants have made?
That seems pretty clear. The participants who were
exposed to two propositions that are apparently contradic-
tory ought to have believed in each of them less than
those who knew about only one. This should be particu-
larly true for less plausible propositions that are countered
by more plausible ones. But neither the Americans nor the
Chinese behaved that way. The Chinese who saw both
propositions reported about equal belief in both. They
properly rated the more plausible proposition as less
believable if they saw it contradicted than if they  didn’t.
But the Chinese rated the less plausible proposition as
more believable if they saw it contradicted than if they
 didn’t. This inappropriate inference would be the conse-
quence of feeling it necessary to find the truth in each of
two contradictory propositions. The Americans, instead of
converging in their belief in the two propositions, actually
diverged, believing the more plausible proposition more if
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they saw it contradicted than if they  didn’t. This seems the
likely result of feeling it necessary to decide which of two
conflicting propositions is correct. But it’s pretty dubious
inferential practice to believe something more if it’s con-
tradicted than if it  isn’t. My guess is that the Americans
behaved the way they did because they are good at gener-
ating counterarguments—a skill that comes from a life-
time of doing just that. When confronted with a weak
argument against a proposition they are inclined to
believe, they have no trouble in shooting it down. The
problem is that the ease with which they generate coun-
terarguments may serve to bolster their belief in a proposi-
tion that ought to seem shakier if it is contradicted than if
it is not. There is evidence in fact that Americans do tend
to generate more counterarguments than Chinese do. In
effect, Americans may not know their own strength, fail-
ing to understand how easy it is for them to attack an
argument they find implausible.

The American tendency to avoid contradiction seems
related to the long-standing Western inclination to search
for principles that will justify beliefs. If I can show that
some principle is guiding my beliefs, then I can demon-
strate that, any appearances to the contrary notwithstand-
ing, my beliefs are consistent with one another.
Westerners’ need to demonstrate that their beliefs are
guided by principles appears to apply also for actual
choices. Organizational psychologists Briley, Morris, and
Simonson studied the consumer choices of European
Americans and people from Hong Kong. All choices were
among a triad of objects—computers, for example—that
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differed on two dimensions. “IBM” was superior to both
“Sony” and “Apple” on one dimension and “Apple” was
superior to both “IBM” and “Sony” on the other dimen-
sion. Sony was always intermediate between IBM and
Apple on both dimensions. On average, across the range of
choices, Americans and East Asians in a control condition
were about equally likely to choose intermediate Sony. In
an experimental condition, Briley and colleagues had par-
ticipants give reasons for their choice, anticipating that
this would prompt Americans to look for a rule that
would justify a given choice (e.g., “RAM is more impor-
tant than hard drive space”), but would prompt people of
Asian culture to seek a compromise (“Both RAM and hard
drive space are important”). When asked to justify their
choices, Americans moved to a preference for one of the
extreme objects whose choice could be justified with ref-
erence to a simple rule, whereas Asian participants moved
to a greater preference for the compromise object. Partici-
pants gave justifications that were consistent with their
choices: Americans were more likely to give rule-based
justifications and Chinese were more likely to give com-
promise-based justifications.

So there is ample evidence to indicate that Easterners
are not concerned with contradiction in the same way that
Westerners are. They have a greater preference for com-
promise solutions and for holistic arguments and they are
more willing to endorse both of two apparently contradic-
tory arguments. When asked to justify their choices, they
seem to move to a compromise, Middle Way stance
instead of referring to a dominating principle. The greater
adherence to the principle of noncontradiction on the part
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of Americans seems to produce no guarantee against ques-
tionable inferences. On the contrary, Americans’ contra-
diction phobia may sometimes cause them to become
more extreme in their judgments under conditions in
which the evidence indicates they should become less
extreme. This tendency mirrors complaints about hyper-
logical Western habits of mind often expressed by philoso-
phers and social critics of both East and West.

HO K U M, EM OT I O N, A N D MAT H

One of the most reliable phenomena of social psychology
is the Barnum effect, named after the circus owner who
gave us the expression, There’s a sucker born every
minute. If you want to make someone, anyone, think that
you have remarkable insight into their character, you can
just tell them something like the following: “Although gen-
erally you have an upbeat personality, sometimes you find
yourself blue—without always having a clear idea why.
While most people think you are reasonably outgoing, the
truth is you are rather shy at the core . . .”

Most everyone thinks they are fairly upbeat but get
sad at times, that they seem sociable but are really rather
shy. What people  don’t realize is how common these self-
perceptions are and so they feel that the psychologist or
fortune-teller, as the case may be, has looked deep into
their soul and found truth. Incheol Choi argued that this
is made easier if people  don’t recognize the near contra-
dictions that are carefully built into these phony person-
ality descriptions that lend them plausibility, whatever
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the person thinks about his personality. If so, then East
Asians could be expected to be more susceptible to the
Barnum effect, accepting apparently opposing personality
descriptions of themselves. To test this, Choi asked Kore-
ans and Americans to rate their personalities on a number
of scales. Different scales were designed to tap what most
people would say are opposite traits. Choi asked partici-
pants to rate how rude they were and, in another part of
the questionnaire, how polite they were. Koreans who
said they were more polite than others were likely to say
that they were about as rude as others. Americans who
said they were more polite said they were less rude, or, if
they said they were less polite, tended to say they were
more rude. A red flag apparently went up for Americans
indicating possible contradiction, but was less likely to do
so for Koreans.

In an even more striking demonstration of inconsis-
tency, Choi gave Korean and American participants a large
number of statements that were literal or near-literal
opposites of each other.

• A person’s character is his destiny; or
A person’s character is not his destiny.

• The more one knows, the more one believes; or
The more one knows, the less one believes.

Choi gave some participants one of the opposed pair
of propositions and some participants the other. If the
Americans given the first statement of the pair tended to
agree with it, the Americans given the other statement
tended to disagree with it. But this was not necessarily
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true for Koreans, who were likely to agree with whichever
statement of the pair they saw.

There is a poem by William Butler Yeats called “Lapis
Lazuli.” It describes a gemstone with a carving showing a
pair of elderly Chinese men under a pagoda roof on a
mountainside.

There, on the mountain and the sky,
On all the tragic scene they stare.
One asks for mournful melodies;
Accomplished fingers begin to play.
Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes,
Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay.

It may be that Yeats was right to make his point with
people who were Chinese, because there is evidence that
the simultaneous experience of conflicting emotions is
more common for Easterners than for Westerners. Kaiping
Peng and his colleagues asked Japanese and American par-
ticipants to look at faces and to indicate what kinds of
emotions they expressed. For Americans, faces were happy
or sad, angry or frightened. The more they reported seeing
positive emotions, the less they reported seeing negative
emotions. (Western) common sense and lots of data col-
lected over the years by psychologists suggest things could
scarcely be otherwise. But indeed they were otherwise for
the Japanese participants. They were quite likely to report
seeing both positive and negative emotions in the same
face.

East Asians also seem to have no trouble accepting
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apparent contradictions in their own emotions. Organiza-
tional psychologists Richard Bagozzi, Nancy Wong, and
Youjae Yi asked Chinese, Korean, and American partici-
pants to rate their emotional states at the moment and
their emotional states in general. American participants
tended to report experiencing uniformly positive emotions
or uniformly negative ones. But for Chinese and Korean
respondents there was little relationship between the
intensity of positive emotions they reported, both now
and in general, and the intensity of negative emotions they
reported. Reporting strong positive emotions was fully
compatible with expressing strong negative emotions.
Confucius was apparently speaking for at least a very large
fraction of the world’s people when he said, “When a per-
son feels happiest, he will inevitably feel sad at the same
time.”

I am sometimes accused of a contradiction myself. Why do
nonlogical Asians tend to do so much better in math and
science than Americans? How can this be if East Asians
have trouble with logic? There are several answers to this
question.

First, it should be noted that we  don’t actually find
East Asians to have trouble with formal logic, we just find
them to be less likely to use it in everyday situations
where experience or desire conflicts with it. Second, East-
ern lack of concern about contradiction and emphasis on
the Middle Way undoubtedly does result in logical errors,
but Western contradiction phobia can also produce logical
errors.

The Eastern reputation for math skills is really quite
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recent. Traditional Chinese and Japanese culture empha-
sized literature, the arts, and music as the proper pursuits
of the educated person. In research with young and elderly
Chinese and Americans, we and others find that only the
young Chinese outperform their American counterparts.
Comparably schooled older Chinese and Americans per-
form similarly in math.

Asian math education is better and Asian students
work harder. Teacher training in the East continues
throughout the teacher’s career; teachers have to spend
much less time teaching than their American counter-
parts; and the techniques in common use are superior to
those found in America. (Asian math-education superior-
ity to Europe in these respects is less marked.) Both in
America and in Asia, children of East Asian background
work much harder on math and science than European
Americans. The difference in how hard children work at
math is likely due at least in part to the greater Western
tendency to believe that behavior is the result of fixed
traits. Americans are inclined to believe that skills are
qualities you do or  don’t have, so there’s not much point
in trying to make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. Asians
tend to believe that everyone, under the right circum-
stances and with enough hard work, can learn to do math.

In short, Asian superiority in math and science is para-
doxical, but scarcely contradictory!

I have presented a large amount of evidence to the
effect that Easterners and Westerners differ in fundamen-
tal assumptions about the nature of the world, in the focus
of attention, in the skills necessary to perceive relation-
ships and to discern objects in a complex environment, in
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the character of causal attribution, in the tendency to
organize the world categorically or relationally, and in the
inclination to use rules, including the rules of formal logic.
Two major questions arise in light of these contentions.
Does it matter? Is it going to continue? Chapter 8
addresses the former question and the epilogue addresses
the latter.

190 T H E  G E O G R A P H Y  O F  T H O U G H T



 
C H A P T E R  8

A N D  I F  T H E  N AT U R E  O F
T H O U G H T  I S  N O T  E V E RY -

W H E R E  T H E  S A M E ?  

Differences between Easterners and Westerners have
been found in virtually every study we have undertaken
and they are usually large. Most of the time, in fact, East-
erners and Westerners were found to behave in ways that
were qualitatively distinct. Americans on average found it
harder to detect changes in the background of scenes and
Japanese found it harder to detect changes in objects in
the foreground. Americans in general failed to recognize
the role of situational constraints on a speaker’s behavior
whereas Koreans were able to. The majority of Koreans
judged an object to be more similar to a group with which
it shared a close family resemblance, whereas an even
greater majority of Americans judged the object to be
more similar to a group to which it could be assigned by a



 

deterministic rule. When confronted with two apparently
contradictory propositions, Americans tended to polarize
their beliefs whereas Chinese moved toward equal accep-
tance of the two propositions. When shown a thing, Japan-
ese are twice as likely to regard it as a substance than as an
object and Americans are twice as likely to regard it as an
object than as a substance. And so on.

The lesson of the qualitative differences for psycholo-
gists is that, had the experiments in question been done
just with Westerners, they would have come up with con-
clusions about perceptual and cognitive processes that are
not by any means general. And in fact just such mistaken
conclusions about universality have been mistakenly
reached for many of the processes reported on in this
book. It seems clear that we need a reconsideration of
which perceptual and reasoning processes are basic and
which are subject to substantial variation from one human
group to another. The fault lines are going to lie deeper,
and in different locations, than has been suspected up till
now.

DO E S IT MAT T E R?

But the results reported in the body of the book are based
mostly on laboratory tests: Why should we assume the
findings are anything more than hothouse plants that have
no counterpart in real-world thought or behavior?

The question is a fair one and it will be instructive to
attempt to answer it. There are in fact many domains of
life in which Easterners and Westerners think and behave
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quite differently and these differences are well understood
in terms of our claims about holistic vs. analytic thought.

Medicine Medicine in the West retains the analytic,
object-oriented, and interventionist approaches that were
common thousands of years ago: Find the offending part or
humour and remove or alter it. Medicine in the East is far
more holistic and has never until modern times been in the
least inclined toward surgery or other heroic interventions.
Health is the result of a balance of favorable forces in the
body; illness is due to a complex interaction of forces that
must be met by equally complex, usually natural, mostly
herbalist remedies and preventives. Dissection of bodies
into their component parts was practiced by the ancient
Greeks and, with a hiatus during the Middle Ages, has been
practiced in the West for the last five hundred years, as
well. Dissection was not introduced—from the West, of
course—to Eastern medicine until the nineteenth century.

Law Contemplate the following equation: First, we
define a society’s preference for lawyers over engineers as
a ratio:

Number of lawyers in the society

Number of engineers in the society

Next, we define a ratio of such ratios as two countries’
relative preferences for lawyers over engineers.

Number of lawyers/engineers in society A

Number of lawyers/engineers in society B
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The number we get when we divide the lawyer-
 preference ratio of the United States by the lawyer-
 preference ratio of Japan is forty-one!

Those lawyers in the U.S. are put to good use. Conflict
between individuals in Western countries is handled to a
substantial degree by legal confrontations, whereas it is
much more likely to be handled in the East by intermedi-
aries. In the West, the goal is satisfaction of a principle of
justice and the presumption going into the arena of con-
flict resolution is typically that there is a right and a wrong
and there will be a winner and a loser. The goal in Eastern
conflict resolution is more likely to be hostility reduction
and compromise is assumed to be the likely result. West-
erners call on universal principles of justice to push their
goals and judges and juries feel obligated to make deci-
sions that they believe would hold for everyone in approx-
imately similar circumstances. In contrast, in the East,
flexibility and broad attention to particular circumstances
of the case are the earmarks of wise conflict resolution. As
a citizen of prerevolutionary China put it: “ . . . A Chinese
judge cannot think of law as an abstract entity, but as a
flexible quantity as it should be personally applied to
Colonel Huang or Major Li. Accordingly, any law which is
not personal enough to respond to the personality of
Colonel Huang or Major Li is inhuman and therefore no
law at all. Chinese justice is an art, not a science.”

Debate Decision processes in Japanese boardrooms
and executive councils are designed to avoid conflict and
dissonance. Meetings are often little more than a ratifica-
tion of consensus achieved by the leader beforehand.
Japanese managers tend to deal with conflict with other
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managers by simple avoidance of the situation, whereas
Americans are far more likely than Japanese to attempt
persuasion. What is intrusive and dangerous in the East is
considered a means for getting at the truth in the West.
Westerners place an almost religious faith in the free mar-
ketplace of ideas. Bad ideas are no threat, at least over the
long run, because they will be seen for what they are if
they can be discussed in public. There has never been such
an assumption in the East and there is not today.

Science In the decade of the nineties, scientists living in
the United States produced forty-four Nobel Prizes and
the Japanese produced just one, despite the fact that
Japanese funding for science is fully half that of the U.S.
West Germany, which spends half as much on science as
Japan, has produced five Nobel Prize winners. And France,
with far less funding even than Germany, has produced
three. The relatively slight accomplishments of Japanese
science can be chalked up partially to the Confucian
respect for elders that funnels support to mediocre older
scientists instead of more talented younger ones. But some
Japanese scientists attribute the deficit in part to the
absence of debate and intellectual confrontation. Peer
review and criticism are rare in Japan, where such things
are considered rude and where there is not widespread
acceptance of their role in clarifying and advancing
thought about scientific matters. As one Japanese scientist
put it: “I worked at the Carnegie Institution in Washington
and I knew two eminent scientists who were good friends,
but once it came to their work, they would have severe
debates, even in the journals. That kind of thing happens
in the United States, but in Japan, never.”
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Rhetoric The resistance to debate is not merely a social
or ideological one, nor is it limited to purely quantitative
outcomes, such as the number of scientific papers pro-
duced. The reluctance extends to the very nature of com-
munication and rhetoric. Western rhetoric, which provides
the underlying structure for everything from scientific
reports to policy position papers, usually has some varia-
tion of the following form:

• background;
• problem;
• hypothesis or proposed proposition;
• means of testing;
• evidence;
• arguments as to what the evidence means;
• refutation of possible counterarguments; and
• conclusion and recommendations.

Most Westerners I speak to about this format take it
for granted that it is universal: How else could one com-
municate findings and recommendations briskly and con-
vincingly or even think clearly about what one is doing?
The truth is, however, that this linear rhetoric form is not
at all common in the East. For my own Asian students, I
find that the linear rhetoric form is the last crucial thing
they learn on their road to becoming fully functioning
social scientists.

Contracts To the Western mind, once a bargain is
struck, it  shouldn’t be modified; a deal is a deal. For East-
erners, agreements are often regarded as tentatively agreed-
upon guides for the future. These opposing views have
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often caused conflict between Easterners and Westerners.
Recall the bitterness between Japanese and Australian busi-
nesspeople over Australia’s refusal to renegotiate a contract
for sugar when the price dropped radically on the world
market. The Japanese were not being hypocritical or purely
self-serving. Japanese suppliers take such matters under
consideration with their own customers. If it snows in
Tokyo, film distributors are likely to compensate theater
owners for their diminished audiences. As business profes-
sors Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars note, “Looked at
analytically on an item-by-item basis, [such accommodat-
ing behavior] is not cost-effective. But looked at as strength-
ening the relationship between customer and supplier, it
makes very good sense.” In short, the Japanese take a holis-
tic view of the business relationship, including its context
over time.

International Relations An international conflict influ-
enced by differing conceptions of causality occurred
between China and the United States when a Chinese
fighter plane collided with an American surveillance plane
and the surveillance plane was forced to land on a Chinese
island without receiving permission from the ground. The
Chinese held captive the crew of the surveillance plane,
demanding an apology for the incident from the U.S. The
Americans, asserting that the cause of the accident was the
recklessness of the fighter pilot, refused. Political scientist
Peter Hays Gries and social psychologist Kaiping Peng
have observed that, to the Chinese, an insistence that
there was such a thing as the cause of the accident was
hopelessly limited in its perspective. Relevant to the acci-
dent were a host of considerations, including the fact that
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the U.S. was, after all, spying on China, there was a history
of interaction between the particular surveillance plane
and the particular fighter, and so on. Given the complexity
and ambiguity of causality—taken for granted by the Chi-
nese to be the case in this instance as in all others—the
very least the United States could do would be to express
its regrets that the incident occurred. The presumed ambi-
guity of causality may lie behind Eastern insistence on
apology for any action that results in harm to someone
else, no matter how unintentionally and indirectly (and
the readiness of Japanese managers to resign when matters
over which they could not possibly have had control go
awry). Ultimately, the “regret” formula was the one that
China and the U.S. hit upon to resolve the impasse, but it
is not likely that many people on either side understood
the role played in the conflict by the differing conceptions
of causality that Gries and Peng identified.

Human Rights Westerners seem inclined to believe
there is only one kind of relation between the individual
and the state that is appropriate. Individuals are separate
units and they enter into a social contract with one
another and with the state that entails certain rights, free-
doms, and obligations. But most peoples, including East
Asians, view societies not as aggregates of individuals but
as molecules, or organisms. As a consequence, there is little
or no conception of rights that inhere in the individual.
For the Chinese, any conception of rights is based on a
part-whole as opposed to a one-many conception of soci-
ety. To the extent that the individual has rights, they con-
stitute the individual’s “share” of the total rights. When
Westerners see East Asians treating people as if they had
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no rights as individuals, they tend to be able to view this
only in moral terms. Whatever the moral appropriateness
of the behavior of East Asian officials—and I share with
most Westerners the view that there is such a thing as
individual human rights and that they sometimes are vio-
lated in East Asia—it is important to understand that to
behave differently would require not just a different moral
code, but a different conception of the nature of the indi-
vidual. A different conception of the individual would in
turn rest on an inclination to think about the world in
terms of individual units rather than continuous sub-
stances at the most basic metaphysical level.

It is also important to recognize that East Asians and
other interdependent peoples have their own moral objec-
tions to Western behavior. When East Asian students
become comfortable enough to speak out in Western
classrooms, they will often express bewilderment at how
much disorder, crime, and exposure to violent and sexually
explicit images in the media Westerners are willing to tol-
erate in the name of freedom. They perceive these issues
as entailing human rights because rights are perceived as
inhering in the collectivity rather than the individual.

Religion Some of the many religious differences can be
understood in terms of the “right/wrong” mentality of the
West in contrast to the “both/and” orientation of the East.
Eastern religions are characterized by tolerance and inter-
penetration of religious ideas. One can be a Confucian, a
Buddhist, and a Christian in Korea and Japan (and in
China prior to the revolution). Religious wars in the East
have been relatively rare, whereas they have been endemic
in the West for hundreds of years: Monotheism often car-
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ries with it the insistence that everyone accede to the
same notion of God. It could be argued that the Greeks
should be held blameless in this (after all, they had many
gods and  didn’t much care which ones any particular indi-
vidual favored), and perhaps this is true. It is the Abra-
hamic religions that have been so inclined toward religious
warfare. On the other hand, it has been claimed that
Christianity is the only religion that finds it necessary to
have a theology specifying essential aspects of God and
that this insistence on categorization and abstraction is
traceable to the Greeks.

Cycles and recurrences are an integral part of many
Eastern religions but are less common in the West. Rebirth
is part of some Eastern religions but rare in Western ones.
Sin is understood to be a chronic condition and can be
atoned for in many Eastern religions (as well as in Catholi-
cism to a degree). But sin is hard to atone for or literally
ineradicable in the Protestant tradition. You might say that
as one moves West from India, the number of possible
states after death lowers drastically—from the near infin-
ity of reincarnations of Hinduism and Buddhism to the
multiple levels of Catholic purgatory and circles of hell to
the binary possibility of the Calvinist.

Finally, it should be recalled that much of the evi-
dence discussed in this book is drawn from everyday life
problem solving. Japanese managers start at the bottom of
their companies and are rotated among divisions fre-
quently so as to maintain an overview of their companies’
activities. Buildings in China, even skyscrapers in Hong
Kong, are built only after an exhaustive survey by feng shui
experts who examine every conceivable ecological, topo-
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logical, climatologic, and geometric feature of landscape
and proposed building simultaneously and in relation to
one another. It is Westerners, and Americans in particular,
who pioneered the atomistic, interchangeable, uniform,
modular approach to manufacturing and merchandising.
And so on. My claim is not that the cognitive differences
we find in the laboratory cause the differences in attitudes,
values, and behaviors, but that the cognitive differences
are inseparable from the social and motivational ones. Peo-
ple hold the beliefs they do because of the way they think
and they think the way they do because of the nature of
the societies they live in.

HOW SH O U L D PE O P L E TH I N K?

Early in the twentieth century, philosophers and psycholo-
gists effected a division of labor. Psychologists were given
the descriptive task of finding out how people thought
and behaved. Philosophers were assigned the prescriptive
job of telling people how they ought to think and behave.
Sometimes, though not as often as might have been advis-
able, philosophers have looked to the work of psycholo-
gists to find out what people actually do. But even if
philosophers had been paying close attention to the work
of psychologists, they would have found little to disabuse
them of their convictions about universality. I believe the
work reported here will have that effect on psychologists
and consequently on philosophers, as well.

To see how philosophy might be affected by demon-
strations of nonuniversality, consider the riddle of induc-
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tion, as introduced by David Hume in the eighteenth cen-
tury. How are we justified, he asked, in assuming that the
future will be like the past, that the food that nourished us
today will nourish us tomorrow. There can be no question
of a deductive solution to the problem. “This food nour-
ished me today; therefore, it will nourish me tomorrow”
has only a probabilistic status; it lacks the certainty that is
required of a syllogism.

The philosopher Nelson Goodman proposed that the
solution to the riddle of induction is to seek reflective equi-
librium between rules for inductive inferences and the spe-
cific inferences that we in fact make. This is what we do
with deductive rules: We would abandon any deductive
rule that required us to sanction inferences that we found
unacceptable, and would reject any conclusion that was
prohibited by a rule we were unwilling to give up. But sup-
pose there are cultures that  don’t reason as “we” do, and
moreover,  don’t even endorse the same principles of rea-
soning that we do? Philosopher Stephen Stich has observed
that this makes a shambles of the reflective equilibrium
principle. If we  don’t agree about whether an inference is
justified or not, we  can’t use the principle as a guide to cor-
rect thinking—just an expression of personal preference.
One solution is just to say that  we’re justified in our infer-
ences and  they’re justified in theirs—even if their infer-
ences are completely different from ours. This position of
extreme relativism is an easy one to take, but no one really
believes it. If you tell me that you believe that both of two
virtually contradictory propositions are correct, I may
politely say that I’m sure  you’re right for you but I’m right
for me. Is either of us convinced? Probably not.
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But I’m not willing to lie in this bed of relativism I’ve
helped to make. On the contrary, I find that Asian patterns
of reasoning cast valuable light on some of the reasoning
errors of Westerners and I believe the same mirror can be
profitably reversed to look at Eastern thought.

I will focus on just a few Western habits of thought
that seem particularly illuminated by contrasting them
with Eastern patterns of thought.

Formalism There is enormous power in the formal,
logical approach of Western thought. Science and mathe-
matics obviously rely on it, though just how much is a
matter of dispute. Francis Bacon wrote that “logic is use-
less; it is creation that is science.” And Bertrand Russell
expressed the view that the syllogisms of the twelfth-
 century monks were as sterile as they were. Though I’m
inclined to agree, this is a puzzling statement coming from
someone who believed that all human problems could be
solved by logic, but could apply only formal logic to real-
world questions. In my view, this rendered his analysis of
political and social questions naive. The chief cause of his
problem was the insistence on separation of form and con-
tent, so that reasoning could be carried out using logical
principles on the form alone. This is a Western ailment. As
the philosopher S. H. Liu says, “Chinese are too rational to
separate form from content.” 

A second problem for Russell was that, like most
Westerners, he was largely lacking in what may be called
the “reasoning schemas” of dialecticism. Many such
schemas were identified (without using the term “dialecti-
cism”) by developmental psychologists Klaus Riegel and
Michael Basseches. These psychologists disagreed with

AND IF THE NATURE OF THOUGHT IS NOT EVERYWHERE THE SAME? 203



 

Jean Piaget’s view that most reasoning was carried out by
means of so-called formal operations, or logical principles,
which were in place by adolescence. In their view, most
high-level reasoning was carried out by means of postfor-
mal operations—reasoning schemas that are more com-
plex and more tied to specific thought content than are
logical rules. They were termed “postformal” because they
were assumed to develop primarily after the formal opera-
tions were complete. Both Riegel and Basseches believed
that progress in development of postformal operations
continues throughout the lifespan. Some examples from
Basseches’s work include the following.

• The concept of movement from thesis to
antithesis to synthesis.

• The ability to understand events or situations as
moments in the development of a process.

• The recognition of the possibility of qualitative
change as a result of quantitative change.

• The ability to take a stance of contextual rela-
tivism.

• The recognition of the value of multiple perspec-
tives on a problem.

• The recognition of the pitfalls of formalism based
on the interdependence of form and content.

• The ability to understand the concept of two-
way reciprocal relationships.

• The ability to understand the concept of self-
transforming systems.

• The ability to conceive of systems in terms of
their equilibrium.
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Oddly, neither Riegel nor Basseches seems to have
made the connection in print between their notions about
postformal operations and the dialectical aspects of East-
ern thought, though it seems highly unlikely that they
were unaware of the similarities. In fact, it is probable that
they drew on Eastern ideas for developing the schemas.

The two Western vices of separation of form and con-
tent and the insistence on logical approaches often operate
together to produce a lot of academic nonsense. There are
plenty of examples from my field of psychology to point
to. In particular, a great deal of formal modeling of psycho-
logical phenomena—most that I am aware of—fails to
elucidate the phenomena it purports to. The joy lies in
modeling for its own sake, not in making sense of behavior.
Economist friends have told me that the macho thing in
economics is to pick some implausible principle and then
derive as many phenomena as possible from it.

Two-valued Logic The binary, “either/or” approach to
the evaluation of propositions characteristic of the West
has been lamented by many Western thinkers, but the
problems are easier to see from the standpoint of the
“both/and” approach of the East. For example, the Western
insistence that a behavior have a cause, rather than a num-
ber of causes, results in people seeing behavior either as
intrinsically caused or extrinsically caused, but not both.
So someone can act out of generosity or to satisfy some
self-serving motive, but not for both types of reasons.
Adam Smith wrote from this perspective in his famous
defense of capitalism: “It is not that he cares for you, the
customer, that the brewer, the baker, or the butcher pro-
vides for your dinner, but because he cares for himself.”

AND IF THE NATURE OF THOUGHT IS NOT EVERYWHERE THE SAME? 205



 

But on reflection, why not both motives? Surely many
merchants are primarily in business to feed their own fami-
lies but also like the fact that they are helping to feed oth-
ers, as well. This was recognized by Smith himself but has
been ignored or unappreciated by many of his followers.

There is a cynicism about the motives of politicians
that is characteristic of Americans which, however healthy
it might be for maintaining personal freedoms, is likely
to produce some incorrect assessments. Neither Lyndon
Johnson nor Richard Nixon is among my favorite politi-
cians, but both were widely seen as having acted for politi-
cal gain when they did things that in fact they believed
would lead to serious loss. Johnson was seen by many as
trying to enhance his political capital by fighting for
Kennedy’s civil rights bills, but in fact he knew—better
than Kennedy could have—that he was signing over the
South to the Republican Party for a generation. Nixon was
thought by many to be seeking personal political gain by
the opening to China when in fact he and many of his
aides feared it would be an extremely unpopular move.

There is a bit of evidence that Westerners may be
more susceptible to this “single-motive fallacy” than other
people. Developmental psychologists Joan Miller and
David Bersoff told American and East Indian children
about cases in which one person helped another person. In
some instances, the helper expected reciprocation and in
other cases did not. The Indian children assumed that the
helper was intrinsically eager to help, regardless of expec-
tations about reciprocation. The American children
believed there was an intrinsic motive to help only if there
was no expectation of reciprocation.
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The Fundamental Attribution Error One of social psy-
chology’s most important and best demonstrated phenom-
ena is the fundamental attribution error—the tendency to
assume that the behavior of another person has been pro-
duced by personality traits or abilities and to slight impor-
tant situational factors. Critics have sometimes held that
this tendency  doesn’t constitute an error at all. But East
Asians are less susceptible to the error than Americans in
some cases and the error is more readily corrected for
them when the situation is highlighted in some way. The
critic  can’t have it both ways. Either Westerners are wrong
in those cases when they ignore the implications of the sit-
uation or Asians are wrong when they take them into con-
sideration. The more plausible position, especially in light
of the data showing that Americans are prone to attend
only to salient objects and to ignore contexts, is to say that
it is the Americans who are wrong and the Asians who are
right in these cases.

Research on the fundamental attribution error has
philosophical implications beyond the epistemological.
The work is also important for ethics, a point emphasized
by philosophers including John Doris, Gilbert Harman,
and Peter Vranas, as well as by many psychologists. They
note that Aristotle’s ethics, which has played a large role
in the history of Western philosophy, is similar to his
physics. People, like objects, behave as they do because of
their properties—virtues or vices in the case of the ethi-
cally relevant behavior of people. Aristotle’s “virtue ethics”
is more consistent with lay Western thought about moral
behavior than with Eastern beliefs. Aristotle’s system
encourages you to assume that people are incorrigible or
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to take the stance that behavior must be altered by chang-
ing people’s attributes—a difficult thing to do at best and
counterproductive at worst. If you want to get people to
behave as you (and often they) believe they ought, an eas-
ier route is to encourage them to seek out situations that
will bring out the best behavior in them and to shun those
that will encourage bad behavior. Such an approach to
encouraging ethical behavior is more obvious from an
Eastern viewpoint than from a Western viewpoint.

Turnabout is fair play, and it is also possible to use Western
principles as a platform for criticizing Eastern thought. A
sketch of what that enterprise might look like follows.

Contradiction The heuristic “there’s truth on both
sides” may very well be a good one to use as a first
approach to understanding any apparent contradiction. It
may also be a good place to end up much of the time. It is
not an algorithm best followed relentlessly, however.
Sometimes one proposition has all or most of the truth on
its side and the other has little or none. We have seen that
Easterners are more willing to grant credence to each of
two propositions that bear a contradictory relationship to
each other than Americans are, and that they can be led
into the serious error of believing a given proposition
more when they see it contradicted by a more plausible
proposition than when they merely see it by itself. This is
almost impossible to defend on logical grounds but can
readily be seen as the result of an insistence on finding the
Middle Way. Incheol Choi maintains that the relative
insensitivity of Easterners to contradiction makes it less
likely that they will have sufficient curiosity to become
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scientists. Whether this is a good or bad thing is a matter
of preference, but it is certainly relevant that the people
who run Eastern societies at the moment happen to want
to be able to produce scientists.

Debate and Rhetoric I share the Western conviction
about the efficacy of debate for bringing out the truth or,
at any rate, for keeping on the table hypotheses that may
be useful. Western debate style, and the mental habits it
encourages, are important for keeping societies open and
open-minded. Debate also goes hand in hand with stan-
dard hypothesis-evidence-conclusion rhetoric, which sci-
ence and mathematics rely on heavily. Earlier I quoted
physicist Alan Cromer to the effect that “a geometric
proof is the ultimate rhetorical form.” Statistician and psy-
chologist Robert Abelson has written a lovely book
describing statistics essentially as rhetoric. I believe the
metaphors are deep and correct.

Complexity A Western thinker has said that “if the uni-
verse is pretzel-shaped, then we must have pretzel-shaped
hypotheses.” True enough, but if we start with a pretzel-
shaped hypothesis, the universe had better be pretzel-
shaped or there’s no chance  we’ll find out just what shape
it is. For any shape other than a pretzel,  you’re better off
starting with a straight line and modifying it as it becomes
clear that the linear hypothesis is too simple. Asians are
surely right in their belief that the world is a complicated
place and it may be right to approach everyday life with
this stance. In science, though, you get closer to the truth
more quickly by riding roughshod over complexity than
by welcoming onboard every conceivably relevant factor.

Of course, prescriptive observations like those in this
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section only make sense if we think that people’s habits of
mind can be altered readily. Can they be?

TE AC H I N G A N D TE S T I N G

Should educators seek to give other cultures’ skills to its
children or should they focus on what is defined as impor-
tant in their own culture?

Americans are so used to hearing about the educa-
tional successes of Asians and Asian Americans both in
Asia and in the U.S. that it comes as a shock to hear about
children of U.S.-based Japanese businessmen who are
labeled “learning disabled” in American schools and put
back. Their inability to perform causal analysis—for
example, in history classes—in the most rudimentary way
expected of American children leads to the belief that
they are cognitively impaired.

Causal analytic skills are not the only respect in which
Asians are sometimes held deficient by American educa-
tors. Debate is an important educational tool for learning
analytic thinking skills and for forcing self-conscious
reflection on the validity of one’s ideas. This view is shared
increasingly by non-Westerners. Debate training is becom-
ing a minor American export industry, with young people
from all over the world, but especially Asia, coming to
debate camps in the U.S.

A few years ago, Heejung Kim, a graduate student
from Korea studying psychology at Stanford, became exas-
perated with the constant demand from her American
instructors that she speak up in class. She was told repeat-
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edly that failure to speak up could be taken as an indica-
tion of failure to fully understand the material and that, in
any case, speaking up and hearing the reactions of the
instructor and classmates would help her to understand it
better. Kim  didn’t believe it. Instead, she felt that she and
her fellow Asian and Asian American students would not
benefit from speaking because their fundamental way of
understanding the material was not verbal. There is cer-
tainly a long tradition in the East of equating silence rather
than speech with knowledge. As the sixth-century B.C.
sage Lao-tzu said, “He who knows does not speak, he who
speaks does not know.” Kim explains the difference by
calling on the distinction made in our work between ana-
lytic and holistic thought. Analytic thought, which dis-
sects the world into a limited number of discrete objects
having particular attributes that can be categorized in
clear ways, lends itself to being captured in language.
Holistic thought, which responds to a much wider array of
objects and their relations, and which makes fewer sharp
distinctions among attributes or categories, is less well
suited to linguistic representation.

To test the possibility that Asians and Asian Americans
in fact find it relatively difficult to use language to repre-
sent thought, Kim had people speak out loud as they
solved various kinds of problems. This had no effect on the
performance of European Americans. But the requirement
to speak out loud had very deleterious effects on the per-
formance of Asians and Asian Americans. This work is as
convincing as any in this book about the different nature
of thought for Asians and Westerners and its practical
implications are extremely important. How should one
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educate Asians and Asian Americans in American class-
rooms? Is it a form of “colonialism” to demand that they
perform verbally and share their thoughts with their class-
mates? Would it have the effect of undermining the skills
that go with a holistic approach to the world? Or is it
merely common sense to prepare them for a world in
which verbal presentation skills, even if it might be diffi-
cult to achieve them, will come in handy?

Two advantages of Asian cognition stand out: (1) the
fact that Asians see more of a given scene or context than
Westerners do; and (2) the holistic, dialectic, Middle Way
approach to problems. Leaving aside for the moment the
question of whether one should attempt to teach these
skills to Westerners, there are some hints from the work of
cognitive psychologists David Meyer and David Kieras
that it might be surprisingly easy to open “bottlenecks” in
perceptual and perceptual-motor performance. People can
be taught to attend to a broader range of different stimuli,
and respond to them more quickly and accurately, with
only modest amounts of training. The cognitive aspects of
holistic, dialectic approaches to reasoning seem to me to
be a different matter entirely. They are so embedded in
perception, philosophy, and even temperament that it
seems doubtful that much in the way of change could be
achieved. But I would be delighted to be proved wrong.

An unchallenged assumption of intelligence testing for the
past century is that it is possible to test intelligence in a
culture-fair way. The experts agree that cultural biases can
creep into language-based intelligence tests. Even within a
given culture, people of different socioeconomic status
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have different exposure to words, and certainly across cul-
tures and across languages, comparisons become almost
meaningless. But there is consensus that if intelligence is
tested without the use of words, it is reasonable to com-
pare people from different cultures.

Have a look at the illustration on page 214 with its
many boxes. It shows a problem similar to those found on
well-known tests purporting to be culturally unbiased,
such as the Cattell Culture-Fair Intelligence Test and
Raven’s Progressive Matrices Test. The task for the person
being tested is to look at the first few objects in the matrix
at the top and figure out what the next object, among the
six options shown beneath the matrix, should be. Every-
one has been exposed to circles and rectangles and trian-
gles, so there would seem to be no question of unfair
advantage there. It should just be raw intelligence that is
being measured. But viewed in the light of ideas proposed
in this book, the test can be seen to play to the strengths
of Westerners. It consists of identifying relevant features,
deciding how to categorize them, and finding the rule that
best accounts for the way the categories are manipulated.

With a research team headed by Denise Park and Trey
Hedden at the University of Michigan and Qicheng Jing of
the Chinese Institute of Psychology, I tested the intelli-
gence of American and Chinese college students and
elderly people in three different ways: by means of speed
and memory tests that are correlated with IQ scores (at
least in Western populations where the question has been
examined); by percentile score for general information in
the relevant comparison population (also highly correlated
with IQ scores); and by the Cattell Culture-Fair Intelli-
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gence Test. We equated each of the groups for speed and
memory, so that young Americans and Chinese had identi-
cal scores on average, as did older Americans and Chinese
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(the young are much faster and have better memories, so
it was not possible to equate across age groups for these
variables), and had identical percentile scores for informa-
tion as well (the elderly, in our samples as is usually the
case, had somewhat higher information scores than the
young). Despite this matching on two very different mea-
sures of intelligence, the Americans, both young and old,
scored substantially better on the “culture-fair” test than
the Chinese. The difference was very substantial (more
than four-fifths of a standard deviation, for readers familiar
with statistics). If we took the results of the Cattell Test
seriously, and  didn’t have the other information about
abilities, we would have to conclude that Americans were
a lot smarter than Chinese (or would if we had any claims
to having a random sample of the relevant populations,
which we  don’t).

Now have a look at the illustration on page 216. The
person being tested is told to look at the block at the top
and produce a “running bird” and a “flying bird” by proper
arrangement of the numbered pieces. (To save the reader
the trouble of doing this, I’ve provided the answers at the
bottom!) This item looks like it might have been produced
by the Educational Testing Service for measuring the spa-
tial relations aptitude of high school seniors. In fact, the
problem is more than a thousand years old, having been
designed for the purpose of selecting the mandarinate of
China. For whatever reason, Chinese and Japanese today
teach elementary students how to solve problems like this.
In addition, the particular kinds of spatial analysis required
to read and write ideographs, and the holistic nature of
Asian cultures, seem likely to foster spatial skills. And
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 indeed, Asians and Asian Americans are generally found to
outperform European Americans on spatial tasks. (The
differences are usually quite large—typically the better
part of a standard deviation.) If there were any reason to
assume that populations were being sampled randomly
(which there  isn’t), this might encourage some people to
contend that East Asians are more intelligent than people
of European culture. And indeed it has. Just such an asser-
tion is included among the myriad dubious propositions
in the book The Bell Curve by Richard Herrnstein and
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Charles Murray—together with the assertion that the
finding is strong evidence of a genetic basis for the differ-
ence, since such spatial tests are obviously culture fair.

Ethnic diversity has been acclaimed for all sorts of reasons,
among them that educational and work environments are
enriched by having people of different backgrounds. Our
work does strongly support the contention that diverse
views should be helpful for problem solving. The cognitive
orientations and skills of East Asians and people of Euro-
pean cultures are sufficiently different that it seems highly
likely that they would complement and enrich one
another in any given setting. We would expect that for
most problems one would be better off having a mix of
people from different cultures than having people who are
all from one culture.

Whether such an advantage to diversity will endure
depends on whether we are engaged in a worldwide
homogenizing process.
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E P I L O G U E

T H E  E N D  O F  P S Y C H O L O G Y
O R  T H E  C L A S H

O F  M E N TA L I T I E S ?

Social scientists in many fields are now debating two very
different views of the future. One view, championed by
political scientist Francis Fukuyama, assumes convergence
of world political and economic systems, and consequently
of values, and the other predicts continued difference.
Fukuyama has written of “the end of history,” meaning
that capitalism and democracy have won and that there
are no forces on the horizon that can generate interesting
events (as in the Chinese curse, May you live in interesting
times). The other view, championed by political scientist
Samuel Huntington, predicts continued difference. Far
from accepting Fukuyama’s vision of societal convergence,
Huntington has pronounced the world to be on the brink
of a “clash of civilizations,” with major cultural groups



 

including East Asia, Islam, and the West locked in opposi-
tion to one another due to irreconcilable differences in
values and worldviews: “In the emerging world of ethnic
conflict and civilizational clash, Western belief in the uni-
versality of Western culture suffers three problems: it is
false, it is immoral, and it is dangerous.”

Of course, if economies and governmental forms are
to be everywhere the same, this would suggest that the
psychological characteristics of peoples will be the same,
as well. On the other hand, a clash of civilizations suggests
the possibility of a continued divergence in habits of
thought. So will the cognitive differences documented in
this book turn out to be of mere historical interest? Are
they going to be gone in fifty or one hundred years
because social systems and values have converged? Will
the universalists then turn out to be right, though for the
wrong reasons? (Right because everyone will think in the
same way, wrong because the reasons for it will not be
biological but cultural.) Or will they persist—as they have
for thousands of years?

WE S T E R N I Z AT I O N?

Fukuyama’s views capture those of many in the West—
perhaps especially Americans, who tend to assume that
everyone is really an American at heart, or if not, it’s only
a matter of time until they will be. There is plenty of
superficial evidence to back up this belief. People in every
country wear jeans and T-shirts and Nike shoes and drink
Cokes and listen to American music and watch American
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movies and TV. (Even France felt it necessary recently to
ration the amount of TV of American origin to 25 percent
of the total. On the other hand,  they’ve thrown in the lan-
guage towel and all French elementary schoolchildren will
henceforward learn English.) Asian scholars have assured
me that higher education in Asia is ever more Western in
nature—emphasizing analysis, criticism, logic, and formal
approaches to problem solving.

There is some evidence that socialization of children
in the East is moving toward the Western pattern. Harold
Stevenson and his colleagues monitored the mothers of
children in a particular elementary school in Beijing for
more than a decade beginning in the mid-eighties, asking
them what it was that they wanted for their children.
When the study began, the mothers’ concerns were for
their children’s relational skills—their ability to fit in har-
moniously with others. Ten years later, the mothers were
interested mostly in the same things that Western mothers
are: Does my child have the skills and the independence
to get ahead in the world?

A few years ago Kaiping Peng, Nancy Wong, and I
began to realize that many value surveys were actually
showing that Easterners were reporting that they held cer-
tain “Western” values more strongly than Westerners did.
Indeed, we ourselves found that Beijing University stu-
dents reported valuing equality, imaginativeness, indepen-
dence, broadmindedness, and a varied life more than did
University of Michigan students, whereas Michigan stu-
dents reported valuing being self-disciplined and loyal,
even having respect for tradition and honoring parents and
elders, more than did Beijing students! (My experience as
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a parent of two University of Michigan students makes me
particularly dubious about this last finding.) The odd
results are probably partly due to the fact that value
checklists, and even attitude scales, are not very good ways
of getting at values. When we described scenarios that tac-
itly pitted values against one another and asked partici-
pants how they would behave in those situations, or
would prefer for others to behave, we got results that
matched the intuitions of Asian and American scholars
who study Asia. But if there is any truth to the idea that
people tend to become what they are trying to become, or
what they say they are, the value surveys may be an
augury of the future.

CO N T I N U E D DI V E R G E N C E?

In Huntington’s opinion, the assumption that the world’s
cultures will be assimilated to those of the West is an illu-
sion bred of myopia and ethnocentrism. The societal dif-
ferences are sufficiently great that future international
conflicts will be more nearly cultural in origin than eco-
nomic or political as in the past. Islam, the East (especially
China), and the West are on divergent cultural paths and
the relative influence of the West, because of the eco-
nomic advances of the Far East and the demographic
growth of Islam, is going to decline. The world is not nec-
essarily going to be safe for democracy or free markets.

There is certainly evidence that one can call upon in
support of this view.

Japan has had a capitalist economy for more than one

222 T H E  G E O G R A P H Y  O F  T H O U G H T



 

hundred years and capitalism can be expected to promote
values of independence, freedom, and rationalism. Yet
there are numberless signs that Japan has changed little in
many social respects and we find large differences between
the way Japanese and Westerners perceive the world and
think about it. Capitalism itself has been altered to cohere
with Japanese social values. Company loyalty and team
spirit, consultative management, and cooperativeness
across industries all arose from Japanese social values;
many held them to be largely responsible for the “Japanese
miracle” of economic development in the post–World War
II period. Indeed, it was widely assumed fifteen years ago
that the West would have to move toward Japanese forms
of management and business practices in order to be able
to compete. Of course, Japan’s current economic woes are
widely attributed to essentially the same social values as
its former success. Many Western observers (some of the
same ones, in fact!) now regard those values as liabilities
resulting in too much reluctance to downsize and too
much readiness to make loans to friends in companies
having dubious economic prospects.

Japan has had a democratic form of government since
shortly after World War II, but its constitution was written
for it by Americans and many would say that the govern-
ment more nearly resembles an oligarchy than a democ-
racy—at least until very recently. And, in any case, it’s not
clear how long a nation has to be a democracy before one
can say it is likely to remain that way, especially when
there are serious economic strains.

China, of course, shows little interest in democracy at
this point—or, at any rate, it certainly looks like its adher-
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ents have an enormous job cut out for them. China’s
embrace of capitalism is also less than convincing at this
point. Korea seems to take more wholeheartedly to free
market practices, but democracy is scarcely five years old
in that country. And both countries of course remain heav-
ily Eastern in a cognitive sense.

As Huntington has observed, Westerners tend to con-
fuse modernization—defined as industrialization, a more
complex occupational structure, increased wealth and social
mobility, greater literacy, and urbanization—with Western-
ization. But societies other than Japan have become mod-
ern without becoming very Western. These include
Singapore, Taiwan, and, to a lesser degree, Iran. Anyone
assuming that modernization can only bring more Western-
ization should be given pause by the current estimate that
by 2007 the most common language used on the Internet
will be Chinese and the prediction by some economists that
within a few years as much as half the world’s international
air traffic will involve travel through Pacific Asia.

In short, values continue to diverge and anyone who
thinks not is confusing the drinking of Cokes and the
building of computers with Westernization.

C O N V E R G E N C E?

But a third view should be considered, which is that the
world may be in for convergence rather than continued
divergence, but a convergence based not purely on West-
ernization but also on Easternization and on new cognitive
forms based on the blending of social systems and values.
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There are certainly indications that the West finds
attractions in the East. While the rest of the world drinks
Cokes and wears jeans, Westerners are rapidly fusing their
cuisines with Eastern ones. Korea’s populace is now one-
third Christian, but the countless resorts in the Catskill
Mountains formerly catering to a middle-class Jewish
clientele are rapidly transforming themselves into centers
for the study of Buddhism—which is gaining U.S. adher-
ents at a much more rapid rate than mainline Protes-
tantism. Many mainstream Western doctors accept some
of the general notions of holistic medicine, even recom-
mending ancient Asian treatments in lieu of modern West-
ern ones for ailments ranging from headache to nausea.
More importantly, the need to treat the whole person
rather than attack “the” problem has gained wide currency.
Millions of Americans, many of them not otherwise
trendier than the soccer mom or insurance agent next
door, now practice yoga and tai chi. Many Americans who
find the traditions of individualism to be alienating look to
Eastern forms of community as possible cures for social
anomie. Whole industries now practice Japanese- pioneered
forms of employer-employee relations. While Easterners
learn to emphasize debate in education, Westerners exper-
iment with logical systems that do not require that a
proposition be either true or false. Great twentieth-
 century physicists, such as Nils Bohr, have attributed their
progress in quantum mechanics to an appreciation of East-
ern ideas. At a time when Western primatologists believed
that only the mother-infant bond was an important rela-
tionship for chimpanzees, Japanese primatologists were
seeing complex interrelationships in stable chimpanzee
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societies. Initially dismissed, the Japanese view is now the
universally accepted one in the field. And, although I have
not stressed the point, it should be clear that the ideas in
this book owe as much to Eastern thinkers and experimen-
talists as to Western. I firmly believe that the entry of East
Asians into the social sciences is going to transform how
we think about human thought and behavior across the
board.

If social practices, values, beliefs, and scientific themes
are to converge, then we can expect that differences in
thought processes would also begin to evaporate. There is
in fact evidence that changes in social practices, and even
changes in temporary states of social orientation, can
change the way people perceive and think.

Recall that many of our studies included Asian Ameri-
cans. Since they have very different social experiences
from those of Asians, we would expect that their percep-
tions and patterns of thought would resemble those of
other Westerners to a substantial degree. And in fact the
perceptual patterns and reasoning styles of such partici-
pants were always intermediate between those of Asians
and European Americans and sometimes were actually
indistinguishable from those of European Americans.

Other work suggesting that cognitive modifiability is
possible comes from the study of genuinely bicultural peo-
ple. Evidence suggests that such people do not merely
have values and beliefs that are intermediate between two
cultures, but that their cognitive processes can be interme-
diate, as well—or at least that they can alternate between
forms of reasoning characteristic of one culture versus
another. Recall the studies on causal perception showing
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that people from Hong Kong can be “primed” by showing
them Western symbols such as Mickey Mouse and the U.S.
Capitol, and that this prompts them to answer causal
questions in a more Western fashion than if they are
primed by Eastern symbols, such as temples and dragons.
Similarly, Asian Americans answered questions about
physical causality in a more Western fashion if they first
were asked to recall an experience that made their iden-
tity as an American apparent to them than if they recalled
an experience that made salient their identity as an Asian.

Shinobu Kitayama and his colleagues found evidence
that cognitive processes could be modified even after rela-
tively limited amounts of time spent in another culture. In
a particularly elegant demonstration, they presented Japan-
ese and American participants with several examples of a
line drawn within a square. Then they were taken to
another part of the room and shown a square of a differ-
ent size than the one they had just seen. They were asked
to draw a line inside the square either of the same length
they had just seen or that was proportionally the same.
Americans were more accurate in drawing a line that was
the same absolute length, showing that they were more
capable of ignoring the context. Japanese were more accu-
rate in drawing a line that was the same relative length,
showing that they were more capable of relating object to
context. Then Kitayama and colleagues went a step fur-
ther and looked at the behavior of Americans who had
been living in Japan for a period of time (usually a few
months) and Japanese who had been living in America for
a period of time (usually a few years). Americans living in
Japan were shifted in a decidedly Japanese direction.
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Japanese living in America were virtually indistinguishable
from native Americans. The study does not really prove
that time in another culture produces such dramatic
changes in behavior; other interpretations are viable,
including the possibility that people who go to live in
another culture are very much like them before they ever
get there. But the results are strongly suggestive that cog-
nitive processes can be modified by dint of merely living
for a time in another culture.

In a sense, we are all “bicultural” with respect to social
constraints and social interest. Our awareness of connec-
tions with other people, as well as how much we want to
associate with other people, varies from time to time. Are
these fluctuating differences in the relevance of other peo-
ple associated with differences in perception and thought?
Social psychologist Ulrich Kühnen and his colleagues have
conducted some remarkable studies that indicate that sim-
ple laboratory manipulations of social orientation have an
effect on the way we think. For example, they tried to
“prime” an interdependent, collectivist orientation by hav-
ing their participants read a paragraph and circle all first-
person plural pronouns (we, us, our) and tried to prime an
independent, individualist orientation by having them cir-
cle all first-person singular pronouns (I, me, mine). They
found that interdependence-primed participants were
more field dependent than were independence-primed
participants as indicated by the Embedded Figures Test;
that is, they found it harder to recognize a simple figure
that was enmeshed in a more complicated context. Küh-
nen and Daphna Oyserman, using the same manipulation,
found that people were able to remember the contexts in
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which they had seen particular objects—the result of per-
ceptual “binding” of object and field—better after interde-
pendence priming than after independence priming.

Thus we all function in some respects more like East-
erners some of the time and more like Westerners some of
the time. A shift in characteristic social practices could
therefore be expected to produce a shift in typical pat-
terns of perception and thought.

So I believe the twain shall meet by virtue of each
moving in the direction of the other. East and West may
contribute to a blended world where social and cognitive
aspects of both regions are represented but transformed—
like the individual ingredients in a stew that are recogniz-
able but are altered as they alter the whole. It may not be
too much to hope that this stew will contain the best of
each culture.
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