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This chapter discusses cross-cultural perspectives on wis-
dom as a process necessary to strive for a “good life” in a
particular culture and what it means to educate adults in
cross-cultural settings.


East Meets West: Cross-Cultural
Perspectives on Wisdom and Adult
Education


Shih-ying Yang


During my first year of graduate study in the United States in 1993, 
I attended an Asian students’ gathering. When the conversation moved to
cultural shock, we all gave examples of things we saw that shook our basic
assumptions. One person mentioned how shocked she was when after the
departmental dinner banquet, almost half of medical students went outside
and smoked. This surprised me as well, and what I saw in this different cul-
ture made me much more aware of my own basic beliefs and assumptions:
Knowledge helps people to pursue ideas about the good life and how to pur-
sue and help others pursue it, but that does not necessarily translate into
their own wise behavior. No doubt most of those students who engaged in
such health-damaging behavior were still able to demonstrate expertise 
in their profession and served as excellent doctors when they graduated. Yet
this experience still underlines for me how professional knowledge and
training alone is not sufficient for living a good life, and the most educated
are not necessarily the most wise.


Wisdom enables us to lead a good life (Assmann, 1994), as Baltes and
Staudinger forcefully assert “wisdom is a key factor in the construction of a
‘good life’” (2000, p. 124). Through wisdom, we discover many pathways
to a good life for all (Sternberg, 1998). Although adult educators teach
learners about a variety of subjects in different contexts, they do so partly
to help them live meaningful and satisfying lives. Many topics discussed in
adult education, such as praxis, reflection, learning from experiences, examin-
ing basic assumptions about life, and transformation of personal value and belief
systems (Merriam, Caffarella, and Baumgartner, 2007), can help people to live
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gratifying lives. For this reason, the pursuit of wisdom is an important goal
for adult education, and adult education is important for developing wis-
dom in individuals and communities.


The good life for humankind is threatened by global warming, short-
ages of natural resources, cultural and religious conflicts, and financial
crises, and therefore international cooperation is urgently needed to attain
a good life for all. This grand purpose of adult education cannot be fully
realized until adult educators embrace a diversity of cultural perspectives
on wisdom and apply this understanding to their teaching.


This chapter is written for those who are interested in understanding
and facilitating discussions of wisdom from different cultural perspectives.
It is also written with the hope that a broadened cultural perspective can
help practitioners in adult education settings interact with East Asian adult
learners more successfully. Toward that end, the chapter begins by explor-
ing differences between East and West cultural and intellectual traditions.
The second part explores conceptions and manifestations of wisdom.
Finally, it discusses implications for education in a cross-cultural context.


East /West Cultural and Intellectual Traditions


Conceptions of wisdom develop in a cultural context, which is affected by
geography and local conditions (Geertz, 1973). Over time, different ways of
life engender different worldviews. These worldviews in turn contribute to
different conceptions of wisdom, education, and the pursuit of what it
means to have a good life. Different cultures present us with different bases
for what is termed “a good life” through human adaptation and survival.
Understanding this reality not only enables us to broaden our own per-
spectives on other ideals of the good life but also helps us all to live better
lives. This understanding also shapes intellectual traditions and psycholog-
ical ways of relating, each of which affect conceptions of wisdom.


In considering the different traditions of the East and West, Nisbett
(2003) notes, “more than a billion people in the world claim intellectual
inheritance from ancient Greece and more than two billion are the heirs of
ancient Chinese traditions of thought” (p. 1). To truly understand contem-
porary cultural differences of wisdom and education, it is important to con-
sider the origins of these East /West differences.


Origins and Worldviews. Europe and Asia have vastly different nat-
ural environments. The ancient Greeks prospered in a coastal trading cen-
ter in the eastern Mediterranean, which was the crossroads of the world.
They constantly encountered other peoples who spoke different languages,
had perplexing customs, and possessed utterly different notions about their
world. Personal efforts to communicate and persuade were therefore valued
in this environment (Nisbett, 2003).


In contrast, ancient Chinese civilization originated in a land-bound area
near the great Yellow River, whose muddy flow has often caused devastating
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floods. The natural conditions were often not conducive to agriculture, so
collective effort was essential for survival. Writing systems and standards of
measurement were unified around 221 B.C. by the first emperor of the Chin
Dynasty (Schirokauer, 1991). Thus, the ancient Chinese seldom encoun-
tered people whose customs and notions were radically different (Nisbett,
2003).


These different living conditions helped to form different worldviews.
Nisbett (2003) suggests that the ancient Greeks conceived a world that con-
sisted of independent objects with distinct qualities. They saw individuals
as each having traits derived from these qualities. Everything in this world
could be explained by underlying principles—logic and ultimate Truth. The
fundamentals were not seen as changing with circumstances. Even ideas—
the Forms—were seen as having a genuine reality and as existing in isola-
tion from any particular context. Logical reasoning and precise analysis of
the basics were the two best ways to understand the world.


By contrast, for the ancient Chinese, it was Tao or The Way—the nat-
ural force operating in a formless and holistic manner—that forms and
guides the universe. Because everything in the universe is generated by the
Tao, the Tao thus defies description, analysis, and categorization (Lao Tzu,
1963). The world so conceived is constantly changing and is full of contra-
dictions and interconnections. This complex and ever-changing world can-
not be completely understood by human efforts, which are better utilized
to appreciate the world and harmonize with it (Chuang Tzu, 1964).


Effects in Traditional Educational Philosophy. These differing ori-
gins gave rise to different views of mind, emotion, and education that
affected the development of East and West educational philosophies. The
ancient Greeks believed that rationality is what distinguishes humans from
animals. The human mind and body were thought to function indepen-
dently, and the importance of the mind was emphasized over the importance
of the body (Kaufmann and Baird, 1994). Abstract thinking and knowledge
have value for their own sake. The knowledge of universal principles is
closer to the Truth than the knowledge that concerns applications, which may
vary according to particular conditions. In contrast, passions, which were
thought to originate from the body, tended to interfere with the mind’s func-
tion, and therefore were to be controlled and regulated (Cottingham,
Stoothoff, and Murdoch, 1985). Gaining formal knowledge and developing
intelligence thus became two major focuses of Western-style education.


The ancient Chinese believed that it is only in contexts and relation-
ships that any comprehension of the world can be attained. Mind and body
functions are inseparable (Chuang Tzu, 1964; Confucius, 1979). Cultivated
affections, such as empathy, shame, humility, and tolerance, distinguish
humans from animals (Mencius, 1970). Compassion and benevolence thus
are more important human qualities than intelligence (Confucius, 1963a).
Innate abilities can be made up by efforts (Stevenson and Stigler, 1992).
Character cultivation and ethical conduct are the main focuses of Eastern
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education. Education involves learning how to be ethical beings or sages
who can play different roles, fulfill different duties according to the chang-
ing contexts, and bring harmony to the world (Confucius, 1963b). Knowl-
edge is valued for its pragmatic application to reap good results rather than
as an end in itself. Action that carries out what is learned is an essential sign
of true knowing (Chan, 1963). While educational philosophies are not quite
so rigidly defined in our contemporary world, these traditional worldviews,
growing out of the East and the West and influencing educational systems,
still have contemporary effects. For example, contemporary Westerners live
in a society in which the self is a unitary free agent, whereas contemporary
East Asians live in an interdependent world in which the self is part of a
larger whole (Triandis, 1995). This difference in perspective affects approaches
to conceptions of wisdom and to education.


East/West Conceptions and Manifestations of Wisdom


Wisdom pertains to human affairs (Baltes and Staudinger, 2000; Kramer,
2000); it is ultimately related to human beings’ striving for a good life, a life
that not only is meaningful and satisfactory to oneself, but also exerts pos-
itive influence on others. According to Suh, Diener, Oishi, and Triandis
(1998), in Western cultures a good life is attained mostly by doing what a
person would like to do; in the East, it is usually doing what a person thinks
he or she should do.


It needs to be kept in mind that wisdom is a cultural product that is
evaluated, valued, and transmitted by members of societies. Culture pro-
vides the framework within which the display, development, and evaluation
of wisdom take place (Staudinger, 1996). Members of Eastern and Western
cultures have systematic but different conceptions of wisdom, and they
often employ their specific conceptions of wisdom in solving everyday prob-
lems and judging others (Sternberg, 1985; Yang, 2001). In addition, schol-
ars and theorists also bring their own cultural assumptions with them,
which can affect how they conceptualize and study wisdom.


Theorizing Wisdom. Over the past two decades, scholars have pro-
posed many different definitions of wisdom based on research and theory.
Although scholars have not reached a consensus on how to define wisdom,
most proposed definitions of wisdom could be categorized into four
groups.


First, wisdom is defined as a composite of personality characteristics or
competences (Holliday and Chandler, 1986; Montgomery, Barber, and
McKee, 2002; Ardelt, 2003). For example, Ardelt (2003) defines wisdom as
a personality characteristic that integrates cognitive, reflective, and affective
personality qualities. Second, wisdom is defined as the positive result of
human development (e.g., Erikson, 1982; Kramer, 2000), either as the end-
state of psychosocial development or as capacities that emerge after a higher
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level of cognitive structure is developed. For instance, Kramer (2000) argues
that wisdom is based on relativistic and dialectical reasoning, which takes
multiple perspectives into account. Third, Baltes and Kunzmann (2004)
define wisdom as a collective system of knowledge about the meaning and con-
duct of life. When wisdom is applied to solve life problems, it brings mind
and virtue into perfect orchestration.


Scholars of the fourth group argue that wisdom, the process we can
observe in real life, does not reside only within an individual but emerges from
the interaction between individuals and their surroundings. Even though the
original seed of wisdom may reside within an individual, the whole process
of wisdom is completed only when the embodiment of wisdom produces
certain positive effects for the self and others (Takahashi and Overton,
2005). Moreover, which effects constitute wisdom have to be evaluated not
just by the wise individual, but also by other people who sustain the con-
sequences of his or her thoughts and actions (Sternberg, 1998).


What can be inferred from the first three groups of wisdom theories is
that many formal theories of wisdom proposed by Western scholars grow
from Western conceptions of wisdom. These theorists have focused more
on intra-individual or epistemic aspects of wisdom, and may have neglected
the contextualized embodiment and resulting effects that might be pivotal
to the manifestation and perception of wisdom.


As a result, in my own work as a scholar from the East (Taiwan) who
also studied in the West, I have taken a more integrated approach to con-
ceptualizing and conducting research studies in the East. Elsewhere (Yang
2001, 2008a), I have defined wisdom as a positive process that encompasses
three core components: (1) cognitive integration of what are ordinarily con-
sidered separate ideas or conflicting ideals to form a vision promoting the
good life, (2) actions that embody the integrated thought or vision, and 
(3) positive effects of the actions on the actor and others. In empirical studies,
all three core components work together to produce wisdom (Yang, 2008a,
2008b). Wisdom is achieved after a person cognitively makes an unusual
integration, embodies his or her ideas through action, and hence brings
forth positive effects for both self and others.


Wisdom in the West. Research in the West has tended to arise from
the first three conceptions of wisdom discussed above. Sternberg (1985)
found that North American conceptions of wisdom consisted of reasoning
ability, sagacity, learning from ideas and environment, judgment, expedi-
tious use of information, and perspicacity. Canadian conceptions of wisdom
consisted of exceptional understanding of ordinary experience, judgment
and communicative skills, general competencies, interpersonal skills, and
social unobtrusiveness (Holliday and Chandler, 1986). Hispanic concep-
tions of wisdom emphasize spirituality (instead of cognition), attitude
toward learning (instead of possessing knowledge), and actual acts of serv-
ing and caring (instead of giving good advice) (Valdez, 1994).
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Bluck and Glück (2004) investigated manifestations of wisdom from
an autobiographical perspective in Germany. They found that wisdom is
often employed in making life decisions, managing day-to-day lives, and
reacting to negative events. It was manifested in three forms: through empa-
thy and support for others; in taking control of one’s life while standing by
one’s values; and by relying on one’s knowledge and experience while main-
taining flexibility.


In their study of North American adults, Montgomery, Barber, and
McKee (2002) found that wisdom was often displayed through guidance,
knowledge, experience, moral principles, time, and compassionate rela-
tionships. Their nominators were more likely to describe positive influences
of wise persons as a form of received guidance from a first-person perspec-
tive. For example, when asked to describe a wise person, one participant
said, “I was inspired by him to go to college . . . . And I think that was a wise
decision, and it was inspired by him” (p. 144).


Wisdom in the East. As discussed earlier, wisdom conceived in the
Eastern worldview is thought to function in a similar manner as Tao (Yang
and Sternberg, 1997). In Taiwan, a wise person is expected to possess a
broad range of competencies and knowledge, to be benevolent and com-
passionate toward others, to hold profound yet open-minded attitudes about
life, and to remain modest and unobtrusive in social interactions (Yang,
2001). Takayama’s 2002 study found that many Japanese stress practical and
experiential aspects of wisdom rather than abstract thinking. In Japan, wis-
dom consists of four core dimensions: knowledge and education, under-
standing and judgment, sociability and interpersonal relationships, and
introspective attitudes (Takahashi and Overton, 2005). For Tibetan 
Buddhist monks, wisdom includes attributes such as recognizing Buddhist
truths; realizing emptiness is the true essence of reality; becoming the non-
self; existing beyond suffering; being honest and humble; being compas-
sionate to others; respecting others; treating all creatures as worthy and
equal; having the ability to distinguish good from evil; and being efficient
in projects (Levitt, 1999). Content analyses of the Bhagavad Gita, the most
influential text of Hindu philosophy and religion, have found that for Hin-
dus wisdom is related more to control over desires, renunciation of materi-
alistic pleasure, emotional regulation, self-contentedness, compassion and
sacrifice, insight and humility, yoga, decisiveness, duty and work, love of
God, and knowledge of life (Jeste and Vahia, 2008).


A previous study found that Easterners tend to hold a more synthetic
view of wisdom, stressing both cognitive and affective dimensions, whereas
Westerners tend to emphasize only cognitive dimensions (Takahashi and
Bordia, 2000). A comparison of Eastern and Western descriptions of wis-
dom reveals that Easterners tend to put a stronger emphasis on both action
and its effects when discussing wisdom, whereas Western models of wisdom
stress the cognitive over the notion of practical application (Yang, 2008b).
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In my own study of Taiwanese Chinese descriptions of wise people
(Yang, 2001), real-life wisdom tended to be manifested through wise per-
sons’ handling of daily events, managing one’s own life, and contributing to
social improvement and progress. Taiwanese Chinese tended to frame their
descriptions of wise persons through a third-person perspective, an East
Asian tendency also noted by Cohen and Gunz (2002). Description from a
first-person perspective was not found in my studies (Yang, 2001, 2008a).


In another study, I asked Taiwanese Chinese respondents who were
nominated by others as wise persons questions about the wisest things they
had done in life (Yang, 2008b). The results showed that wisdom is more
often activated when a person is striving to fulfill his or her vision for the
good life. Nominees most often mentioned their (1) striving for common
good by helping others and contributing to society, (2) achieving a satis-
factory state of life, (3) developing and determining life paths, (4) resolving
difficult problems at work, and (5) doing the right thing in the face of adver-
sity. Many wisdom nominees’ descriptions, such as devoting themselves to
care of terminally ill patients, suggested that wisdom, even for the collec-
tivist, is based more on self-defined vision than socially obligated duty.


Wisdom tends to emerge in at least two real-life contexts. One context
is developmental; in this context, wisdom involves life decisions and life
management. Wisdom entails knowledge and understanding that allows a
person to live the best life. The other context is situational; in this context
wisdom arises in everyday situations and takes the form of solving problems
or resolving crises. Both kinds of context are needed for the development of
wisdom. The wisdom nominees became aware of others’ needs because 
of the difficulties they had encountered earlier in life, yet their wisdom
emerged not while they were resolving their own personal problems, but
when they vowed to make a difference by helping others who faced similar
problems.


Implications for Adult Education


Adult education clearly increases people’s knowledge, thus potentially help-
ing them to some degree resolve some important life problems (Merriam,
Caffarella, and Baumgartner, 2007). But educators can also emphasize the
importance of wisdom and do more to help people discover what is of real
value in life for them. There are a number of ways to do this. Adult educa-
tors could provide an introduction to theories of wisdom and cultural con-
ceptions of wisdom in courses or workshops. The subject of wisdom can
also be included in diverse courses that focus on specific professions, con-
sidering how learners might embody integrated insights gained from these
courses into real-life situations. Teaching can help learners reflect on the
relationship between their learning and their vision of a good life, on how
to integrate conflicting ideas, on how to apply integrated insights to real-life
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situations, and on how to evaluate effects of one’s action in order to facili-
tate the development of wisdom.


Second, the use of techniques such as journal keeping and small-group
discussion can help adult learners plan, manage, and review wisdom dis-
played in their lives. Important life experiences can be analyzed for cogni-
tive and embodied integration of learned lessons and for the influences
exerted on one’s own life and those of others. Educators can facilitate the
development of wisdom by encouraging students to examine their under-
lying assumptions about wisdom and to clarify their visions of what con-
stitutes a good life.


Third, in thinking about how to work with learners seeking or study-
ing wisdom, educators should first think about their own pursuit and atti-
tudes toward wisdom. Because our understanding of wisdom is often
confined to particular cultural contexts where we strive to live a good life,
incorporating different cultural perspectives acquired from relevant read-
ings and dialogue with members of different cultures can help us gain a
more complete understanding of wisdom. This broader understanding of
wisdom in turn extends our view of what is important in life.


Finally, educators can develop their own wisdom by becoming aware
of cultural differences between the East and the West. For example, educa-
tors should be aware that societal differences can strongly influence the cog-
nition and actions of adult learners, and that modern Asians tend to view
the world in holistic terms, whereas modern Western learners tend to 
see the world in more analytic terms. In classrooms and communities, edu-
cators should be conscious that Westerners tend to insist on freedom of
individual action, desire individual distinctiveness, prefer egalitarianism and
achieved status, and believe that rules governing proper behavior should be
universal; whereas East Asian learners tend to prefer collective action, desire
to blend harmoniously with a group, accept hierarchy and ascribed status,
and favor particularistic approaches that take into account the context and
the nature of the relationships involved (Nisbett, 2003). In addition, West-
ern educators should be mindful that they have faith in the rhetoric of argu-
mentation, expect learners to communicate their ideas clearly, and usually
assign blame to the speaker for not expressing ideas clearly if there is a mis-
communication with the audience; East Asian learners, on the other hand,
have the tendency to avoid controversy and debate, to be less vocal listen-
ers, and generally assume it is the hearers’ responsibility to understand what
is being said.


Eastern and Western cultures represent the actualization of distinct
development of the possibilities common to all people. The two can com-
plement and enrich one another in the pursuit of wisdom. By incorporating
different cultural perspectives in our teaching and by examining the influ-
ences of these perspectives on our actions in practice, educators both East
and West can display a blended wisdom that is truly transforming.
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