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Abstract
Wisdom views in different cultural contexts are closely connected with the corresponding culture’s worldview. Some results are
found by comparing the wisdom concepts in Chinese andWestern cultures: Firstly, the early wisdom concepts, both in China and
the West, contain the elements of intelligence and virtue. Whereas, from the Enlightenment to the Piagetian school, the western
concept of wisdom has then shifted to the role of cognition and knowledge; By contrast, the traditional Chinese wisdom concept
has been treatingwisdom as a virtue.Modern Chinese and western wisdom psychologists are inclined to accept the wisdommeta-
theory of “integration of intelligence and virtue”. Secondly, both Chinese and the Western philosophy advocate using wisdom to
solve real-life problems. Western thinkers focus on practical problems in the material world, i.e. reconciling conflicts between
people and the world through understanding and changing the environment. However, Chinese philosophers focus on internal
spiritual problems, i.e. improving the individual realm to solve the contradictions inside oneself. Thirdly, both China and the
West highlight the comprehensive application of multiple thinking modes. While comparing with the west, which is excelled in
using logical and analytical thinking modes and utilizing rational cognition, China is far better at using dialectical and holistic
thinking modes and applying intuitive comprehension.
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Introduction

Wisdom in Cultural Contexts

As globalization deepens and new technologies flourish, hu-
manity faces brilliant opportunities and equally formative
challenges, such as economic crises, environmental pollution,
resource shortages, the risks of artificial intelligence, and the
most recent event, COVID-19 pandemic (Li et al., 2019).
Greater wisdom that is necessary for mastering the growing
complexity and uncertainty of an ever-changing world is
called for (Grossmann et al., 2020).

Although the concept of wisdom has long been rooted in
human history and culture, the proper study about the concept
in psychology did not start until 1959when Erickson analyzed
the stages of life (Baltes and Staudinger, 1993; Yang, 2008;
Chen andWang, 2013). Erickson declared that wisdom occurs
in later life, which is consistent with widespread beliefs about
the relationship between wisdom and age (Erikson, 1984).
However, some researches demonstrated that wisdom might
present without old age. There is evidence that some adoles-
cence and young adult are capable of displaying wisdom,
which are exceptions of this rule (e.g. Pasupathi, Staudinger,
and Baltes, 2001; Sternberg and Jordan, 2005; Ardelt,
Pridgen, and Nutter-Pridgen, 2018). Wang and Wang (2018)
divided the generally accepted correlation between wisdom
and age into positive, declining, stable, and plateau four gen-
eralized views, and concluded that the relationship between
wisdom and age is affected by individual differences, which
primarily refer to the interaction between internal factors (he-
redity, maturity, and subjectivity) and external factors (cultur-
al environment and education). Culture factors may generate
the differences: for instance, compared to the individualism of
Western culture, East Asians who are influenced by collectiv-
ism praise to interpersonal harmony and peaceful resolutions.
Existing evidence demonstrated that young and middle-aged
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East Asians showed greater wisdom in their narratives than
their American counterparts, yet the difference was not found
for older participants, nor between gender (Grossmann, 2012).

Also, Ardelt (2009) found no strong differences between
male and female participants who were assessed as scoring
highly on a wisdom scale. But domains of reported wisdom
differ between men and women (Glück, Strasser, and Bluck,
2009). When participants were asked to recall events they felt
acting wisely, men tended to refer to professional instances
while women to interpersonal ones. Folk beliefs about gender
suggest that women are more likely to be empathetic or show
consideration to others’ viewpoints than men. Gender differ-
ences in social activities may offer insights to the effects that
the long time social suppression through most of history have
on women’s contributions to public life. Further evidence is
needed to unpack the role of gender for wisdom in different
situational and cultural contexts (Grossmann et al., 2020).

Although, different terms of “wisdom” present in many cul-
tures, their meanings are subject to cultural change (Grossmann
and Kung, 2019; Grossmann et al., 2020). Since the rise of
positive psychology and cultural psychology, an increasing
number of scholars have studied the cross-cultural comparison
of wisdom and obtained many discoveries. For example,
Sternberg (1985), after studying the characteristic words of
North American subjects, put forward the following contents:
reasoning ability sagacity, learning from ideas and
environment, judgment, expeditious use of information,
perspicacity. Valdez (1994) explored Hispanic American
wisdom through structured interviews and found that Hispanic
and other Americans put more emphasis on spirituality. Levitt
(1999) interviewed Tibetan Buddhist monks living in the
Himalayan region, and they definedwisdom as an understanding
of Buddhist notions of void and non-self. Takayama (2002)
proposed four dimensions for the Japanese concept of wisdom,
including knowledge and education, understanding and
judgment, social and interpersonal relations, as well as
introspective attitude. Takahashi and Bordia (2000) found that
Americans and Australians tend to associate wisdom with being
knowledgeable. In contrast, Japanese and Indians are inclined to
linkwisdom to a relatively direct understanding that entails some
degree of emotional involvement.

These researches showed that cultures have different em-
phasizes on some of their wisdom views (Yang and Sternberg,
1997; Li et al., 2019). There are reasons to believe that con-
cepts of wisdom, as an expression of culture, are formed in
and by the cultural settings they are embedded (Ferrari and
Alhosseini, 2019; Grossman and Kung, 2019). Human behav-
ior, while may be wise in one cultural context, can be seen as
foolish in another. Therefore, without the understanding of
cultural backgrounds, wisdom cannot be fully comprehended
(Sternberg, 2013).

The view of wisdom in various cultural contexts resembles
the classic Indian fable “blind men guessing the elephant.”

After inspecting the elephant from different angles, each of
the six blind men comes up with different mental pictures of
the elephant and argue about what an elephant is. Each of
them only has partial comprehension of the real elephant
looks. Likewise, diverse views of wisdom in different cultures
may be simultaneously meaningful but not ample. Only
through combining views from different cultural lenses can
we promote a comprehensive, pluralistic, and stereo under-
standing of wisdom, which the huge elephant metaphor rep-
resents, to further facilitate the empirical researches in wisdom
psychology (Grossmann et al., 2020).

In the contemporary era, facing various crises, multicultur-
al views of wisdom should be the goal being pursued in order
to mitigate conflicts and frictions among nations, polities, cul-
tures, religions, ideological spheres, and so on, and to enhance
the overall wisdom of humanity. Accepting the various cul-
tural views of wisdom as complements can lead to a broad
culturally inclusive and developmental comprehension.
Therefore, it is important for researchers in wisdom psychol-
ogy that begin to study actual expressions of wisdom in dif-
ferent cultural contexts (Staudinger and Glück, 2011).

Cultures, Worldviews and Wisdom

Cultural constructivism illustrated that culture is both the tool and
the object of constant innovation of human ways of living. It can
be seen as a systemic organizer of the psychological systems of
individual persons, which functions within the intra-
psychological systems of each person, and is co-constructed by
the person relating with others, and oriented towards reaching
some goals (Valsiner, 2017). The formation of human’s ad-
vanced psychological function is greatly influenced by its social,
cultural and historical environment. Culture and language deter-
mine the superior psychological characteristics of an individual
(Vygotsky, 1978). As wisdom receives attributes from culture, it
reflects the essential psychological characteristics and abilities to
recognize and regulate people’s relationship among themselves,
others and the world. In different cultural contexts, people have
their understanding of wisdom, which is closely related to differ-
ent world views and epistemology formed in different cultures
(Li et al., 2019).

The worldview, psychologists argue, is a kind of symbolic
representation system, which integrates ourselves and every-
thing we know about the world into a whole schema, to show
us in a particular cultural environment, the reality is just like
the presentation of it. Different worldviews mirror different
cultural backgrounds and life experiences, moreover, provide
guidance for human’s thoughts and action (Lam et al., 2010).
Since Plato and Aristotle, Dualism that emphasized the oppo-
sition between mind and matter, has always been the domi-
nated principle of worldview all along in the traditional west-
ern philosophy (Labouvie-Vief, 1990). After modern philos-
ophy sprang up in seventeenth century, the Cartesian dualistic
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worldview has deeply influenced the modern west worldview,
which thinking and entities are separate and the world is di-
vided into res extensa and res cogitans, or an objective world
and a subjective world. The two separate worlds turn around
in their orbits without affecting each other, only relying on
God to ensure their harmony and unity (Hoffman, 1990; Li
et al., 2019). In contrast, the traditional Chinese philosophy
regarded the subject and the object as a “universal entity”, and
the boundary between the two is vague; the proposition of
subject-object consistency is always carried out. This world-
view leads to a deepening divergence in understanding the
concept of wisdom between China and the West.

Jürgen Habermas, a German philosopher and sociologist,
proposed that a sound world is a dynamic, open system, and
mainly composed of three sub-worlds: the objective world, the
social world, and the subjective world. (Habermas, 1984; Li
et al., 2019). Whereas, Liang Shu-Ming, a representative of
New Confucianism in modern China, insisted that human cul-
ture mainly deals with three sorts of problems. The first is the
relationship between people and things, the solution matured
in western culture; the second is the relationship between
humans, the solution matured in Chinese Confucian culture;
the third one is the relationship between people and being, the
solution matured in Indian Buddhist culture and Chinese
Taoism Culture (Liang, 1921/1999, pp.194–216). There is a
corresponding relation between the two views, which indi-
cates the wisdom generated under different cultural systems
focuses on different world systems and different human rela-
tions. Figure 1 shows a comparison of the worldviews be-
tween Western and Eastern cultures under the above two
views.

Consequently, along with different worldviews, wisdom in
different cultures focuses on different world types and differ-
ent levels of human problems since ancient times. The
thoughts of wisdom by Chinese ancestors can also be traced
back to thousands of years ago, and it is one of the earliest
civilizations to discuss wisdom (Sternberg, 1998). Hence, in
terms of wisdom, what are the similarities and differences
between Chinese culture and western culture? Is the tradition-
al wisdom view of the West and China embodied in the mod-
ern theory of wisdom psychology? There are only a handful of
studies that investigated the philosophical and historical roots
of wisdom in both East and West. It is crucial to further exca-
vate the neglected soil of both Western and Chinese culture,

and understand how wisdom has been viewed (Takahashi and
Overton, 2002). Addressing these questions and reflecting on
the traditional wisdom views, this paper compares the distinc-
tive wisdom views of China and the West from three aspects:
the relationship between intelligence and virtue, the applica-
tion of wisdom, and the thinking mode of wisdom. For per-
sonality psychology and social psychology, it is vitally impor-
tant to understand different types of wisdom in diverse cultural
contexts and comprehend Chinese and Western wisdom
views to achieve the harmonious coexistence among human
beings, as well as between human and nature.

The Relationship between Intelligence
and Virtue in Wisdom Views

Divinity Vs Humanity

Looking back on the origin of wisdom, ever since ancient
times, the western culture has identified that wisdom is not
only cognitive but also full of religion, value and morality. As
early as 3000 BC, the ballads of ancient Egyptians recorded
that wisdom is a cognitive tool for human beings to face dif-
ficulties and a moral and religious tool to encourage people to
unite and advance (Takahashi and Bordia, 2000). Socrates
(470–399 B. C.) declared that “virtue is wisdom” and Plato
(428–348 B.C.) said, “Wisdom is the core of knowledge about
good”. Their works laid the foundation for the western con-
cept of wisdom, that is to say, “wisdom is knowledge about
universal truth and understanding of the essence of the
world”(Zhang et al., 2019). Some modern scholars even
named Socrates’ wisdom view —“ I know nothing except
the fact of my ignorance” — as “wisdom humility theory”,
pointing out that the limitation of human cognition is the key
factor restricting the pursuit of wisdom, and no one can obtain
wisdom except Gods, so the pursuit of wisdom should start
from questioning the world around him/her (Wang and
Zheng, 2014). Besides, Aristotle suggested that wisdom man-
ifests in sophia and phronesis two different forms. Sophia
refers to the divine ability to discern the truth; and phronesis
refers to a profound social virtue: reflective, judgmental, and
conversational based (Grossmann, 2012). Because of the di-
vinity of wisdom, ancient western philosophy initially

Habermas's World Systems

(Habermas, 1984)

Objective World

Subjective World

Social World

Between People & Things

Among People

Between People & Being

Relational Problems 

that Human Civilization Deals

(Liang, 1921/1999)

Western Culture

Confucian Culture

Taoist and Buddhist Culture

Fig. 1 Habermas’ worldview and Liang Shu-Ming’s view of human relations and their corresponding cultures
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regarded wisdom as a supernatural concept, intertwined with
perfect virtue and self-transcendence.

However, after the Enlightenment, the view of wisdom in
western culture was linked to rationality, with a heavy empha-
sis on human intelligence and conscious reflection. According
to the concept of “holistic wisdom” put forward by Descartes,
wisdom is the representative of rationality and logic, which
should not contain any emotional elements. This thought was
inherited by most modern philosophers, such as John Locke,
Immanuel Kant, Arthur Schopenhauer, John Dewey
(Sternberg and Jordan, 2005). Early psychologists who elab-
orated on wisdom followed Descartes’ view that wisdom and
intelligence are synonyms. For example, Piagetian school be-
lieved that wisdom is an integrated thinking mode in terms of
post-formal cognitive operations, which requires the partici-
pation of complex cognition and comprehensive knowledge.
Wise people are capable of synthesizing various knowledge
and thinking from the perspective of others (Labouvie-Vief,
1990). Before post-Piagetian, the moral role of wisdom in
modern Western philosophy and psychology was not suffi-
ciently recognized, while the rational and cognitive role was
over-emphasized (Grossmann et al., 2020). Therefore, for a
long time, lay and academic beliefs about wisdom and intel-
ligence concepts were mostly overlapped (Sternberg, 1985).
As Takahashi and Overton (2002) summed, in the West,
wisdom cannot be differentiated from knowledge for a long
time at least until very recent years.

Modern psychology did not pay much attention to wisdom
until the 1980s. The theories of wisdom began to regard virtue
as one of the benchmarks for examining and approving the
concept of wisdom. Clayton and Birren (1980) first conducted
an empirical study on the folks’ implicit concept of wisdom
through the rating of wisdom descriptors. They found that or-
dinary people’s wisdom view is a complex of cognition, affec-
tive and reflection, showing the coexistence and compatibility
of ancient and modern descriptions of wisdom, which made
scholars develop multiple views on wisdom. For example, the
influential three-dimensional wisdom model proposed by
Ardelt defined wisdom as a trait with cognitive, reflective,
and affective dimensions: The cognitive dimension refers to
the ability to understand life, that is, to comprehend the signif-
icance and deeper meaning of phenomena and events, particu-
larly concerning intrapersonal and interpersonal matters. The
reflective dimension is a prerequisite for the development of the
cognitive dimension. A deeper understanding of life is only
possible if one can perceive reality as it is without distortions.
Items for the affective dimension should, therefore, assess the
presence of positive emotions and behavior toward other be-
ings, such as feelings and acts of sympathy and compassion,
and the absence of indifferent or negative emotions and behav-
ior toward others (Ardelt, 2003;Weststrate, Ferrari, and Ardelt,
2016). The view of the three-dimensional wisdom represents a
typical implicit theory of wisdom, which is held by folk people.

Furthermore, the Berlin wisdom paradigm, which is one of the
most influential explicit theory of wisdom, constructed by ex-
perts, suggested that the definition of wisdom was an expertise
in the conduct and the meaning of life. Individuals following
the two general, basic wisdom criteria (factual and procedural
knowledge) and three meta-criteria, such as lifespan
contextualism, relativism of values and life priorities, the rec-
ognition of and management of uncertainty, to deal with the
problem about life. Therefore, wisdom is a key factor in the
construction of a “good life”, and the result of wisdom is the
integration of both virtue and intelligence. He further pointed
out wisdom-related knowledge are expected to offer ways and
means to deal with such uncertainty about human insight and
the conditions of the world, both individually and collectively,
as well as humbler, more compassionate and empathic. He
even regarded benign motivation as the core ingredient of
wisdom (Baltes and Staudinger, 1993, 2000). Sternberg report-
ed the balance theory of wisdom, which defined wisdom as the
application of tacit as well as explicit knowledge as mediated
by values toward the achievement of common good through a
balance among intrapersonal, interpersonal, and extrapersonal
interests, over the short and long terms, to achieve a balance
among adaptation to existing environments, shaping of existing
environments, and selection of new environments. Its core lies
in the balance of interests and the balance of responses to the
environment, which is regulated by values, and the common
good includes not only the knowledge but also the motive and
the result (Sternberg, 1998, 2013). Bluck and Glück (2004)
pointed out that wisdom was a virtue with great value, includ-
ing cognitive ability, insight, reflective attitude, concern for
others and problem-solving skills. Meeks and Jeste (2009) ar-
gued that wisdom mainly consists of Pro-social attitude/behav-
ior, practical knowledge in social decision-making/life, emo-
tional stability, reflection/self-knowledge, value relativity/pa-
tience, understanding and effective treatment of uncertainty/
fuzziness, etc. According to Hall (2010), wisdom includes such
dimensions as emotion management, moral reasoning, com-
passion, humility, altruism, patience, and dealing with
uncertainty. Walsh (2015) also believes that wisdom,
kindness and ethics are highly over lapping and
interdependent virtues. Krause (2016) proved through inter-
views that wisdom and virtue are inseparable in the opinions
of western people, which is mainly manifested in the positive
correlation between wisdom and modesty, and the interaction
between them affects the elderly’s life satisfaction. Grossmann
and Kung (2019) analysed the definitions of wisdom by 24
Western psychologists and found that 19 of them contained
the sub-component of “benevolence/ prosociality”.

By reviewing the history of western wisdom theory, it can
be found that although ancient Greek philosophy has the tra-
dition of cherishing both cognitive and moral factors of
wisdom, since modern times, the West has been leaning to
emphasize the level of cognitive component ability of

8035



Curr Psychol (2022) 41:8032–8043

intelligence, and, intelligence has been regarded as the syno-
nym of wisdom (Labouvie-Vief, 1990). Early psychology fo-
cused on the study of intelligence, but, starting from three
decades ago, the concept of wisdom once again drew the
attention of psychologists. Nowadays, more and more western
scholars emphasize the wise ability component. They also
take good motivation as their core element and pay no less
attention to virtue than their cognitive component (Baltes and
Staudinger, 2000; Sternberg, 2013; Wang and Zheng, 2014).
Recently, after synthesizing wisdom views in various cultures,
Grossmann et al. (2020) proposed a “Common Wisdom
Model” (CWM), which definitely contains perspectival
meta-cognition and moral aspirations two principal compo-
nents. The perspectival meta-cognition specifically refer to
the application of certain forms ofmeta-cognition to reasoning
and problem-solving in situational domains that have the po-
tential to affect other people; and the moral aspirations were
defined as a set of inter-related aspirational orientations to-
ward shared humanity, pursuit of truth, balance of self-
protection and other-orientation, as well as common good
orientation.

Morality Vs Competence

Compared with the West, moral aspiration attracted more at-
tention in traditional Chinese wisdom view (Grossmann et al.,
2020). In Chinese ancient literature, there are two views of
wisdom can be found. The one with less impact is to under-
stand wisdom as pure intelligence. The influential one is to
interpret wisdom as a comprehensive quality closely related to
morality. With an analysis of classic Chinese literature for the
word zhihui (智慧or知惠), there are writings such as “although
there is wisdom, it is better to take advantage of the power;
although there is foundation, it is better to wait for the time”
(Mencius, Gong-Sun Chou), “Millions of defectors fled to the
north and then became bad, but they were not brave enough in
wisdom” (Historical Records, Volume 6). Among them,
wisdom only exists as a kind of intellectual ability, which
has nothing to do with morality. While “if you make the ruler
of the country, you will make the unwise ruler of the country,
so that the chaos of the country can be known” (Mozi,
Shangxian); “people, as things, and all things have wisdom”
(Lun Heng, Bian Chong) express the second understanding of
wisdom (Wang and Zheng, 2014). It shows that, for many
years, the two concepts of wisdom coexist, while the first
concept in Confucianism is always regarded as “xiao zhi”
(petty wisdom), and the later, the real wisdom, is the “da
zhi” (great wisdom).

Confucianism ascribed the “da zhi” to the field of morality.
Ever since Confucius, “wisdom” has been a moral principle,
he compared “wisdom” with “benevolence” and “courage”,
and defined them as the disciplines of a junzi (noble person).
Moreover, in the Analects of Confucius, he often mentioned

the wise character and the moral character, which is the evi-
dence that the intelligence and benevolence are both incorpo-
rated in early Confucianism. Mencius regarded benevolence,
righteousness, propriety and wisdom as the “four virtues”, and
Dong Zhongshu, built uponMencius, put forward the concept
of “On the Necessity of Being Both Benevolent and
Intelligent” (必仁且智, bi ren qie zhi). He listed the wisdom
in “five cardinal virtues” along with benevolence, righteous-
ness, propriety and faith, which has become the principles for
later Confucians to carry out their personal cultivations. In this
regard, the Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty once
summed it up in his article Ci Xiaoyu, “the wiser must carry
both benevolence and intelligence” (Zhang et al., 2019). After
Daoism became the official philosophy in Song and Ming
Dynasties, wisdom was regarded as an ability to make a right
and sound moral judgment, even regarded wisdom as an in-
separable part of morality, which has no significance as an
independent concept, which are depended on natural reason
and conscience. The wiser are committed to character cultiva-
tion to embody “benevolence” and take it as the criterion,
which is essentially the pursuit of moral principles (Yang,
2001).

In modern Chinese indigenous psychology, Yang (2001,
2008) conducted a series of studies to explore laypeople’s
wisdom concept by nominating characteristic words and sum-
marized the concept of wisdom into four conceptual factors:
Competencies and Knowledge (Basic Elements) ,
Benevolence and Compassion (Quality to Others), Openness
and Profundi ty (Att i tude to Life) , Modesty and
Unobtrusiveness (Social Interaction), and proposed wisdom
could be defined as a particular state. It is achieved after a
person’s cognition being integrated, he or she embodies ideas
through action and hence brings forth positive effects to self
and others. The conclusion is that the wisdom of the Chinese
is highly consistent with the “benevolence” of Confucianism.
Gwo (2003) pointed out that wisdom represents good judg-
ment and foresight, and can make the so-called “wise choice”,
with the persistence in conscience. Zhu (2003) argued that
wisdom stems from the desire to seek the truth of life, through
the general knowledge, judgment and communication, pru-
dent thinking, introspection, tolerance to accept uncertainty
and exceptions, insight, the ability to find problems, and the
ability to master emotions, to overcome the limitations of in-
dividuals and the environment, to pursue the well-being of
humanity. Zeng (2009) believed that wisdom is an integrated,
balanced and harmonious state and dynamic development
process with centering on goodness, virtue and beauty,
taking knowledge and emotion as the operating elements,
and producing thoughtful judgments , decis ions,
communications and actions, and to achieve public welfare
as the goal, through the interaction between individuals and
external environment. Chen and Wang (2014, 2016) also
found in their research that, in modern Chinese wisdom view,

8036



Curr Psychol (2022) 41:8032–8043

the words describing personal moral qualities and intelligence
are used to describe the concept of wisdom, and the two have a
certain distinction in semantic clustering. Furthermore, Wang
and Zheng (2014) put forward the “wisdom theory of the in-
tegration of virtue and intelligence”, which directly states that
wisdom is a comprehensive psychological quality, which in-
tegrates both intelligence and virtue, acquired through experi-
ence and practice according to their intelligence and
knowledge.

In conclusion, the implicit wisdom view of Chinese people
is deeply influenced by the concept of “da zhi” (On the
Necessity of Being Both Benevolent and Intelligent) in
Confucianism. However, all thoughts of classical
Confucianism, which acted as a “moral religion”, aimed to
serve morality. So wisdom was regarded as an accessory of
morality, to cultivate moral personality. Contemporary
Chinese people regard “virtue” and “intelligence” as two in-
dependent components of wisdom, and regard wisdom as un-
derstanding of rationality and knowledge, the insight and
grasp of human nature, the meaning of life to achieve self-
realization and treat others as they would like to be treated
(Yang, 2008; Tsai, 2010).

The Application of Wisdom Driven
by Different Culture Heritage

VENI VIDI VICI

The ancient Greek philosophy initiated from the thought of
physis, which refers to the nature of the movement of objects.
Aristotle defined it as “the principle of movement and
change”, producing the “universe” through the process of dif-
ferentiation and evolution. This principle endows the universe
with a specific order. Therefore, the natural philosophy of
ancient Greece emphasized on discussing the origin of the
world and the whole universe (Fung, 1922). Medieval
European scholasticism, influenced by both Hebrew and an-
cient Greek culture, sought to find well-being in heaven, ac-
cording to proverbs in the Old Testament (9:10), wisdom,
shown as omniscient and omnipotent to all things, begins
from the love and fear of God. The wisdom of human being
is limited to the daily practice of pursuing the oracle, God and
absolute truth. According to this tradition, Saint Augustine
divided the fields of wisdom into Scientia (wisdom of the
material world) and Sapientia (knowledge of God and
Christ), both aiming to pursue external transcendence
(Sternberg, 1998; Yang, 2008; Wang and Zheng, 2014).
Since the Middle Ages, the spirit of recognizing and proving
the outside world has been continuing all along. Making im-
perfect human strong, intelligent and wise, one must under-
stand, familiarize and even conquest the external world and
nature (Fung, 1922). Since the seventeenth century, based on

the dissemination of Cartesian worldview, people’s cognition
and the ability to transform the objective world have been
enhanced unprecedentedly. The materialized understanding
of the object world has gradually expanded from the natural
world to the social world. Finally, all things become the “ob-
ject” that can be developed and utilized by the subject. This
world view promoted the outbreak of the scientific and tech-
nological revolution but also brought tension between human
and nature. Thus, the purpose of wisdom is to understand
nature, know nature and conquer nature, which has led to a
series of crises such as environmental destruction, energy
shortage, materialism and artificial intelligence risks (Li
et al., 2019).

Solving the contradiction between individuals and the
world and achieving the balance between internal and external
states are the fundamental perspective on the application of
wisdom in modern western psychology. In Piaget’s view,
wisdom (intelligence) is an individual’s adaptation to the ex-
ternal environment, a process of adjusting the internal reality
to make it more in line with the external reality, and its pur-
pose is to achieve a state of balance between the internal and
external (Labouvie-Vief, 1990). The balance theory of
wisdom based on the concept of tacit knowledge, which is a
vital part of practical intelligence in the theory of ternary in-
telligence. Unlike analytical intelligence and creative intelli-
gence, tacit knowledge is embodied in different ways of
adapting, shaping and selecting diverse situations and envi-
ronments. It orientates the behaviors, helps others in specific
situations and emphasis on how knowledge is applied
(Sternberg, 1998, 2013). The Berlin wisdom paradigm also
regards wisdom as a tool for life and believes that wisdom
exists for the happiness of oneself and others. The problems
to be solved by wisdom include contact insight, judgment and
suggestions of complex and uncertain life situations, which
are closely related to real-life (Baltes and Staudinger, 1993;
Baltes and Staudinger, 2000). In the three-dimensional theory
of wisdom, the reflective dimension refers to the ability to
perceive experience and events from multiple perspectives,
including the practice of self-examination, self-awareness
and self-insight. Through these practices, individuals may
gradually overcome their subjectivity and projection, to per-
ceive and accept the current reality, understand themselves
and others better, and have a profound understanding of life.
In this dimension, the reflected “self” exists as an object rather
than a subject (Ardelt, 2003).

To sum up, the western wisdom view emphasizes people’s
ability to explore objects. The wisdom is used to solve the
contradiction between individuals and the external world, ad-
just the relationship between the subject and the object
through cognition, and adapt to the external environment, or
make practical changes to the environment, it is also wise
solution for promoting the development and progress of hu-
man understanding and utilization of nature (Liang, 1921/
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1999; Nisbett and Miyamoto, 2005). Reviewing the history, it
can also find that the western wisdom view attaches great
weight to the exploration of the world, which is one of the
reasons for the discovery of the new world and the first indus-
trial revolution. In part, it reflects the tendency of westerners
using wisdom to understand and change the world (Needham,
1976).

Realizing Heart, Mind and Soul

Chinese traditional culture can be summarized as a trinity
pattern of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism. It takes
Confucianism as the body and Buddhism and Taoism as the
wings. With the perspective of transcendence, western tradi-
tional philosophy paid more attention to exploring nature and
seeking God, while the Chinese traditional philosophy was
keen on the cultivation of the inner heart, mind, and soul
(Fung, 2011; Ferrari and Alhosseini, 2019).

In the Spring and Autumn period, Mencius explicitly pre-
sented the view of “Knowing your heart and knowing your
nature” according to Confucius’ proposition of “knowing the
destiny.” According to Mencius, an individual’s understand-
ing of his/her inner nature holds the key to solve the problem
of life fundamentally. In the Han dynasty, Confucianism was
designated as the official ideology. Dong Zhong-Shu put for-
ward the ideas of “harmony between heaven and man”, be-
lieving that the purpose of wisdom was to integrate the mo-
rality of heaven into humanity. The idea of knowing heaven
with full understanding became the doctrine of accomplish-
ment and effort of Neo-Confucianism (Fung, 2011).
Following the classical Confucianism, Neo Confucianism in
Song and Ming Dynasties took a further step in seeking
wisdom from inside. Chu Hsi, the standard-bearer of Neo
Confucianism, pointed out that “wisdom should be used to
wash people’s heart to get rid of evils, such as bathing their
bodies to get rid of dirt”, which emphasized the use of wisdom
to purify people’s morality, as well as to achieve the improve-
ment of personal quality (Chu, 2016). In theMing dynasty, the
school of heart and mind represented by Wang pushed this
idea to the extreme. The objective is to extend the inner con-
science to everything. Neo Confucianism and Wang divided
human wisdom into “knowledge of hearing and seeing” of
external experience and “knowledge of virtue” of internal mo-
rality. The former, “xiao zhi”, refers to the knowledge that
people get through sensory contact with external things, the
latter, “da zhi” , is the real wisdom recognized by
Confucianism. To acquire this wisdom, we should “not to be
shielded from seeing and hearing”, separate ourselves from
the object experience. We can only rely on inner awareness,
and guide by the intuitive heart (Mou, 1999).

In the pre-Qin period, Taoism school, represented by Laozi
and Zhuangzi, highlighted the self-awareness and self-enlight-
enment, advocating that people should observe the Tao and be

united with it to realize the sublimation of inner freedom and
realm. However, the classic Introspect holds that “the original
mind is pure, just like a mirror and water; when it is used
without any hindrance, all things can be seen”, which refers
to the fact that the pure mind can show infinite functions only
through self-sublimation and self-reshaping by adjusting the
inner nature (Zhang, 1982). Therefore, the Taoist wisdom
view is extremely internal, taking the improvement of peo-
ple’s realm as the principle of wisdom.

The concept of wisdom in Chinese Buddhism comes from
the Sanskrit word Prajna, which stands for great insight into
the ultimate meaning of life. Therefore, Han-Chinese
Buddhism, represented by Zen School, uses self-
enlightenment to obtain wisdom, which is, through self-culti-
vation, one sees through falsehood, demonstrates and realizes
the pure Buddha-nature, and reaches Nirvana (Fung, 2011). In
Buddhism, the way to get the Prajna is through vipassana
(introspect) to cultivate “four mindfulness”, it aims to under-
stand the truth, detach secular troubles, and eradicate inner
unwholesome roots of greed, hatred and infatuation, and get
rid of the pain and get the eternal happiness (Luo, 2004).

Therefore, the Chinese traditional wisdom view has always
been emphasizing the inner spiritual insight and sticking to the
improvement of inner realm, including Confucianism’s self-
cultivation, Taoism’s pursuit of inner freedom, and
Buddhism’s enlightenment (Fung, 2011). Moreover, how to
improve the inner realm, the answer lies in “practice”. The
traditional Chinese culture adopts pragmatism, believing that
wisdom should be “practice in daily” and “practice personally
what one preaches”. The wisdom acquired in daily life needs
to be used in practice to test whether it is feasible. It is the
inherent quality of wisdom rooted in Chinese culture (Lv and
Wang, 2016). Zhang Dai-Nian, a historian of Chinese philos-
ophy, once stated, “Chinese philosophers study the big prob-
lems of the universe and life; eventually, the theory is put into
practice and verified in practice” (Zhang, 1982). Clearly,
Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism all emphasize the “in-
tegration of knowledge and practice”, which deeply influence
the view of implicit wisdom of modern Chinese.

The research onwisdom in contemporary Chinese psychol-
ogy strongly emphasizes the importance of practices (Chen
and Wang, 2016; Yang, 2008). For example, Yang (2001)
found that most Taiwanese associated wisdom with achieve-
ments through practice. Hu et al. (2016) measured the implicit
wisdom view in mainland China and found that wisdom con-
sists of five components: cognitive engagement, practical en-
gagement, social engagement, a spirituality of disengagement
and a positive mindset. Therefore, the pursuit of “integration
of realization and practice” has continuity from traditional to
modern Chinese wisdom view.

Needham (1976), in his book Chinese History of Science
and Technology, once asked: “Although ancient China made
quite a lot of important contributions to the development of
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science and technology, why didn’t the scientific and indus-
trial revolution take place in modern China?” Later scholars
extended the question to “why modern Chinese science is
backward”, “why China did not generate science”. A compar-
ative analysis of Chinese and Western wisdom shows that the
wisdom view in the West focuses on “what can we have”,
attaching importance to the scientific method to acquire
knowledge, conquer nature, and become powerful. While
the Chinese often ask, “what are we?” It attaches importance
to the inner world, pursuing self-realm and spiritual well-
being through practice in daily life (Fung, 2011). Although
in the early period of Chinese history (pre-Qin period), some
philosophers, such as Mozi and Xunzi, encouraged the explo-
ration, discovery and using of natural knowledge, and put
forward lots of scientific ideas. However, after the establish-
ment of the trinity of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism in
Han and Tang dynasties, the wisdom view of Chinese went to
the direction of inner pursuit and moral practice (Fung, 1922).

The Thinking Mode of Wisdom in China
and the West

Analytical Thinking and Propositional Logic

Conceptualizations of wisdom often appear idiosyncratic,
reflecting culture-bound attitudes toward abilities
(Grossmann et al., 2020). Peng and Nisbett (1999) proved that
dialectical and holistic thinking was an important manifesta-
tion of folk wisdom in Chinese culture, while western wisdom
did well in applying analytical thinking characterized by a
system of logic.

The western thinking mode was based on Aristotle’s logo-
centrism, which emphasizes the law of identity, the law of
non-contradiction and the principles of excluded middle. It
advocates that everything is just itself. No matter how the
external situation changes, A is A, neither non-A nor B, that
is “to be is to be, not to be is not to be” (Nisbett, Peng, Choi,
and Norenzayan, 2001). These three principles also embody
in the western propositional logic thinking, which causes the
Westerners to carry out an analytical perceptual process inde-
pendent of the environment by focusing on an outstanding
object, namely, analytical thinking - to separate the objects
from the context, understand them only from themselves, in-
stead of paying attention to larger facts and theories (Peng and
Nisbett, 1999). This thinking mode originates from the cultur-
al tradition of ancient Greeks, who were keen on applying
wisdom to pursue truth, yearning for freedom and unwilling
to be constrained. They believed that the world was not com-
plex inherently, and people should understand the properties
of objects, classify them and find their laws (Nisbett and
Miyamoto, 2005; Wang, 2018). Therefore, western philoso-
phy has given great importance to logic and reason since the

beginning. Plato believed that people must understand ab-
stract forms through rational thinking. So are the many works
of ancient Greece sages who recorded their systemic logic
thoughts, which takes “cognitive wisdom” and “theoretical
wisdom” as essential classifications of wisdom. Descartes
inherited Plato’s epistemological tradition and believed that
wisdom was the whole of science and the representative of
rationality and logic. Compared with cognition and rationali-
ty, emotion and intuition are low-level and immature func-
tions, which was unchanged until the rise of post-modernist
philosophy (Labouvie-Vief, 1990, Takahashi and Bordia,
2000).

Much of the mid-twentieth-century empirical research on
cognitive development in the Piagetian tradition has focused
on propositional logic, treating it as a hallmark of sophisticat-
ed thinking (Grossmann et al., 2020). Piaget first discussed
propositional logic thinking in the field of psychology. He
thought that the cognitive stage in adolescence and later was
“formal operation stage”, which would bemature only when it
developed into the “abstract logic” (Labouvie-Vief, 1990).
Many theories of contemporary wisdom psychology also
regarded cognitive rationality as the core feature of wisdom.
For example, the first dimension in Ardelt’s “Three-
Dimensional Wisdom Model” is the cognitive dimension,
which includes the ability to understand the deep meaning of
life and both internal and external things, including knowl-
edge, the positive and negative nature of human beings, the
inherent limitation of knowledge, unpredictability of life and
acceptance of uncertainty (Ardelt, 2003; Westtrate, Ferrari,
and Ardelt, 2016). In the cultural psychology researches on
wisdom, Takahashi (2000) also found that the concept of
wisdom in the West was a psychological process and
analytical model, which combines experience and
knowledge, and emphasizes cognitive and analytical ability.
Grossman (2017) showed great interest in the study of wise
reasoning, which he believed that wisdom includes strategic
humility, the ability to recognize the changes of the world and
the ability to take into account other factors. In other words,
wisdom represents a high level of rationality.

Overall, from the perspective of either traditional or mod-
ern western psychology, rationality and cognition have always
been the core components of wisdom.

Holistic Thinking and Intuitive Realization

Some of the features of wisdom have much in common with a
holistic mode of thought associated with Chinese cultural tradi-
tions. The holistic thinking favored by Chinese refers to the prac-
tice of considering the whole background, believing that every-
thing was connected, which follows the principles of change,
contradiction, relationship and integrity, and advocating that the
real world is constantly changing and full of the contradictions of
the unity of opposites (Nisbett et al., 2001). Nevertherless, unlike
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how the West deals with contradictions, Chinese tend to pursue
the Doctrine of Mean (中庸, Zhong Yong), which is to find a
balanced between conflicts and to reconcile them. It is the
Chinese version of “to be or not to be” - “to be not to be, and
not to be is to be” (Peng and Nisbett, 1999). These three princi-
pals embody the classic Chinese dialectical thinking mode,
which makes that the wisdom view under Chinese culture capa-
ble of understanding the complex and correlated world like ho-
lism. It fully reflects the metaphor of traditional Chinese cosmol-
ogy of “The universe of Yin and Yang”, and believes that oppo-
sites are mutually formed. The opposites are a symbiotic concept
that does not take existence as the premise, which the goal is to
pursue the harmony between life and the world, rather than to
discover objective knowledge or obtain the transeunt truth
(Nisbett and Miyamoto, 2005; Jullien, 1998). Comparatively,
the Taoist thought of “the Unity of Heaven and Human” and
the benevolence thought of “extending oneself out to others” in
Confucianism, all emphasize the association among people, be-
tween human and things. Also, they highlight the conformity
with the current situation, and acceptance of the contradiction
between the opposites. This understanding is intrinsically differ-
ent from Hegelian dialectics, which pursue to solve contradic-
tions through sublation. So it should be calledYin-Yang thinking
mode (Wang, Wang, andWang, 2019). Cross-cultural empirical
researches further supported the differences in thinking mode.
The studies have found that Chinese’s performance was poorer
than that of Americans in the Rod-and-Frame experiments. The
reason was that Chinese put the target and background as a
whole, so that single thing on the cognitive things cannot be
separated from its environment in their cognition (Peng and
Nisbett, 1999; Hou and Zhu, 2002). Currently, there were quite
a lot of scientific hypotheses on the causes of this thinkingmode,
such as epidemic hypothesis, rice theory and water control hy-
pothesis. These researches showed that Chinese wisdom placed a
greater emphasis on the tolerance of conflict, anticipating change,
and viewing problems holistically (Nisbet et al., 2001; Talkelm
et al., 2014; Wang, 2018).

Additionally, some researchers suggested that western cul-
ture tended to adopt speculative and skeptical methods in
solving problems, while Chinese culture did well in adopting
wisdom by embracing transcendental experience and using
intuitive perception. The characteristics of intuitive perception
lie in the directness and wholeness of grasping objects and
attach importance to the experience of “self- acquisition”
(Jullien, 1998; Nisbett and Miyamoto, 2005). In traditional
Chinese culture, the classics, such as I Ching, Tao Te Ching
and the Art of War, all demonstrate an intuitive comprehen-
sion and realization of the universe, society and the law of life.
This intuitive experience does not mean to find a balance
between the Pyrrhonism and the Stoicism, but to realize the
existence mode of the adaptation Tao through wisdom and
fully realize of freedom of themselves (Jullien, 1998). Since
the Qin and Han Dynasties, especially after the tradition of

debetation of Ming School (名家, Logicians), debates have
been regarded as heretical criticism. Confucianism,
Buddhism and Taoism all attached great importance to the
role of intuition and irrationality in the formation and applica-
tion of wisdom (Mou, 1999). Chinese traditional teachings
often deemphasize intellectual learning. The core of
Confucius’s teaching in Analects is not so much about truth
finding through logic and knowledge, but about personal
striving through the cultivation of one’s moral and spiritual
commitment to learning itself (Takahashi and Overton, 2002).
In the view of Confucianism, the purpose of wisdom is to
pursue “heavenly principles” or “inner conscience”, which is
to pursue the inherent, innate morality of inner mind, and
finally realize knowledge from conscience through moral cul-
tivation (Fung, 2011). The Confucian method of applying
wisdom to solve practical problems was often without the help
of logical analysis, but to realize the nature of mind by the
intuitive awareness or introspect the heart. This tradition has
continued to the contemporary Neo-Confucianism (Mou,
1999). Taoism relies on intuition more radically. Since Laozi
and Zhuangzi, the Taoist opposes the excessive use of ratio-
nality in personal behavior and the proliferation of petty
wisdom in political opinions. From Taoism’s view, only
comprehending, realizing and ultimately reaching the state
of Tao are great wisdom (Yang, 2001). The “prajna” in
Buddhism means that Buddhism breaks down illusory super-
stition and obtains the knowledge of the truth, which refers to
the great enlightenment of the ultimate meaning of life (Luo,
2004). Chinese Buddhism further highlights the concept of
“Zen”. In the process of obtaining Buddhist wisdom, one
should avoid persistence with words and logical thinking.
The wisdom obtained is called “vid”, containing personal ex-
perience including cognition, emotion, intuition and other
psychological processes (Takahashi, 2000). Also, in order to
gain wisdom, Buddhists selectively adopt the way of “gradual
enlightenment” or “sudden enlightenment” according to the
different roots of wisdom. “Zen” gives greater emphasis on
sudden enlightenment in the process of generating wisdom.
With the development of cognitive neuroscience, the neural
mechanisms of sudden enlightenment and insight are being
revealed, but the relationship between the insight and wisdom
requires further study (Luo, 2004). All in all, wisdom in China
is more or less a process of direct understanding, which re-
quires a great deal of transcendent or spiritual involvement,
and is without apparent intellectualization (Takahashi and
Overton, 2002).

Conclusion

The comparative analysis of the traditional Chinese and
Western wisdom views and that of modern psychology dwells
on three aspects: the relationship between virtue and
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intelligence in the wisdom view, the field of wisdom applica-
tion and the application mode of wisdom.

As to the relationship between virtue and intelligence, both
Chinese and western traditional wisdom views have an em-
phasis on the integration of morality and intelligence. Since its
origin, the West has believed that wisdom is not only cogni-
tive but also religious, valuable and moral. Also, the main-
stream Confucians in China insist that the concept of “integra-
tion of benevolence and intelligence” was the true embodi-
ment of wisdom. Until the modern age, western philosophy
embraces the cognitive and rational elements in wisdom, and
often links wisdomwith knowledge and intelligence, ignoring
the emotional factors and morality. By comparison, Chinese
philosophy emphasized the role of morality in wisdom.
However, the wisdom view of contemporary Chinese tends
to be following the West and insisted wisdom consists of
multi-dimensional elements, and the notion of “intelligence”
has separated from morality and went parallel (Ardelt, 2003;
Weststrate et al., 2016; Grossmann, 2017; Chen and Wang,
2013). As to the field of wisdom application, both the East and
the West are committed to applying wisdom in solving life
problems, either to human’s inner world or the external world.
Compared with eastern culture, theWest gives more emphasis
on solving the problem between human and the outside world
(nature) and the pursuit of natural and religious knowledge,
particularly, using it to shape the world and assimilate or ac-
commodate the environment. The traditional wisdom view of
the Chinese emphasized solving the problems among people
and searching the inner meaning of the soul. The solutions
focus on the improvement to the inner realm of mind through
moral cultivation and the practice in daily life (Liang, 1999).
Additionally, there are differences between Eastern and
Western thinking modes in the application of wisdom. The
wisdom view in western culture prizes the role of logical
thinking and knowledge, emphasizes the position of cognition
and rationality. It usually separates the object from the back-
ground, uses analytical thinking mode to solve problems, and
has a clear understanding of the thinking process. In contrast,
the application of wisdom in Chinese culture depends on dia-
lectical and holistic thinking. It often associates the object in
the background for holistic understanding and utilizes the in-
tuitive experience of realization and comprehension, which is
characterized by a relatively vague thinking process
(Takahashi and Overton, 2002).

In summary, the differences between Chinese and Western
wisdom originated as early as the birth of civilization. In an-
cient Greece, western culture advocated to explore the exter-
nal world and devoted itself to conquering the nature; while
the pursuit of internal moral cultivation of Chinese culture was
keen to exploring and conquering the inner world. This tradi-
tion originated from the pre-Qin period and reached its peak in
the Song and Ming Dynasties. In the late Qing Dynasty,
Zhang Zhi-Dong summed up Chinese and Western wisdom

in the book of Encouraging Learning: “Chinese knowledge is
actually the internal learning, while the Western knowledge is
actually the external learning. Chinese knowledge is about
mind and soul, while Western knowledge is for world and
things.” (Zhang, 2016). Jullien, a French sinologist, also be-
lieves that the “Logos” in Greek philosophical thoughts and
the Bible have its referring (to god or truth), pursuing the truth
and meaning of the objective world and the absolute knowl-
edge and salvation. In contrast, the “Tao” in Chinese philos-
ophy does not care about objective truth or external transcen-
dence. Instead, it encouraged the self-cultivation to maintain
internal balance and harmony but was insufficient in the emer-
gence of modern science. All in all, Chinese philosophers are
not willing to set themselves against the world, but to inte-
grate, contain and change with the world (Jullien, 1998).

Chinese philosophy has always been pursuing “harmony
without uniformity”. In the current wave of globalization,
communication among nations and cultures are becoming in-
creasingly frequent. Only by seeking a balance among differ-
ent wisdom views under various cultural contexts and drawing
strength from the thousands of years’ cultural achievements,
can we deepen the understanding of humanity’s overall
wisdom and solve the crisis and dilemma in the modernworld.
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