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Rethinking the concept of 'western'.
Increasing number of universities are generating ways in which their students can acquire  inter-cultural competence.   In pursing this agenda, a  common perspective for understanding the ‘inter-cultural' rests on a view that dominant ideas tend to be western in values and origin.  This perspective aspires to capture a colonial bias in our thinking and values, often drawing on Edward Said’s seminal book Orientalism which famously elaborated how the west has produced an otherising gaze upon ‘the rest’ of the world.  Translations into the teaching and learning realm of this elaboration argue that ‘non-western’ traditions need to be appreciated as counterpoints to western ones; for instance, Confucianism and collectivism are often invoked as perspectives which are excluded by western systems of education because they are held to be based on individualism.  While accepting that a distinction between  ‘the West/the rest has some heuristic capacity to surface questions of power, exclusion and hegemonic cultural grip, this paper offers a critical exploration of this distinction.  We argue that ultimately the West/the rest binary sets limits on our aspirations to broaden our students’ horizons. Key issues for discussion concern cultural relativism, cultural isolationism, notions of epistemological privilege, the genetic fallacy, an over claimed view of what is ‘western', and a prevailing, determined search for cultural differences with its accompanying erasure of human commonalities. Our discussion is illustrated by responses we received from interviews with academics concerning their understandings of the concept of 'western' and the implication of these for the university curriculum.






