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Wisdom as Perfect Intelligence: 

Intelligence and Wisdom in Chinese 
Intellectual History and in Modern-Day 

Taiwan

Shih-ying Yang, Kimberly Y. H. Chang, 
and Shin-yi Huang

In Taiwan, the term for “intelligence” is often used interchangeably with 
the term for “wisdom” (Yang & Sternberg, 1997a). Most English-Chinese 
Dictionaries indicate that the Mandarin Chinese translation for the noun 
“wisdom” and for the adjective “wise” is zhihui (智慧), while the transla-
tion for the noun “intelligence” is zhili (智力) and the translation for the 
adjective “intelligent” is cōngmíng (聰明) (Eurasia’s Modern Practical 
English-English and English-Chinese Dictionary, 1979; Liang et al., 1973, 
2007; Lu et al., 2000). Nevertheless, in everyday life, many intelligence- 
related terms are often expressed using the word zhihui. For example, 
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“artificial intelligence” is rengong zhihui (人工智慧) in Mandarin Chinese 
(Chen, 1995) and “intellectual property rights” is “zhihui cáichǎn quan” 
(智慧財產權) in Mandarin Chinese (National University of Kaohsiung, 
n.d.). Needless to say, many AI-related products use the term zhihui. For 
example, in Taiwan “smartphones” are called “zhihui xing shoǔji” (智慧
型手機) (Tech Focus, 2015, October 26).

Do Taiwanese people view wisdom and intelligence as identical? 
Previous studies have shown that Taiwanese people understand the two 
concepts differently since they view the core components of each as dif-
ferent. Taiwanese people’s conceptions of intelligence consist of five fac-
tors: general cognitive ability, interpersonal intelligence, intrapersonal 
intelligence, intellectual self-promotion, and intellectual self-effacement 
(Yang & Sternberg, 1997a). However, a different set of four factors 
showed up in their conceptions of wisdom: competencies and knowl-
edge, benevolence and compassion, openness and profundity, and mod-
esty and unobtrusiveness (Yang, 2001). As a researcher collecting these 
data from Taiwanese participants, the first author of this chapter can 
attest that research participants gave notably different descriptions for 
intelligence versus wisdom. Furthermore, in many interviews that the 
first author conducted regarding the differences between intelligence and 
wisdom, the most frequent responses she got were “little intelligence, 
great wisdom” (小聰明, 大智慧 xiao cōngmíng, da zhihui) (Yang, 1996, 
1998). Thus, it seems that Taiwanese conceive of intelligence and wisdom 
differently; they also think that wisdom is more important and valuable 
than intelligence.

If Taiwanese conceive of intelligence and wisdom differently, what is 
the reason for the interchangeability of the two words “intelligence” and 
“wisdom” in Chinese? We speculate that it is because most Taiwanese 
believe that wisdom is perfect intelligence. This personal experience from 
the first author may help to illustrate this belief. Before going to the 
United States for graduate studies on intelligence, she generally assumed 
that it is human nature to use intelligence to do good. She also believed 
that as long as people have adequate intelligence, they will see the benefit, 
and hence the necessity, of doing good. Following this line of reasoning, 
the more intelligent a person is, the greater the good he or she should 
pursue and accomplish. No one ever challenged or corrected her 
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assumption in the years she was growing up in Taiwan. It therefore 
shocked her to learn that intelligence as conceived by many in the West 
is amoral (i.e., unrelated to morality), and that very smart but bad people 
may still be considered intelligent persons. Her assumption that people 
generally use their intelligence to do good predisposed her to conceive of 
intelligence in light of wisdom. Do other Taiwanese hold the same belief? 
While writing this chapter, we shared this experience with members of 
our research group, and most of them were as shocked as she had been to 
learn of the Western view that intelligence is sometimes separate from 
morality and that it differs from wisdom in this sense (Shin-yi Huang, 
personal communication, May 13, 2021).

Why, then, does this group of researchers believe that people generally 
use their intelligence to do good? We look to Taiwan’s cultural context for 
an answer. Taiwanese conceptions of intelligence and wisdom differ from 
those in some other cultures. In the United States, for example, Sternberg 
(1985) found that intelligence consisted of six factors (practical problem- 
solving ability, verbal ability, intellectual balance and integration, goal 
orientation and attainment, contextual intelligence, and fluid thought), 
while wisdom consisted of a different six factors (reasoning ability, sagac-
ity, learning from ideas and environment, judgment, expeditious use of 
information, and perspicacity).

 Taiwan and Its Cultural Context

What is the history and what are the ideas that have shaped Taiwan’s cul-
tural context? Prior to the seventeenth century, Taiwan was inhabited 
mainly by indigenous peoples. It became first a Dutch and then a Spanish 
colony between 1622 and 1662. It was a territory of the Qing dynasty of 
China between 1662 and 1895, and then a Japanese colony between 
1895 and 1945. Since 1945, Taiwan has been a territory of the Republic 
of China (ROC); its government was founded in 1912 by Dr. Sun Yat- 
sen in mainland China, which relocated to Taiwan in 1949 after it lost 
the civil war with the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which founded 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949 in mainland China. Taiwan 
has thus absorbed a large number of Chinese immigrants since the 
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seventeenth century, with the most recent being the 1.2 million people 
who fled the CCP in mainland China around 1949 (Government Portal 
of the Republic of China, Taiwan, n.d.; Hwang, 2015). At present, the 
majority (>95%) of Taiwanese are of Han Chinese ancestry (Chen 
et al., 2016).

Thus, Taiwan has been influenced by many cultures. In addition to the 
Chinese and Japanese cultures it has inherited, Taiwan opened itself to 
the influence of American culture when it began receiving American aid 
in the postwar period; according to Lin (2004), Taiwan received as much 
as US$1.48 billion from 1950 to 1965. Contemporary Taiwan is consid-
ered to be “the first and only democracy yet to be installed in a culturally 
Chinese society” (Chu, 2012, p. 42); as Weller (1999) noted, “The really 
stunning recent political change has been Taiwan’s move from authoritar-
ian control to true democracy beginning in the late 1980s” (p. 1). We 
think this may be credited to U.S. influence.

Among the many cultures influencing Taiwan, Chinese cultural tradi-
tions play a predominant role in Taiwan’s cultural context. For most 
Chinese in Taiwan, Confucian ethics provide a way of life. Even during 
the Japanese occupation when Chinese studies were forbidden, many 
people still secretly taught and learned Confucian texts (Shen, 2009). 
Studying Chinese cultural traditions was further encouraged after the 
ROC government moved to Taiwan. Several movements were launched 
to revitalize Chinese culture, most notably the “Chinese Cultural 
Renaissance” in 1967, the ROC government’s response to the Cultural 
Revolution launched in PRC in 1966 (Shen, 2009).

Growing up in Taiwan, we and many other Taiwanese studied most 
Confucian and Daoist (also called “Taoist”) classics in Chinese literature 
classes and Chinese history in history classes from elementary school all 
the way to college. Our impression is that many, if not most, people in 
Taiwan know Chinese classics and history well, and people study Chinese 
cultural traditions for their own interest. For example, as a psychology 
major, the first author studied and even memorized the 5000-word Laozi 
(Daodejing) during her sophomore-year summer vacation. She later 
found that many Taiwanese act similarly when they want to learn more 
about Daoism, Confucianism, and other Chinese philosophies. These 
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Chinese philosophies form an important part of Taiwan’s cultural context 
and have influenced Taiwanese conceptions of wisdom and intelligence.

 Intelligence and Wisdom in Chinese 
Intellectual History

Some ideas in those Chinese philosophies have influenced people’s con-
ceptions of intelligence and wisdom more than others. Here, we describe 
the decisions and actions that were made throughout Chinese intellectual 
history to introduce the essential cultural elements derived from Chinese 
philosophies that have strongly influenced people’s conceptions of wis-
dom and intelligence. We introduce Chinese intellectual history in eight 
important eras, from the beginning of the civilization to the present (see 
Table  6.1). After briefly describing the events from each era that are 
important in the development of the concepts of wisdom and intelli-
gence, we explain the meanings of “wisdom” and “intelligence” found in 
the texts of that particular era.

Here we present Chinese intellectual history based on what we have 
learned in Taiwan, a historical interpretation that, to our understanding, 

Table 6.1 Principal eras in Chinese intellectual history

Era Time

1 Chinese civilization in the Neolithic Age and 
Yin-Shang civilization

c. 7000 BCE–1046 BCE

2 Zhou dynasty and “Contention of a Hundred 
Schools of Thought”

c. 1046 BCE–221 BCE

3 A unified country and experiments with Legalism, 
Daoism, and Confucianism

c. 221 BCE–220 CE

4 Neo-Daoism and Confucian scholars’ profound 
learning

c. 220–580

5 Chinese Mahayana Buddhism: A Confucianized 
version of Buddhism?

c. 580–907

6 Neo-Confucianism: Incorporating lessons learned 
from Buddhism and Neo-Daoism to Confucianism

c. 960–1644

7 Qing dynasty and the study of history 1644–1911
8 The Republican era and the scientific ways of 

research
1911–now
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is shared by many non-Communist Chinese communities around the 
world. However, we note that there are divergences between the PRC and 
Taiwan in the interpretation of Chinese history; in Taiwan, Chinese his-
tory has rarely been interpreted from a Marxist perspective.

1. Chinese civilization in the Neolithic Age (around 7000 BCE–1500 
BCE) and Yin-Shang civilization (cf. 1600 BCE–1046 BCE). Although 
Chinese civilization in its earliest stage probably developed in relative 
isolation from other civilizations, it had multiple origins (Mair, 2005). 
The archeologist Chang Kwang-chih (2004) indicated that during the 
Neolithic Age, at least six different regions had independent cultures. 
These six are: (a) the central region, roughly the middle reaches of the 
Yellow River; (b) the eastern region, roughly the lower reaches of the 
Yellow River; (c) the southwest region, consisting of the upper reaches of 
the Yangtze River; (d) the southeast region, consisting of the lower reaches 
of the Yangtze River; (e) the southern region, the area around Poyang 
Lake, stretching to the Pearl River Delta; and (f ) the northern region, the 
territory surrounding the Great Wall areas (Chang, 2004; Hsu, 2012).

Through contact and conflict, these six cultural systems gradually 
influenced one another and eventually coalesced to form the Yin-Shang 
civilization, well-known for its bronze technology, writing, and chariot 
warfare. The Yin-Shang people worshipped gods, and their writings were 
preserved in oracle bones which they used for divination. Moreover, they 
viewed their state as a central kingdom of high culture surrounded by 
other peoples with lesser cultural attainments (Mote, 1971).

2. Zhou dynasty and “Contention of a Hundred Schools of Thought” 
(c. 1046 BCE–221 BCE). Nevertheless, the great Yin-Shang state was 
conquered around 1111 BCE by the smaller Zhou state, a state in the 
west with lesser cultural and economic attainments, originally a subject 
of the Yin-Shang state. This victory, which established the Zhou dynasty, 
surprised everyone, even the Zhou. Why did it happen? Among the 
explanations that the Zhou people identified, they interpreted the con-
quest in terms of virtue: destruction came to Yin-Shang because it had 
lost its virtue. Historically, this interpretation was a novel one, for the 
Yin-Shang deities which the Zhou people also worshiped were not iden-
tified as benign or evil. This interpretation, which linked the power of 
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deities with the virtues of humans, had a profound influence, serving as a 
foundation for many Chinese philosophies (Hsu, 2012).

Confucius’s (551 BCE–479 BCE) ancestors were Yin-Shang aristocrats. 
Like many of Yin-Shang descent, Confucius was well-versed in Yin- 
Shang culture. He was born at a time when the Zhou polity was falling 
apart, with feudal lords’ power surpassing the king’s and increasing con-
flicts between the different fiefs (Hsu, 2012). As one familiar with Yin- 
Shang ceremonial ritual, who often assisted in temple rites, Confucius, 
perhaps more than most of his Zhou contemporaries, knew from per-
sonal experiences that harmony can be achieved if everyone follows rules 
with a reverent heart. Nevertheless, Confucius also identified strongly 
with the virtue-focused Zhou culture; as he stresses in the Analects (n.d.), 
the collection of his words and deeds, “I follow the Zhou” (Book III:14, 
cited in Bloom, 1999, p. 48). He instilled the Zhou ideal of virtue into 
his Yin-Shang culture,  and argued that sacred rituals would be meaning-
less if the persons following them are without virtue: “If a man be with-
out the virtues proper to humanity [ren], what has he to do with the rites 
of propriety?” (The Analects, Book III:3).

The virtues that Confucius upheld were wisdom (zhi 知), humaneness 
(ren, or benevolence and humanity), and courage, as his words in the 
Analects attest: “The man of wisdom [zhi 知] is never in two minds [about 
right and wrong]; the man of benevolence never worries; the man of 
courage is never afraid” (Confucius, 1979, p.  100). Here, the Chinese 
word zhi (知) denoting wisdom refers to the cognitive ability used in 
making clear judgments. It is a classical word now written in the modern 
script as zhi (智), the same word as in the compounds zhihui and zhili 
described earlier. This character was also used in the Analects to refer to 
intelligence, when Confucius distinguishes people of different levels of 
cognitive ability: “The Master said, ‘It is only the most intelligent [知 
zhi] and the most stupid who are not susceptible to change’” (Confucius, 
1979, p. 143). Confucius, then, held that most people can change their 
intelligence through education except for those whose intelligence is 
extremely high or low.

Of these three virtues, the second one, humaneness or benevolence, is 
seen as Confucius’s innovation. The Chinese character for this word is 仁 
(ren), which before Confucius denoted sensory pleasure (Liu, 1995), 
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appearance (Hsu, 2012), or a practice of human sacrifice (Xu, 2019). 
Confucius completely transformed its meaning and made it a term for 
virtue (Hsu, 2012; Liu, 1995). We can tell that this was a new meaning 
for ren since the Analects describes countless people asking Confucius to 
explain this term, and the book is full of Confucius’s explanations for this 
virtue and how it should be embodied in different contexts. What is ren? 
The pithy definition in the Analects is, “Do not impose on others what 
you yourself do not desire” (Confucius, 1979, p. 112). This is why com-
mon English translations for ren include humaneness (Bloom, 1999; Hu, 
2021), benevolence (Lau, 1979), or humanity (Shen, 2003). Many 
believe that Confucius’s ren marked in Chinese civilization the beginning 
of the Axial Age, a period when an emphasis on humanity appeared in 
many civilizations around the world (Jaspers, 1953; Liu, 1995).

Contrary to the respect and honor that Confucius received in later 
periods of Chinese history, he was not popular in his own time. Although 
famous for his knowledge and virtue, his ideas were not adopted by any 
of the feudal lords when he was alive. Not long after Confucius’s death, 
the political situation of the Zhou dynasty worsened: the fiefs had turned 
into powerful states and fought against one another for supremacy. The 
Warring States period (475 BCE–221 BCE) was characterized by almost 
nonstop warfare. Paradoxically, during this era different schools of 
thoughts flourished. It was during this time that Legalism, Mohism, 
Confucianism, Daoism, and many other schools took shape, as their 
respective proponents contended before feudal lords for political applica-
tion. This phenomenon is called “Contention of a Hundred Schools of 
Thought” in Chinese history.

Mencius (or Mengzi, 372 BCE–289 BCE), the most famous propo-
nent of Confucian thought, was born at the beginning of this era, almost 
a hundred years after the death of Confucius. Even though the ren of 
Confucius was not popular at that time, Mencius took up the ideal and 
expanded it. Not only did he exalt ren as the highest Confucian virtue, 
but he also went so far to argue that all human beings are born with the 
capacity to cultivate this virtue:

Suppose a man were, all of a sudden, to see a young child on a verge of 
falling into a well. He would certainly be moved to compassion,… From 
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this it can be seen that whoever is devoid of the heart of compassion is not 
human,…. The heart of compassion is the germ of benevolence [ren]. 
(Mencius, 1970, p. 82)

Thus, according to Mencius, it is intrinsic to human nature to be virtu-
ous. In the same paragraph, Mencius also states, “whoever is devoid of 
the heart of right and wrong is not human… the heart of right and wrong 
is [the germ of ] wisdom [智 zhi]” (Mencius, 1970, p. 83). From Mencius 
onward, ren has been considered more important and valuable than intel-
ligence/wisdom and courage. Following Mencius, Xunzi (or Hsün Tzu, 
289 BCE–238 BCE) also identified strongly with ren and argued that it 
should be cultivated through knowledge and education. In fact, the main 
function of knowledge and education is to cultivate ren, and the purpose 
of learning is to becoming a virtuous person (Lao, 1995–1996). Xunzi, 
the work traditionally attributed to the Chinese philosopher Xunzi, 
begins with an essay entitled “Encouraging Learning,” which says, 
“Learning should never cease.…. If the gentleman studies widely and 
each day examines himself, his wisdom [智 zhi] will become clear and his 
conduct be without fault” (Hsün Tzu, 1963, p. 15). Later in the same 
chapter, the text says, “Where does learning begin and where does it 
end?…, it begins with learning to be a man of breeding, and ends with 
learning to be a sage” (p. 19).

It is during this period that zhi, the word root for both wisdom and 
intelligence, was elevated to include moral judgment, and the efforts 
required to cultivate it. In addition, it is in texts attributed to the late 
Zhou period that we find the three compounds zhihui, zhili, and 
cōngmíng, which often denote high cognitive ability, with cōngmíng 
sometimes having an emphasis on sensory acuity. For example, in Laozi 
(Daodejing) the text reads, “When intelligence and wisdom [zhihui] 
emerged, there was great artifice” (Bloom et al., 1999, p. 84). In Mencius, 
a conversation that Mencius cites a saying from the state of Qi that is 
translated as, “You may be clever [zhihui], but it is better to make use of 
circumstances; you may have a hoe, but it is better to wait for the right 
season” (Mencius, 1970, p.  75). In Xunzi, the text describes a sage as 
“Astutely intelligent [cōngmíng] and possessing sage-like wisdom [zhi 
知]—he does not use these to place others in difficulty” (Knoblock, 
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1988, Book 6:10, p. 226). In Han Feizi (n.d.), a book attributed to the 
key Legalist philosopher Han Fei (281 BCE–233 BCE), the text reads: 
“kings sell official posts, subjects sell intellectual capabilities [zhili]” (Han 
Feizi, Book 35:195). Thus, in this period of time, zhihui, zhili, and 
cōngmíng probably denoted intelligence or high cognitive ability.

3. A unified country and experiments with Legalism, Daoism, and 
Confucianism (c. 221  BCE–220  CE). Legalism, a branch of Chinese 
philosophy whose essential conviction was that strong law and severe 
punishments rather than morality was the most reliable and useful instru-
ment for ruling a state (Wong, 2003), eventually won the contention 
among different schools of thought. The king of Qin, who adopted 
Legalism, eventually unified the whole country in 221 BCE and became 
the first emperor of the Qin dynasty. The Qin dynasty (221 BCE–206 BCE) 
brought standardized currency, weights, measures, and a uniform system 
of writing, which had a strong influence on Chinese civilization. As sinol-
ogist Victor Mair (2005) observes, it is the uniform system of writing 
that binds “Chinese civilization in a cohesive and enduring whole” (p. 4). 
However, the Qin dynasty is also well known for its “burning of books 
and burying of scholars” (Hsu, 2012; Lao, 1995–1996). Legalism pro-
poses that rulers should rule through force and should make people obe-
dient and easy to be controlled by depriving them of knowledge and 
education. These propositions are antithetical to Confucianism, which 
holds that rulers should rule with the virtue ren and encourage the people 
to cultivate their own virtue of ren through knowledge and education. 
When Confucian scholars’ criticism of the first emperor of the Qin 
dynasty increased, the emperor responded by burying alive 460 Confucian 
scholars in 212 BCE and, in 213 BCE, burning texts that the Legalists 
had not approved (Goldin, 2005). This harsh Legalistic rule failed, and 
the Qin dynasty (221 BCE–206 BCE) lasted only 15 years before it col-
lapsed in political chaos and was replaced by Han dynasty (206 BCE–220).

The early Han dynasty adopted the philosophy of Daoism (c. 
206 BCE–141 BCE). However, people soon noticed that government 
officials trained in the Confucian tradition were the most well-received 
and effective in public administration (Liu, 1999). Historical records 
show that Dong Zhongshu (179 BCE–104 BCE), a high-ranking official 
and a philosopher in the Han imperial court, wrote a memorial/
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memorandum to the Emperor Wu (141 BCE–87 BCE) around 140 BCE, 
suggesting that knowledge of Confucianism be a requirement for select-
ing officials. Emperor Wu later issued a decree regulating that the 
Confucian texts be included as a requirement for selecting officials. This 
decree, which later historians dubbed as “revering only the Confucianism,” 
ensured that all public officials were trained in the Confucian tradition, a 
practice that continued up until the Qing dynasty (1644–1912).

As a result of Dong Zhongshu’s suggestion, an Imperial academy, the 
Taixue, was established in 124 BCE where officials were taught Confucian 
ideas. Normally, instruction took one year to complete, and those who 
graduated were given positions in the Imperial bureaucracy. The number 
of students enrolled in the college grew from 3000 at the end of the first 
century BCE to 30,000 in the late Han period (c. third century). Thus, 
the bureaucracy in Han dynasty was dominated by officials trained in the 
Confucian tradition (Kwok et al., 1999). By the middle of Han dynasty 
then, the experiment with Legalism, Daoim, and Confucianism came to 
an end, and Confucianism became the dominant ideology.

From our perspective, it is Confucius’s emphasis on ren, with its focus 
on being compassionate in the interpersonal realm and cultivating one-
self in the intrapersonal realm, that has guided the modern Taiwanese 
conception of intelligence to focus on the interpersonal and intrapersonal 
aspects of intelligence, and the modern conceptions of wisdom to include 
benevolence and compassion as important factors. We also credit the 
influence of Confucian philosophy for the assumption held by many 
Taiwanese that people by nature will use their intelligence for good and 
humane purposes.

4. Neo-Daoism and Confucian scholars’ profound learning (c. 
220–580). However, when Confucian training gained a favored position, 
both the teaching and the learning of Confucianism became stagnant, 
since the classics were restricted to a particular mode of interpretation 
and texts of other schools of thought were often dismissed. To people 
who truly identified with Confucius’s ideal of ren, the situation was 
unbearable. Thus, they turned to Daoist texts for a deeper understanding 
of the Way (dao), a concept that Confucius also mentioned frequently in 
the Analects. When the unified Chinese state fell apart in the post-Han 
period, Confucian scholars devoted themselves to “profound learning” 
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(xuanxue), a type of learning aimed at explicating the true meaning of the 
Way, for an innovative interpretation of the dominant Confucian ortho-
doxy as well as a critique of corrupt practices. Neo-Daoism, a revival of 
Daoist philosophy, came into prominence from the third to sixth centu-
ries in Chinese intellectual history (Chan, 2003). During this period, 
scholars who were well-versed in Confucian classics also read the 
Daoist “three profound treatises”—the Book of Changes (Yijing), Laozi, 
and Zhuangzi—for insights into nature and the human condition. They 
believed that ancient sages, including Confucius, shared a profound 
understanding of the Way and were thus all Daoists (Chan, 2003). 
However, like Confucians who identified strongly with the ideal of ren, 
those scholars “may be said to have interpreted Daoism in the light of 
social and moral philosophy of Confucianism” (Lynn & Chan, 1999, 
p. 378). Nevertheless, it is because of their efforts to integrate Confucianism 
and Daoism that these Daoist classics are considered as essential reading 
for Chinese scholars, whether they identify themselves as Confucians or not.

Important texts of this period include Book of the Master Who Embraces 
Simplicity (or Baopuzi), Records of the Three Kingdoms (or Sānguózhì), A 
New Account of the Tales of the World (or Shishuo Xinyu), The Literary 
Mind and the Carving of Dragons (or Wén Xīn Diāo Lóng), and Precepts of 
the Yan Family (or Yanshi Jiaxun). The meanings of the compounds zhi-
hui, zhili, and cōngmíng found in these texts all seem to denote high 
cognitive ability or sound moral judgment (Chinese Text Project, n.d.). 
However, we speculate that it is the Daoist influence from this period 
onward that has guided Taiwanese conceptions of intelligence to include 
self-effacement and Taiwanese conceptions of wisdom to include mod-
esty and unobtrusiveness; both point to an emphasis on humility and 
nonaction (wuwei) derived from Daoist philosophy. In addition, it is 
through Zhuangzi, a book attributed to the Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi 
(369 BCE–286 BCE), that the distinction between “great understand-
ing” and “little understanding” was engrained in the mind of Chinese 
people. In Zhuangzi, the text reads “Little understanding [xiao zhi小知] 
cannot come up to great understanding [da zhi大知],… The morning 
mushroom know nothing of twilight and dawn; the summer cicada 
knows nothing of spring and autumn” (Chuang Tzu, 1964, p. 24). This 
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distinction corresponds well with the distinction that the Taiwanese make 
between little intelligence and great wisdom.

5. Chinese Mahayana Buddhism: A Confucianized version of 
Buddhism? (c. 580–907). History shows that Mahayana Buddhism, a 
branch of Buddhism claiming to offer salvation for all, spread throughout 
Central Asia to China (Hurvitz & Tsai, 1999). Based on official records, 
Buddhism came to China around the first century from India as a foreign 
religion (Lao, 1995–1996). The first generation of Buddhist monks were 
of Indian ancestry. Up to the fourth century, most Buddhist monks were 
ethnically Chinese. Some of them, such as Huiyuan (334–416) and Zhu 
Daosheng (360–434), were well-versed in Confucian and Daoist texts. 
After joining the discussion of xanxue, profound learning, they often 
impressed contemporary intellectuals with Buddhist philosophy by inter-
preting the texts of profound learning from a Buddhist perspective. 
Moreover, they were able to introduce Buddhism using common terms 
derived from Confucianism and Daoism, thus making knowledge of 
Buddhism fashionable and popular among the Chinese intellectuals 
(Hurvitz & Tsai, 1999; Lao, 1995–1996). In this way, Buddhism recon-
textualized itself in China, where it evolved into various Chinese tradi-
tions. Among them, the Chan school, which later in its Japanese version 
was called “Zen Buddhism,” was a full-blown Chinese Mahayana 
Buddhism (Shen, 2008). By the late tenth century, at the end of Tang 
dynasty (618–907), Buddhism had been assimilated into Chinese culture 
and became an essential cultural component (Hsu, 2012).

What is key in this assimilation process is the incorporation of the 
Confucian ideas, that ren is intrinsic to human nature and that everyone 
is capable of being virtuous, into Buddhism. In the Indian tradition, not 
everyone can attain Buddhahood, and there is a class of people—the 
Icchantika (Lao, 1995–1996)—who are “sentient being[s] without 
Buddha nature” (Shen, 2008, p. 124). However, the Chinese Buddhist 
master Zhu Daosheng, perhaps adopting Mencius’s idea that “all human 
beings are capable of becoming a Yao or a Shun [ancient sages]” (Mencius, 
Book VI-B: 2, cited in Bloom & Watson, 1999, p. 154), argued that “all 
sentient beings can become Buddha” (Shen, 2008, p. 125). Later, Chan 
Buddhism not only followed this central tenet of Chinese Mahayana 
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Buddhism but put it more radically: “All sentient beings are originally 
Buddha” (Shen, 2008, p. 126).

Regarding conceptions of intelligence and wisdom, Buddhism brought 
to the Chinese culture the Sanskrit word for wisdom “prajñā,” the under-
standing of the true nature of phenomena, which in the India tradition 
means both perfect and imperfect wisdom (Shen, 2008). Xuanzang 
(602–664), a Chinese Buddhist monk and also the greatest translator of 
Indian Buddhist texts in Chinese history, noted in his works that although 
the Chinese equivalent of prajñā is zhihui, prajñā (or “bore”般若, the 
phonetic translation of prajñā) should be used because “the use of the 
Sanskrit term ‘prajñā’ shows respect, whereas the use of the Chinese term 
zhihui智慧 (wisdom) turns out to be superficial” (般若尊重，智慧輕
淺) (Shen, 2008, p.  114). However, as Chinese Mahayana Buddhism 
became popular among the commoners, many Chan Buddhist texts 
adopted zhihui, rather than prajñā or bore, to denote perfect wisdom 
(Lao, 1995–1996), with the meaning of “immediate self-realization of 
the Buddhahood in the details of everyday life” (Shen, 2008, p. 114).

Searching for zhihui, zhili, and cōngming through such full-text data-
bases pertaining to the traditional Chinese classics as Scripta Sinica 
(n.d.) and the Chinese Text Project (n.d.), we found that the majority of 
appearances of zhihui in most writings after the Tang dynasty are in 
Chinese Buddhist texts (e.g., the Taishō Tripitạka/大正新脩大藏經, a 
definitive edition of the Chinese Buddhist canon). In these texts, zhihui 
most often denotes realization of Buddhahood or enlightenment. By 
contrast, most instances of cōngming and zhili in the same time period 
appear in non-Buddhist texts, such as in Tongdian (通典, c. 776–801), 
and still denote intelligence or high cognitive ability.

6. Neo-Confucianism: Incorporating lessons learned from Buddhism 
and Neo-Daoism to Confucianism (c. 960–1644). During the roughly 
eight centuries after the fall of the Han dynasty (c. 220) to the rise of the 
Song dynasty (960), Chinese culture was strongly influenced first by 
Neo-Daoism and then by Buddhism. In this period, the great Buddhist 
temples became intellectual centers, where Buddhist ways of teaching 
that encouraged direct learning sessions between a master and disciples 
were practiced (de Bary et  al., 1999). Confucianism remained the 
accepted code of ethics and the basis of the educational system because its 
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classics were required for civil service examination. Many treated the 
study of Confucian classics as an avenue for worldly success or as a 
method for achieving a degree of mastery over the language (Dien et al., 
1999). For those very few who identified strongly with Confucius’s ideal 
of ren, it was a time for reflection on Confucianism and learning from 
Daoism and Buddhism. Among them, Han Yu (768–824), a Tang 
dynasty scholar and official, was the most important figure (de Bary et al., 
1999). Han Yu adapted the terminology of Neo-Daoist and Buddhist 
philosophy to explain the Confucian ideas. Let’s take ren, for example. 
Confucius’s ren refers mostly to the compassionate intention and virtu-
ous acts one feels or does for other persons. After learning Daoist philoso-
phy, in which dao involves everything in the world and Buddhist 
philosophy in which Buddhahood involves all sentient beings, Han Yu 
broadened the definition of ren, stating, “To love largely is called human-
ness (ren)” (Yuandao, [“Essentials of the Moral Way”], cited in Dien et al., 
1999, p. 569). Facing the preeminence of Buddhism, Han Yu reaffirmed 
the Confucian integration of the private moral life of the individual with 
the public welfare of society (Dien et al., 1999). The works of Han Yu 
and other like-minded Confucians in the Tang dynasty (608–907) set the 
foundation for the Neo-Confucianism that blossomed in the Song 
dynasty (960–1279).

The Song dynasty ended the chaotic Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms 
(907–979) period, during which five dynasties succeeded one another in 
the north and more than twelve independent kingdoms were established 
in the south (Chan, 1987). In the early Song, Fan Zhongyan (989–1052), 
a scholar-official of humble origin who identified strongly with 
Confucius’s ideas, led a political reformation that laid the foundations for 
China’s public education system for the next millennium (Lee, 1990). 
Thus, many Confucians taught in public schools throughout the Song 
dynasty, and the Confucian ideals they disseminated changed the zeit-
geist and nourished Neo-Confucianism (Chan, 1987; Yang, 2016). The 
improvement in public schools also stimulated the development of pri-
vate schools, where influential scholars gave lectures from the Southern 
Song period (1227–1279) on until the Qing dynasty (1644–1912) 
(Lee, 1990).
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Neo-Confucianism began as a philosophical movement in a renais-
sance of Confucianism by several scholars who, as with most individuals 
who identify themselves as Confucians, upheld Confucius’s ideal of ren 
and shared Mencius’s belief that people are predisposed to be good. Neo- 
Confucianism later developed into a moral, ethical, and metaphysical 
philosophy (Hon, 2003). Nourished by lessons learned from Neo- 
Daoism and Buddhism, Neo-Confucian scholars enriched Confucius’s 
ren with li (理), a philosophical concept that they learned from Huayan 
Buddhism and which can be loosely understood as the principle that 
governs the universe (Liu, 2003). In his treatise “On Understanding the 
Nature of Ren”(識仁論), one of the most celebrated essays in Chinese 
literature, Neo-Confucian philosopher Cheng Hao (1032–1085) wrote, 
“The student must first of all understand the nature of ren [humaneness]. 
The humane man forms one body with all things comprehensively. 
Rightness, decorum, wisdom [zhi 智], and trustworthiness are all expres-
sions of ren” (cited in Adler et al., 1999, p. 694). From this, we can see 
that Confucius’s ren is applied not only to fellow individuals but to all 
things, a broadened perspective which perhaps can be credited to the les-
sons learned from the Neo-Daoist and Buddhist philosophies. Moreover, 
wisdom, which was once understood as the realization of Buddhahood, 
is now considered an expression of ren. Thus, through this and other 
similar integrations, Neo-Confucian philosophers transformed what they 
learned from Neo-Daoism and Buddhism into Confucian ideas.

Roughly a hundred years after Cheng-Hao, Zhu Xi (1130–1200) syn-
thesized the contributions of his Neo-Confucian predecessors and attrib-
uted ren to the cosmic principle (li) that produces and embraces all things 
(Adler et al., 1999). In humans, this principle is our moral nature, which 
is fundamentally good. Thus, Zhu Xi defined ren as compassionate love in 
the widest sense; it is not only the essential human virtue but also a cosmic 
force. He argued that “ren involves love for all” and “[h]umaneness is the 
principle originally inherent in the human mind… It must be put into 
practice by human beings before it becomes humaneness” (Zhuzi wenji 
67:21, cited in Adler et al., 1999, p. 712). Thus, for Zhu Xi, wisdom is a 
component of ren: “it can be seen that ren includes wisdom” (Zhuzi wenji 
67:21, cited in Adler et al., 1999, p. 712) and “[w]henever and wherever 
humaneness flows and operates,…wisdom will be fully wisdom” (Zhuzi 
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wenji 67:21, cited in Adler et al., 1999, p. 711). We believe that it is this 
all-encompassing ren and its relation to wisdom that guides Taiwanese to 
include “profound and open-mindedness” in their conceptions of wisdom.

What is special about Zhu Xi’s philosophy is that, as a dynamic teacher 
at a prestigious private academy, he selected four books as basic texts for 
learning Confucian philosophy: the Analects, the Mencius, the Great 
Learning, and the Doctrine of the Mean. These four books, together with 
Zhu Xi’s commentaries, were known as the “Four Books” in subsequent 
dynasties; they became the basis of the civil service examinations and 
hence the official orthodoxy from the fourteenth century to the turn of 
the twentieth century. In addition, his writings were accepted as the most 
complete and authoritative exposition of Confucian teaching in Japan 
and Korea, and hence exerted significant influences on the cultural devel-
opment of East Asia well into modern times (Adler et al., 1999).

More than a hundred years after Zhu Xi, Wang Yangming (1472–1529) 
in the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) reasoned that if humaneness is the 
principle originally inherent in the human mind, then whoever has inner 
knowing of this principle will naturally act upon it. He thus argued for the 
unity of knowledge and action by stating, “There have never been people 
who know but do not act. Those who are supposed to know but do not 
act simply do not yet know” (Instructions for Practical Living, cited in de 
Bary et al., 1999, p. 850). Thus, the high value that the Taiwanese concep-
tion of wisdom gives to actions that embody wisdom may also be credited 
to the Neo-Confucian emphasis on the unity of knowledge and action.

7. Qing dynasty and the study of history (1644–1911). The Qing 
dynasty, a Manchu-led conquest dynast, succeeded the Ming dynasty and 
was the last dynasty before the founding of the Republic of China (ROC), 
the government of Taiwan. Pained by the rule of the Manchu, who were 
considered an alien ethnic group and had their own distinct culture and 
language, many Confucian scholars turned to history to seek the “prin-
ciple” (li) of being Chinese. Thus, the study of history absorbed the best 
minds in the Qing dynasty. It is owing to their investigation of history 
that the concept of “Chinese civilization” as we now identify it was for-
mulated. They put great emphasis on checking historical knowledge with 
objective evidence, and their exegetical studies lead us to know that many 
Confucian classics that had been attributed to Confucius and his 
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disciples, such as the Book of Changes (Yijing), The Doctrine of the Mean, 
and Great Learning, were actually written by his admirers in the Han 
dynasty (Lao, 1995–1996). Moreover, they also reflected on and criti-
cized Neo- Confucianism and argued that practicality of thought, that 
all- encompassing Neo-Confucian philosophy, should be put into prac-
tice to benefit daily living and to manage society. This was thus an era in 
which the value of knowledge and wisdom was upheld. For example, Dai 
Zhen (1724–1777), “possibly the most representative thinker and scholar 
of the Qing dynasty (MacMorran et al., 2000, p. 43), discussed zhi (智or 
wisdom) intensively in his famous treatise the Inquiry into Goodness (Yüan 
Shan 原善). He wrote: “A mind that acquires the principles of order and 
reason and therefore exhibits orderly patterns in its thoughts in accor-
dance with the principles of order and reason can be said to be wise [zhi]. 
Is it not hidden in wisdom [zhi] that one may find benevolence [ren]?” 
(cited in Cheng, 1971, p. 67). From this we can see that the status of 
wisdom had changed. Thus, from the Song and Ming dynasties to the 
Qing dynasty, the conceptions of wisdom had lifted from an expression 
of humanness to the platform through which humaneness can be dis-
played. It is perhaps owing to Qing Confucian scholars’ emphasis on 
practicality of thought that Taiwanese people emphasize that wisdom 
should be embodied in real-life contexts.

8. The Republican era and the scientific ways of research (1911–now). 
In 1842, the Qing lost the Opium War to Great Britain; this event marks 
the beginning of modern Chinese history (Hsu, 2012). What came with 
opium were Western influences. Learning Western knowledge so as to 
catch up with the West has become the zeitgeist since then (Sun, 1924). 
Many young people started to study abroad (Leibovitz & Miller, 2011). 
In 1911, a revolution led by Dr. Sun Yat-sen overthrew the Qing dynasty, 
and the Republic of China (ROC), which adopts the Western style of 
government, was founded. The Chinese civilization thus entered its 
Republican era (Hsu, 2012). Scientific ways of research have attracted 
the best Chinese minds since then, including those in humanities. Those 
who identify strongly with Confucius’s ren also have devoted themselves 
to scientific ways of research, including psychology. However, they 
adopted the same strategy as Confucius, scholars of profound learning, 
Chinese Mahayana Buddhists, and Neo-Confucians when facing other 
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cultures and new knowledge: they chose to incorporate the best of West 
and East rather than total Westernization. This proposition, that one 
should learn maximally from other cultures while cherishing one’s own 
culture, has been followed by many even after the ROC government was 
relocated to Taiwan in 1949.

It is with this mindset that the Taiwanese met IQ tests. When the 
Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale and the Revised Wechsler Intelligence 
Scale for Children were first introduced to Taiwan in the 1960s and 
1970s, they were translated using the Chinese compound zhihui, as 
“Wechsler Zhihui Scale” (Fan, 1979; Lu & Chien, 1968). With IQ tests 
being administered more frequently in schools, it is our observation that 
many Taiwanese are learning to re-conceptualize intelligence as innate 
ability, the very abilities that IQ tests claim to measure. In fact, the trans-
lation of “IQ tests” was soon changed to “zhili tests” (Lu et al., 1988). 
However, some authors still use zhihui to translate “multiple intelli-
gences” and “emotional intelligence” (Chang & Chang, 2003; Chen, 
2008), perhaps because “intelligence” in these two terms denote more 
than high cognitive ability.

Focusing on some of the major points from this brief review of impor-
tant cultural elements in Chinese intellectual history, we note that zhi, 
the Chinese word root for the Chinese term for wisdom (zhihui) and 
intelligence (zhili), originally denoted high cognitive ability, but gradu-
ally expanded in meaning. It came to incorporate Mencius’s idea of “the 
heart of right and wrong” to denote the ability to make sound moral 
judgment, and Zhuangzi’s idea of “greater understanding” to denote hav-
ing rich knowledge and a broadened perspective. Of the two compounds, 
zhihui gradually came to incorporate “the understanding of the true 
nature of phenomena” from the Indian concept of “prajñā” (Shen, 2008), 
“the realization of Buddhahood” from Chan Buddhism (Shen, 2008), “an 
expression of humaneness” from Neo-Confucianism (Adler et al., 1999), 
and “a mind that acquires and exhibits the humane cosmic principle” 
from Qing scholars (Cheng, 1971). It thus encompasses much more 
meanings than zhili, which literarily means the power of zhi. Thus, per-
fect zhi or intelligence can be wisdom in the Taiwanese cultural context.

6 Wisdom as Perfect Intelligence: Intelligence and Wisdom… 



140

 A Study of the Differences between Wisdom 
and Intelligence as Perceived by Young 
Taiwanese in Modern Times

How do modern Taiwanese conceive of wisdom and intelligence? 
Compared to elderly Taiwanese, young Taiwanese are less entrenched in 
traditional Chinese ways of thinking but may be more sensitive to 
Taiwanese culture. To examine empirically how young Taiwanese per-
ceived intelligence and wisdom, we conducted a pilot study by giving an 
open-ended questionnaire to 148 Taiwanese college students asking 
about the differences between wisdom and intelligence.

These 148 young Taiwanese were recruited from university classes: stu-
dents were invited to participate and to spread the word to their friends 
and relatives who were less than 30  years old. Among them, 90 were 
females (61%) and 58 were males (39%). Their ages ranged from 18 to 
26 years old (Mtotal = 19.2, SDtotal = 1.94). Their majors can be roughly 
classified into nine categories (e.g., Language and Literature, Policy and 
Administration, Education, Chemistry, Engineering, Finance, 
Information Management, Social Policy and Social Work, and Economics). 
They came from the northern, central, and southern parts of Taiwan.

They were asked to respond to a “Survey of Wisdom and Intelligence,” 
which involves eight open-ended questions: (a) “What do you think is 
the major difference between wisdom and intelligence?”; (b) “What are 
the most important differences between an intelligent person and a wise 
person?”; (c) “Would you like to become an intelligent person?”; (d) 
“Based on your own standards, are you an intelligent person?”; (e) “What 
efforts are needed for you to become the ideal intelligent person you 
envisioned?”; (f ) “Would you like to become a wise person?”; (g) “Based 
on your own standard, are you a wise person?”; and (h) “What efforts are 
needed for you to become the ideal wise person you envisioned?”

They were reminded that there were no “right” answers for those ques-
tions. They received credits in a psychology course for responding to the 
questionnaire. Because the term zhili is more often used in formal or 
academic writings, the Chinese term used in this study for intelligence is 
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cōngming, and for wisdom is zhihui, both following the examples set by 
previous studies (Yang, 2001; Yang & Sternberg, 1997a, b).

Once their responses were collected, we recruited five analysts from a 
university in central Taiwan to conduct independent thematic analyses. 
The analysts came from education-related departments: One had a grad-
uate level of education, while the rest had a college level of education. 
Four were females. Their ages ranged from 19 to 22 (Mage  =  20.6, 
SD = 1.04). Analysts were instructed to read each response thoroughly, 
and then to analyze it thematically (Guest et al., 2014). Each response 
was unitized and coded based on its dominant themes. Similar themes 
were then clustered into dimensions. A research team, consisting of the 
five analysts and the principal researcher, met to discuss and resolve dis-
agreements after the analysis was complete.

Results of this preliminary study showed that most participants con-
ceived of wisdom and of intelligence somewhat differently. Following is a 
brief description of the most frequent responses collected for each ques-
tion, which includes five sections: (1) The major differences between wis-
dom and intelligence; (2) The most important difference between “an 
intelligent person” and “a wise person”; (3) The desirability of being an 
intelligent or a wise person; (4) Self-evaluation of own intelligence and 
wisdom; and (5) Efforts needed to become the ideal intelligent or 
wise person.

1. The major differences between wisdom and intelligence. The 148 
young Taiwanese most frequently compared wisdom and intelligence on 
two dimensions: origin and application. In terms of origin, participants 
most frequently mentioned that wisdom results from accumulating les-
sons learned from life experience (n = 101, 68%), while intelligence was 
most frequently described as being related to innate ability (n = 85, 57%). 
In terms of application, they most frequently stated that intelligence is 
most often used to learn knowledge and skills (n = 55, 37%), while they 
described wisdom most frequently as being applied to dealing with 
human affairs (n = 54, 36%).

2. The most important difference between “an intelligent person” and 
“a wise person”. Twenty-two (15%) of the 148 young Taiwanese indi-
cated that wise persons are not necessarily intelligent, nor are intelligent 
persons necessarily wise. Nevertheless, 18 of them (12%) believed that 
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wisdom is more difficult to achieve and that intelligence is a component 
of wisdom. They described wise persons as individuals who can manage 
human affairs, including their own, well (n = 67, 45%), who continually 
and purposefully learn from life experience (n = 39, 26%), who are ratio-
nal and calm (n = 31, 21%), selfless and altruistic (n = 15, 10%), have 
broad perspectives and profound visions (n  =  11, 7%), and earn true 
respect from people (n = 8, 5%). While they gave no negative descrip-
tions for wise persons, more than one-third of them (n  =  57, 38%) 
described intelligent persons negatively. They described intelligent per-
sons as individuals who have a high IQ (n = 30, 20%), are good at learn-
ing knowledge and skills (n = 23, 16%), can solve problems with efficiency 
(n = 22, 15%), are often conceited (n = 27, 18%), profit-oriented (n = 15, 
10%), quick-tempered, and short-sighted (n = 21, 14%), and can be too 
smart for their own good (n = 24, 16%).

3. The desirability of being an intelligent or a wise person. Among the 
148 young Taiwanese, 144 (97%) indicated that they “very much” or 
“definitely” wanted to be a wise person, and 4 (3%) answered “not really” 
or “doesn’t matter.” One hundred and eleven (75%) of the same 148 
indicated that they wanted to be an intelligent person, and 37 (25%) 
wrote “not really” or “not at all.” The results of a chi-square test showed 
that these two distributions were significantly different: χ2 (1, N=148) = 5.48 
(p < 0.05), with more participants desiring to be a wise person than an 
intelligent person.

4. Self-evaluation of own intelligence and wisdom. Altogether, 122 of 
the respondents (82%) indicated that they did not think they were wise 
persons, and 26 (18%) believed that they had some wisdom. One hun-
dred and seven (72%) of the same 148 indicated that they were not intel-
ligent persons, and 41 (28%) believed that they could be considered 
intelligent persons. The results of a chi-square test showed that these two 
distributions were not significantly different: χ2 (1, N = 148) = 2.39 (p = 0.12).

5. Efforts needed to become the ideal intelligent or wise person. Their 
responses on the efforts needed to become the ideal wise or intelligent 
person are similar. They mentioned (1) continuously learning and broad-
ening one’s perspective (n wise = 73, 49%; n intelligent = 66, 45%); (2) having 
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a modest attitude and purposefully learning from more intelligent or 
wiser people (n wise = 51, 34%; n intelligent = 24, 16%); (3) constantly apply-
ing what has been learned into real-life practices and continuing to accu-
mulate experiences (n wise = 49, 33%; n intelligent = 47, 32%); (4) managing 
emotions better and having more patience (n wise = 26, 33%; n intelligent 5, 
3%); (5) having more confidence and courage  to face difficulties and 
remembering the mistakes one made (n wise = 24, 16%; n intelligent = 4, 3%); 
(6) thinking more deeply and thoroughly and forming one’s own opin-
ions (n wise = 24, 16%; n intelligent = 36, 24%); (7) having good relationships 
with others and trying to help others as much as possible (n wise = 18, 
12%; n intelligent = 12, 8%); and (8) learning more about oneself and find-
ing one’s own goals (n wise = 7, 5%; n intelligent = 11, 7%). In addition, 31 
respondents (21%) indicated that intelligence is primarily an inborn trait 
and so not subject to change; no one indicated that it is impossible to 
become a wise person.

The results of a chi-square test showed that these two distributions 
were significantly different: χ2 (8, N = 508) = 71.92 (p < 0.001). Post hoc tests 
showed that those young Taiwanese put more emphasis on “having a 
modest attitude and purposefully learning from wiser people” (p < 0.05), 
“managing emotions better and having more patience” (p < 0.05), and 
“having more confidence and courage to face difficulties and remember-
ing the mistakes one made” (p  <  0.05) when considering the efforts 
needed to become wise, but more emphasis on “thinking more deeply 
and thoroughly and forming one’s own opinions” (p < 0.05) and “being 
unable to change what one is born with” (p < 0.05) in becoming intelligent.

To summarize, results of this preliminary study show that this sample 
of young people in Taiwan conceived of both wisdom and intelligence 
broadly; each of the two concepts covers more ground than cognitive 
ability. However, they also were conceived somewhat differently: wisdom, 
which was described in positive terms, was regarded more highly than 
intelligence. While more of the young Taiwanese indicated that they were 
not wise, they all believed that wisdom can be achieved by one’s efforts. 
More than half of them believed that intelligence is related to innate abil-
ity, and one-fifth of them believed it cannot be changed. Nevertheless, 
the efforts that the respondents prescribed for becoming wise or 
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intelligent individuals were similar, even though they emphasized certain 
kinds of growth more for becoming wise than for becoming intelligent.

The results largely correspond with the concepts of wisdom and intel-
ligence we examined in Chinese intellectual history. However, not all 
young Taiwanese shared our assumption that people will naturally use 
their intelligence for good purposes, since some described intelligent per-
sons negatively. Nevertheless, participants mentioned similar efforts for 
becoming wise and becoming intelligent. Our results suggest that young 
Taiwanese view wisdom as perfect intelligence.

 Conclusions and Suggestions

Based on our work here, we suggest that that future psychological studies 
of wisdom and intelligence make it a point to take important contextual 
elements, including intellectual and cultural history, into account. We 
suggest too that future studies of wisdom and intelligence in the Chinese 
language make a distinction between these two concepts a priori and 
choose the appropriate translations accordingly.

Altogether, this exploration shows how perceptions of the two con-
cepts are influenced by historical events,  and  people’s actions and 
choices both in the past and present. It also demonstrates how under-
standing of the two  concepts is enhanced when looking at them in 
cultural context. Such understanding may help in recognizing applica-
tions of people’s intelligence and wisdom when they occur in the real 
world, in both small-scale and large-scale situations. Taiwan’s decisions 
and actions during the COVID-19 pandemic is an example of the lat-
ter: “Taiwan has successfully fought COVID-19 as a democracy, par-
ticularly in its incremental improvements on testing, tracing, and 
isolation without significantly compromising fundamental freedoms 
and civil liberties” (Soon, 2021, July 29) even though it “is 81 miles off 
the coast of mainland China and was expected to have the second high-
est number of cases” (Wang et al., 2020 March 3). An earlier, and simi-
larly national-scale event concerns Taiwan after World War II when it 
was one of the “only two major emerging economies to grow faster than 
5 percent for five decades in a row and to rise from poverty into the 
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ranks of developed economies” (Sharma, 2020, December 14) despite 
the constant threat of military invasion from China (Tai et al., 2021, 
April 30). These facts attest to the efforts of the Taiwanese people to 
strive toward wisdom by using their intelligence for good and humane 
purposes, as well as their decisions and actions to incorporate the best 
of the East and West. Hence, intelligence in context means not only 
seeing and understanding intelligence in context, but also encouraging 
contextualized applications of intelligence. In the cultural context of 
Taiwan, such applications point to perfecting intelligence in the effort 
to realize wisdom.

Acknowledgment The Ministry of Science and Technology of Taiwan, ROC 
funded this study under grant number MOST 108-2410-H-260-012-SS2 and 
MOST110-2410-H-260-019-SS2. We thank Dr. Song-po Lin for statistical 
advice, Sophie M. C. Hsiao, Yu-fen Lin, An-he Chang, and Cai-ting Sun for 
their capable research assistance, and Dr. Robert Reynolds and Jane Katz for 
their editing help.

References

Adler, J., Birdwhistell, A., Chan, W. T., de Bary, W. T., & Liu, S. (1999). Neo- 
Confucianism: The philosophy of human nature and the way of the sage. In 
W. T. de Bary & I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From earliest 
times to 1600 (pp. 667–719). Columbia University Press.

Bloom, I. (1999). Confucius and the Analects. In W. T. de Bary & I. Bloom 
(Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From earliest times to 1600 (pp. 41–63). 
Columbia University Press.

Bloom, I., & Watson, B. (1999). The evolution of the Confucian tradition in 
antiquity. In W. T. de Bary & I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: 
From earliest times to 1600 (pp. 112–189). Columbia University Press.

Bloom, I., Watson, B., Graham, A. C., & de Bary, W. T. (1999). The way of 
Laozi and Zhuangzi. In W. T. de Bary & I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese 
tradition: From earliest times to 1600 (pp. 77–112). Columbia University Press.

Chan, W.-C. (1987). 范仲淹研究 [Research on Fan Zhongyan]. Joint Publishing.

6 Wisdom as Perfect Intelligence: Intelligence and Wisdom… 



146

Chan, A.  K. L. (2003). Daoism (Taoism): Neo-Daoism (Xuanxue, Hsüan- 
hsüeh). In A. S. Cua (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Chinese philosophy (pp. 214–222). 
Routledge.

Chang, K.張光直 (2004).論“中國文明的起源” [On the origins of Chinese 
civilization]. 文物 [Cultural Relics], 1, 73–81.

Chang, Y.-J. 張玉茹, & Chang, C.-Y.張景媛 (2003).多元智慧教學與歷程檔
案評量對國中生英語學業表現、學習動機、學習策略與班級氣氛的
影響 [Assessment on English learning achievement, learning motivation, 
learning strategy, and class climate in English class of junior high school]. 教
育心理學報 [Bulletin of Educational Psychology], 34, 199–220. https://doi.
org/10.6251/BEP.20020823.

Chen, M.-C.陳妙智 (1995, December). 人工智慧 [Artificial Intelligence]. 圖
書館學與資訊科學大辭典[National Academy for Educational Research]. 
http://terms.naer.edu.tw/detail/1683723/

Chen, L.-C.陳李綢 (2008). 中學生情緒智慧測量與適應性指標研究 
[Research on emotional intelligence measurements and adaptive index of 
junior high school students. 教育心理學報 [Bulletin of Educational 
Psychology], 39, 61–81.

Chen, C.-H., Yang, J.-H., Chiang, C. W. K., et al. (2016). Population structure 
of Han Chinese in the modern Taiwanese population based on 10,000 par-
ticipants in the Taiwan Biobank project. Human Molecular Genetics, 25(24), 
5321–5331. https://doi.org/10.1093/hmg/ddw346

Cheng, C.-Y. (1971). Tai Chên’s inquiry into goodness: A translation of the Yüan 
Shan, With an introductory essay. University of Hawaii Press.

Chinese Text Project. (n.d.). https://ctext.org/
Chu, Y.-H. (2012). China and East Asian democracy: The Taiwan factor. Journal 

of Democracy, 23(1), 42–56.
Chuang Tzu. (1964). Chuang Tzu: Basic writings (B. Watson, Trans.). Columbia 

University Press.
Confucius. (1979). The analects. (D. C. Lau Trans.) Penguin Books.
de Bary, W. T., Chan, W. T., Bloom, I., Smith, J. H., Chu, R. G., Tadao, S., 

Busch, H., & Tu, W. (1999). Self and society in the Ming. In W. T. de Bary 
& I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From earliest times to 1600 
(pp. 841–924). Columbia University Press.

de Bary, W.  T., Guarino, M., Hartman, C., Lee, T.  H. C., Tillman, H., 
Schirokauer, C., Watson, B., & Chan, H. (1999). The Confucian rival in the 
Song. In W. T. de Bary & I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From 
earliest times to 1600 (pp. 587–666). Columbia University Press.

 S. Yang et al.

https://doi.org/10.6251/BEP.20020823
https://doi.org/10.6251/BEP.20020823
https://ctext.org/


147

Dien, A., Johnson, W., de Bary, W. T., Gentaler, J. M., Waley, A., Owen, S., 
Hartman, C., & Watson, B. (1999). The role of Confucianism in the Tang. 
In W. T. de Bary & I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From earliest 
times to 1600 (pp. 539–586). Columbia University Press.

Eurasia’s modern practical English-English and English-Chinese dictionary. (1979). 
Eurasia Book.

Fan, D.-H. 范德鑫 (1979). 修訂魏氏兒童智慧量表因素結構之分析及相
關研究 [A study on the factor structure of R-WISC in China and its short 
form for Chinese subjects]. 教育心理學報 [Bulletin of Educational 
Psychology], 12, 167–182. https://doi.org/10.6251/BEP.19790601.12.

Goldin, P.  R. (2005). The rise and fall of the Qin empire. In V.  H. Mair, 
N. S. Steinhardt, & P. R. Goldin (Eds.), The Hawai’i reader in traditional 
Chinese culture (pp. 151–160). University of Hawai'i Press.

Government Portal of the Republic of China (Taiwan). (2015). History. https://
www.taiwan.gov.tw/content_3.php

Guest, G., MacQueen, K. M., & Namey, E. E. (2014). Applied thematic analysis. 
Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483384436

Han Feizi, Book 35, 195 (n.d.). 中國哲學書電子化計劃 [Chinese Text 
Project]. https://ctext.org/dictionary.pl?if=gb&id=2499

Hon, T. (2003). Confucianism: Song (Sung). In A. S. Cua (Ed.), Encyclopedia of 
Chinese philosophy (pp. 135–139). Routledge.

Hsu, C. (2012). China: A new cultural history. Columbia University Press.
Hsün Tzu. (1963). Hsün Tzu: Basic writings. (B.  Watson, Trans.). Columbia 

University Press.
Hu, X. (2021). The relativity of ren (Humaneness): Re-examining 2A6 and 6A6 

of the Mengzi from the perspective of self-introspection in experience. Asian 
Studies IX (XXV), 1, 181–201. https://doi.org/10.4312/as.2021.9.1.181- 201

Hurvitz, L., & Tsai, H. T. (1999). The introduction of Buddhism. In W. T. de 
Bary & I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From earliest times to 
1600 (pp. 415–432). Columbia University Press.

Hwang, Y.  M. 黃源謀 (2015). 台灣通史 [Taiwan general history] (3rd ed.). 
Wun-ching.

Jaspers, K. (1953). The origin and goal of history. Yale University Press.
Knoblock, J. (1988). Xunzi: A translation and study of the complete work (Vol. 1). 

Stanford University Press.
Kwok, D. W. Y., Queen, S., Watson, B., Lynn, R. J., de Bary, W. T., & Bloom, 

I. (1999). The imperial order and Han syntheses. In W. T. de Bary & I. Bloom 

6 Wisdom as Perfect Intelligence: Intelligence and Wisdom… 

https://doi.org/10.6251/BEP.19790601.12
https://www.taiwan.gov.tw/content_3.php
https://www.taiwan.gov.tw/content_3.php
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483384436
https://ctext.org/dictionary.pl?if=gb&id=2499
https://doi.org/10.4312/as.2021.9.1.181-201


148

(Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From earliest times to 1600 (pp. 283–353). 
Columbia University Press.

Lao, S. 勞思光 (1995–1996). 新編中國哲學史(冊[一]–[三下])[The history of 
Chinese philosophy, vols. 1–3b]. Sang-Ming Books.

Lee, T. H. C. (1990). 范仲淹與北宋的書院傳統 [Fan Zhongyan and the tra-
dition of academies (shuyuan) in the Northern Song era]. In Proceedings of the 
International Conference on Fan Zhongyan’s 1000th birthday (pp. 1399–1426). 
National Taiwan University.

Leibovitz, L., & Miller, M. I. (2011). Fortunate sons: the 120 Chinese boys who 
came to America, went to school, and revolutionized an ancient 
Civilization. Norton.

Liang, S. C., et al. (Eds.). (1973). A new practical Chinese-English dictionary. The 
Far East Book.

Liang, S. C., et al. (Eds.). (2007). Far East English-Chinese dictionary. The Far 
East Book.

Lin, P. Y. 林炳炎 (2004). 保衛大台灣的美援(1949–1957)[V.S. de Beausset’s 
Order of Brilliant Star]. San Min.

Liu, J. H. 劉家和 (1995). 論中國古代軸心時期的文明與原始傳統的關係 
[On the relation between Chinese culture in the Axial Age and primitive 
traditions.]古代中國與世界 [Ancient China and the World] (pp. 460–472).
武漢 [Wuhan].

Liu, G.  S劉桂生 (1999). 近代學人對「罷黜百家、獨尊儒術」的誤解及
其成因 [On modern misinterpretation of “dismissing the hundred schools, 
revering only the Confucianism’ and its causes]. 中國史學史研討會：從比
較觀點出發論文集[Proceedings of Seminar on Chinese Historiography 
(pp. 223–398). 稻香 [Dao-xiang].

Liu, S. (2003). Li: Principle, pattern, reason. In A. S. Cua (Ed.), Encyclopedia of 
Chinese philosophy (pp. 364–370). Routledge.

Lu, C.-M. 盧欽銘, & Chien, M.-F.簡茂發 (1968). 魏氏成人智慧量表修訂
初步報告 [A preliminary report on the revision of WAIS for the Chinese 
people].心理與教育[Psychology and Education], 2, 138–149. https://doi.
org/10.29811/PE.196812.0011

Lu, C.-M. 盧欽銘, Hwang, C.-H.黃堅厚, Lu, C.-Y.路君約, Lin, C.-S.林清
山, Chien, M.-F.簡茂發, Wu, W.-T.吳武典, & Wu, T.-H.吳鐵雄 (1988). 
考夫曼兒童智力測驗修訂報告 [A report on the revision of the Kaufman 
Assessment Battery for Children (K-ABC)]. 教育心理學報 [Bulletin of 
Educational Psychology], 21, 1–16. https://doi.org/10.6251/BEP.19880601.1.

 S. Yang et al.

https://doi.org/10.29811/PE.196812.0011
https://doi.org/10.29811/PE.196812.0011
https://doi.org/10.6251/BEP.19880601.1


149

Lu, G. S., et al. (Eds.). (2000). Collins Cobuild English-Chinese language diction-
ary. Dong-Hwa.

Lynn, R. J., & Chan, W.-T. (1999). Learning of the mysterious. In W. T. de 
Bary & I. Bloom (Eds.), Sources of Chinese tradition: From earliest times to 
1600 (pp. 377–391). Columbia University Press.

MacMorran, I., Rowe, W., Struve, L., Ewell, J., & Mann, S. (2000). The Chinese 
tradition in retrospect. In W.  T. de Bary & R.  Lufrano (Eds.), Sources of 
Chinese tradition: From 1600 through the twentieth century (pp.  3–72). 
Columbia University Press.

Mair, V. H. (2005). Introduction. In V. H. Mair, N. S. Steinhardt, & P. R. Goldin 
(Eds.), Hawaii reader in traditional Chinese culture (pp. 1–7). University of 
Hawai'i Press. 

Mencius. (1970). (D. C. Lau, Trans.). Penguin Books.
Mote, F. (1971). Intellectual foundations of China. Knopf.
National University of Kaohsiung. (n.d.). 認識智慧財產權 [Getting to know 

intellectual property rights]. https://www2.nuk.edu.tw/lib/copyright/
Scripta Sinica. (n.d.). http://hanchi.ihp.sinica.edu.tw/ihp/help.htm.
Sharma, R. (2020, December 14). Pound for pound, Taiwan is the most impor-

tant place in the world. The New  York Times. https://www.nytimes.
com/2020/12/14/opinion/taiwan- computer- chips.html

Shen, V. (2003). Ren (Jen): Humanity. In A.  S. Cua (Ed.), Encyclopedia of 
Chinese philosophy (pp. 643–647). Routledge.

Shen, V. (2008). Wisdom and learning to be wise in Chinese Mahayana 
Buddhism. In M.  Ferrari & G.  Potworowski (Eds.), Teaching for wisdom: 
Cross-cultural perspectives on fostering wisdom (pp. 113–133). Springer.

Shen, V. (2009). Enjoy in the breeze of spring—living in the Confucian tradi-
tion. In A. Sharma (Ed.), Why I am a believer: Personal reflections on nine 
world religions (pp. 150–190). Penguin Books India.

Soon, W. (2021, July 29). Why Taiwan is beating COVID-19 – Again: How did 
Taiwan suppress this wave, even as Australia, Vietnam, and Singapore are 
struggling with an uptick of the virus? The Diplomat. https://thediplomat.
com/2021/07/why- taiwan- is- beating- covid- 19- again/

Sternberg, R. J. (1985). Implicit theories of intelligence, creativity, and wisdom. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 49, 607–627.

Sun, Y.-S. (1924). Civil nationalism VI. Three principles of the people. https://
zh.m.wikisource.org/wiki/%E4%B8%89%E6%B0%91%E4%B8%BB%E
7%BE%A9/%E6%B0%91%E6%97%8F%E4%B8%BB%E7%BE%A9%
E7%AC%AC%E5%85%AD%E8%AC%9B

6 Wisdom as Perfect Intelligence: Intelligence and Wisdom… 

https://www2.nuk.edu.tw/lib/copyright/
http://hanchi.ihp.sinica.edu.tw/ihp/help.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/14/opinion/taiwan-computer-chips.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/14/opinion/taiwan-computer-chips.html
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/why-taiwan-is-beating-covid-19-again/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/why-taiwan-is-beating-covid-19-again/


150

Tai, Y.-C., Chung, Y.-C., Liu, K.-T., & Lim, E. (2021, April 30). The Economist 
names Taiwan as most dangerous place on earth. Focus Taiwan. https://
focustaiwan.tw/politics/202104300017

Tech Focus (2015, Oct 26). 智慧型手機發展史 [The history of smart-
phone development]. 科技[Technology]. https://kknews.cc/zh-tw/tech/
vpngv8y.html

The Analects, Book III:3 (n.d.). 中國哲學書電子化計劃 [Chinese Text Project]. 
https://ctext.org/dictionary.pl?if=gb&id=1144

Wang, J., Ng, C. Y., & Brook, R. H. (2020, March 3). Response to COVID-19 in 
Taiwan: Big data analytics, new technology, and proactive testing. Journal of 
the American Medical Association. Retrieved from https://jamanetwork.com/
journals/jama/fullarticle/2762689.

Weller, R.  P. (1999). Alternate civilities: Democracy and culture in China and 
Taiwan. Westview.

Wong, Y. (2003). Legalism. In A. S. Cua (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Chinese philoso-
phy (pp. 361–364). Routledge.

Xu, G. (2019). On the origin of ren仁: A practice of human sacrifice and mar-
tyrdom in early Chinese history. Archives of Boston Society of Confucius, 1, 29–39.

Yang, S.-Y. (1996). Taiwanese Chinese people’s conceptions of intelligence. 
Unpublished Predissertation manuscript. Yale University, New Haven, 
Connecticut.

Yang, S.-Y. (1998). Wisdom: A Taiwanese Chinese perspective. (Unpublished 
Dissertation manuscript). Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut.

Yang, S.-Y. (2001). Conceptions of wisdom among Taiwanese Chinese. Journal 
of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 32, 662–680.

Yang, S.-Y. (2016). Exploring wisdom in the Confucian tradition: Wisdom as 
manifested by Fan Zhongyang. New Ideas in Psychology, 41, 1–7. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.newideapsych.2015.11.001

Yang, S.-Y., & Sternberg, R. J. (1997a). Taiwanese Chinese people’s conceptions 
of intelligence. Intelligence, 25, 21–36.

Yang, S.-Y., & Sternberg, R. J. (1997b). Conceptions of intelligence in ancient 
Chinese philosophy. Journal of Theoretical and Philosophical Psychology, 
17, 101–119.

 S. Yang et al.

https://ctext.org/dictionary.pl?if=gb&id=1144
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2762689
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2762689
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.newideapsych.2015.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.newideapsych.2015.11.001

	6: Wisdom as Perfect Intelligence: Intelligence and Wisdom in Chinese Intellectual History and in Modern-Day Taiwan
	Taiwan and Its Cultural Context
	Intelligence and Wisdom in Chinese Intellectual History
	A Study of the Differences between Wisdom and Intelligence as Perceived by Young Taiwanese in Modern Times
	Conclusions and Suggestions
	References




