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Similarity and Distinction between the Sino-Western Concepts of Ideal
Personality:a Comparison of Confucian “Sageness’ and Socratic “Divinity”

Zou Guangsheng

Abstract: The Confucian “sageness” and Socratic “divinity”, in the conception of two philosophers, one
Chinese and the other Western, signify the identification and establishment of an ideal being, especially an
idealized intellectual. In the Confucian idea, “sage” is a perfect person while in the Socratic idea “divinity” is
not a human but a deity; both of them, however, are idealized beings with similar essence. The concepts of
Confucian “sageness” and Socratic “divinity”, in our analysis, are to directly cast impact, both psychologically
and in behavior, on human beings in reality. They point to the path leading people to an idealistic life.

A sage, after all, is a human being. In the tradition of Confucian culture, a real-life person is often shaped and
beautified to become a sage, who is thus distinguished in essence from the Western “non-human” divinity:
the sage is real in life and the divinity is not; the sage is historical and the divinity surpasses time and space;
and there is a drastic contrast between the limitations of humans and the ascribed perfectness of a divinity.
Accordingly, the Confucian culture has a predisposition to restrict its thinking within the realistic and feasible
domain, which results in its emphasis on the reality, as well as in its reliance on and recognition of the tradition-
--and even the concrete individual. In this regard, Confucianism does not quest for, in an endless manner,
ideal principles and values. Confucianism is for this reason a secular culture, merely concerned with practical
interests and realistic existence; it is peripheral as a religion.

While Confucianism does not believe in “divinity” or at best maintains an equivocal attitude toward it, Socrates
perceives his own “ignorance” as a symbol of the limitation of humans, and takes “knowing-yourself” as an
impetus or approach to transform “human” to “divinity”, thus rendering the theoretical construction to serve
as the starting point and final destiny of his philosophical principle. Admittedly, for the present-day humans,
the ideals of Confucian “sageness” and Socratic “divinity” appear to be unreachable, as they merely provide
directions for human endeavors; still, it is important that under this personality idealism there lies its practical
significance.

The grand legacy and enduring influence of Confucius and Socrates’ philosophy and wisdom remain to be a
firm foundation for the contemporary researches. Therefore, a clear elucidation and multiple comparisons of
Confucian Sageness and Socratic Deity will engender profound theoretical and practical implication for our

understanding of the central themes and critical issues in philosophy, ethics, morality, and humanities in all.
Keywords: ideal personality; sageness; divinity; Confucius; Socrates
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