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Do Ancient Philosophies Explain Modern Psychologies?

Amritpal Singh and Daniel Casasanto
Department of Psychology, Cornell University

People from Western and East Asian cultures exhibit systematic differences in perception,
attention, and cognition. Why do people from these cultures think differently? According to
an influential proposal, psychological differences between Westerners and East Asians
reflect, and may derive from, differences between ancient Greek and ancient Chinese
philosophies. Here, we question this proposal and suggest a different relationship between
ancient philosophies and modern psychologies. We argue that the way ancient Greek and
Chinese philosophies are represented in the cultural psychology literature is skewed,
highlighting differences between ancient Greek and Chinese beliefs and obscuring simi-
larities. We review these ancient traditions and conclude that ancient Greek and Chinese
philosophies do not predict the cross-cultural differences found in modern psychologies.
Rather than paralleling modern psychologies, ancient East Asian and Greek philosophical
traditions embraced ways of thinking that are stereotypically associated with both Eastern
and Western mindsets. We propose an explanation for why spurious parallels between
ancient philosophies and modern psychologies may have been drawn and how mis-
interpretations of the ancient traditions may have occurred: Instead of ancient philosophies
helping us to understand modern psychologies, modern mindsets act as lenses through
which we view the past and which distort contemporary views of ancient philosophies.

Public Significance Statement
According to a widespread view in cultural psychology, psychological differences
between Western and East Asian people reflect, and may derive from, differences
between ancient Greek and Chinese philosophies. Here, we critique this view using an
interdisciplinary approach and conclude that these ancient philosophies neither
predict nor explain modern cross-cultural psychological differences. Rather, we argue
that modern views of cultural traditions are likely distorted by contemporary social
and psychological influences. We describe a few of the influences we believe scholars
should be cautious of when analyzing the content of historical traditions.

Keywords: culture, philosophy, psychological mindset, cultural psychology, cross-
cultural differences
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People from Western and East Asian cultures
differ along cognitive, perceptual, and social di-
mensions (Markus&Conner, 2014;Nisbett, 2003;
Nisbett et al., 2001). Compared with East Asians,
members of Western cultures (often American,
Canadian, andWestern European populations) are
more likely to think of the self as independent from
others. They have a more analytic style of cog-
nition and perception, meaning that they tend to
focus on decontextualized objects and on rule-
based categories (Nisbett et al., 2001). Compared
to Westerners, East Asian people (often Chinese,
Japanese, andSouthKoreanpopulations) aremore
likely to view the self as interdependent with
others.Theyhave amoreholistic style of cognition
and perception, meaning that they attend more
than theirWestern counterparts to the relationships
amongobjects and to the contexts inwhich objects
and events are embedded (Nisbett et al., 2001; see
also Chua et al., 2005; Henrich et al., 2010; Ji
et al., 2000; Markus & Conner, 2014; Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Masuda & Nisbett, 2001;
Masuda et al., 2008;McKone et al., 2010;Nisbett,
2003; Nisbett & Masuda, 2003; Nisbett et al.,
2001; Wang, 2013).1

Why do members of these cultures think about
the world in the ways that they do? According to
an influential proposal, habits of cognition and
perception found in today’s Westerners and East
Asians can be traced to ancient philosophical
traditions. On this view, observable psycholog-
ical differences have resulted, in part, from
Western societies being “influenced by ancient
Greek thought” and East Asian societies being
“influenced by ancient Chinese thought” (Nisbett
et al., 2001, p. 292; see also pp. 295–296, 301;
Gutchess& Sekuler, 2019; Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett
& Masuda, 2003; Norenzayan et al., 2002; Peng
& Nisbett, 1999; Peng et al., 2006; Riemer et al.,
2014; Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2004, 2010; Yama
& Zakaria, 2019).
This proposal has been put forth in the cultural

psychology literature in bothweaker and stronger
forms, with the weaker form suggesting a pre-
dictive relationship between ancient philosophies
and modern minds and the stronger form sug-
gesting a causal relationship. Table 1 provides
examples of theweaker and stronger relations that
cultural psychologists have posited over the last
few decades. In the weaker form of the view,
differences between modern Westerners’ and
East Asians’ performance on psychological tasks
can be predicted on the basis of differences

between ancient Greek and ancient Chinese
philosophical traditions. In the stronger form,
differences between modern Westerners’ and
East Asians’ mindsets not only reflect ancient
philosophical traditions but have also been
shaped by them, at least in part. Importantly,
cultural psychologists note that the ancient phi-
losophers in each tradition were to some extent
products of their cultures, as well as progenitors
of them (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001).
Rather than creating all cultural peculiarities de
novo, ancient philosophers “served to entrench
habits of thought that were already characteristic
of their societies” (Nisbett, 2003, p. xi). We
note, however, that viewing the most influential
ancient philosophers as simply products or re-
flections of their respective cultures is likely
reductive: It is unlikely that they were simply
articulating things everyone in their culture
already believed. Their roles in their cultural
traditions suggest that they advanced new ideas.
Additional support for this assertion comes from
the fact that some philosophers’ ideas met with
strong resistance and persecution from their
society (e.g., Socrates’ execution for advancing
heretical and corrupting ideas suggests that his
views were not considered normative and likely
challenged common views, values, and intuitions
of his context).
The strong form of the view has often been

described as a candidate explanation for how
cultural groups have come to differ from one
another, although the mechanistic details of this
explanation are left unspecified beyond pointing
out putative similarities between ancient tradi-
tions and modern cultural mindsets. Not all
cultural psychologists embrace these views, nor is
a connection between philosophical traditions
and modern psychologies the only theory of how
cross-cultural differences inmindsets arise; many
of the authors who have endorsed even the strong
relation between ancient philosophies and modern
psychologies have also described other hypotheses
to explainpsychological differencesacrosscultures
(see “What Causes Psychological Differences
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1 We use field-standard working definitions of constructs
like analytic and holistic thinking, independence and inter-
dependence, and individualism and collectivism. We use
these terms here in the manner of the authors whose views
we engage with in this article. However, some of these
constructs’ definitions have been debated almost since their
inception (e.g., for collectivism, see Brewer & Gardner,
1996; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Talhelm, 2019).
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Table 1
Quotations From Cultural Psychology Texts Implying Predictive or Causal Relationships Between Ancient
Philosophies and Modern Psychologies

No. Source Quotation View described

1 Norenzayan (1999) This historical divergence, and its likely
persistence in contemporary cultural
groups, provide an opportunity to examine
how socially transmitted, culture-specific
intellectual traditions are reproduced in the
actual thought processes of people exposed
to them (emphasis added, p. 2).

Weak

2 Peng and Nisbett (1999) We believe such fundamental differences in
ontology and epistemology lead to
substantial cognitive differences. We
expected that Western stances for dealing
with contradiction would be consistent with
Westerners’ intuitive understanding of the
law of noncontradiction, whereas the
Chinese stances for dealing with
contradiction would be based on naive
dialecticism (emphasis added, p. 744).

Strong

3 We have found empirical support for claims
long made by scholars in a variety of fields
about the different intellectual traditions of
East and West. The evidence provides
confirmation from the psychological
laboratory to support the historical,
ethnographic, and philosophical work
suggesting that there are two very different
cognitive traditions in the East and West
(regarding the treatment of seeming
contradictions; emphasis added, p. 750).

Weak

4 Nisbett et al. (2001) We next present a general proposal concerning
the relation between social factors and
cognition based on an examination of social
life and cognitive procedures in the ancient
world, deriving a number of quite specific
predictions from that formulation (emphasis
added, p. 292).

Weak

5 We then present a review of evidence
regarding these predictions that comes
mostly from our recent research comparing
modern individuals raised in societies
influenced by ancient Chinese thought with
people raised in societies influenced by
ancient Greek thought. This research shows
that, to a remarkable extent, the social and
cognitive differences that scholars have
reported about ancient China and Greece
find their counterparts among
contemporary peoples. … Finally, we
speculate on the origins of differences in
systems of thought, sketch an analysis of
the factors that might sustain
“sociocognitive homeostatic systems” over
millennia, and present a consideration of the
implications of our findings for claims
about cognitive universality and for the
traditional distinction between cognitive
content and cognitive process (emphasis
added, p. 292).

Mixed

(table continues)
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Table 1 (continued)

No. Source Quotation View described

6 If the social differences have persisted, and if
we are correct in believing that social
factors influence metaphysics,
epistemology, and ultimately cognitive
processes, then several interrelated
predictions can be made concerning
cognitive differences between contemporary
societies that have been influenced by
China and those that have been influenced
by Greece (emphasis added, pp. 295–296).

Mixed

7 If the scant role played by logic in the history
of East Asian mathematics, science, and
philosophy has resonance in the thought
processes of ordinary people today, and if
the sympathy for formal approaches
remains in the West, East Asians might be
expected to rely more on prior beliefs and
experience-based strategies when evaluating
the convincingness of formal arguments
than do Americans. We might also find that
East Asians would be heavily influenced by
prior beliefs in judging the soundness of
formal arguments. Americans should be
more capable of ignoring prior beliefs and
setting aside experience in favor of
reasoning based on logical rules (emphasis
added, p. 296).

Weak

8 Norenzayan et al. (2002) Why are Western and East Asian
participants biased toward different modes
of reasoning? The attempt to answer this
important question must of course be
speculative at this time because it involves
complex sociological and historical issues
beyond the scope of this paper, and we
leave it as an open question for the future.
Here we mention briefly three factors that
have been identified by philosophers,
ethnographers, and social historians (for a
fuller discussion, see Nisbett et al., 2001).
… Third, many historians of science and
philosophy both Western and East Asian
have reported important cultural differences
in the dominant philosophical traditions that
have influenced the intellectual practices in
the West and East. Early Greek and Chinese
philosophy, science, and mathematics were
quite different in their strengths and
weaknesses. Many Greek philosophers
looked for universal rules to explain events
and were concerned with categorizing
objects with precision and with respect to
their “essences.” There was a marked
distrust of intuition. Chinese philosophers,
especially Taoists, were more pragmatic and
intuitive, and were distrustful of formal
logic and rational distinctions (emphasis
added, p. 679).

Strong

(table continues)
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Table 1 (continued)

No. Source Quotation View described

9 We found cognitive differences in reasoning
that to some degree mirror differences in
(ancient) philosophical traditions (emphasis
added, p. 679).

Weak

10 Nisbett (2003) To establish the contention that very different
systems of perception and thought exist—
and have existed for thousands of years—I
draw on historical and philosophical
evidence, as well as modern social science
research, including ethnographies, surveys,
and laboratory research (p. xi).

Weak

11 More than a billion people in the world today
claim intellectual inheritance from ancient
Greece. More than two billion are the heirs
of ancient Chinese traditions of thought
(emphasis added, p. 1).

Strong

12 [I]t is the Aristotelian tradition that continues
in the West and the Confucian that
continues in the East (emphasis added, pp.
29–30).

Weak

13 Nisbett and Masuda (2003) If ancient Greek and Chinese philosophers
differed from one another because their
social systems made it natural for them to
see and process the world as they did, then
there would be some justification for
predicting that modern East Asians (China
and the cultures it strongly influenced,
including Japan and Korea) might reason
differently from modern Westerners
(notably the people of Europe and the
current and former members of the British
Commonwealth). This is because there is
substantial evidence that the current social
practices of East and West differ in ways
that parallel those of ancient times
(emphasis added, p. 11163).

Weak

14 If it is really the case that contemporary Asian
and Western societies are different in their
emphasis on relationships vs. independent
action, then it might be the case that Asia
and the West differ in their cognitive and
perceptual habits along the lines of the
holistic vs. analytic stance characteristic of
ancient Chinese vs. ancient Greek science
and philosophy. For the past several years,
we and our colleagues have been examining
this possibility in a number of domains
(emphasis added, p. 11164).

Weak

15 We might expect that Westerners, like ancient
Greek scientists, would be inclined to
explain events by reference to properties of
the object and that East Asians would be
inclined to explain the same events with
reference to interactions between the object
and the field (emphasis added, p. 11164).

Weak

16 Spencer-Rodgers et al. (2004) Dialectical thinking is rooted in East Asian
philosophical and religious traditions,
including Confucianism and Buddhism
(Peng & Nisbett, 1999) … . Contemporary

Strong

(table continues)
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Table 1 (continued)

No. Source Quotation View described

dialectical thought is embedded within the
lay cultural beliefs and folk epistemologies
of numerous East Asian cultures, including
Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans, among
others (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). In contrast,
Western cultures tend to be more linear or
synthetic in their cognitive orientation: They
consider both sides of an opposing argument
and then they search for synthesis and the
resolution of incongruity (Lewin, 1951; Peng
& Nisbett, 1999). As Lewin (1935) asserted,
Western folk epistemologies are rooted in
Aristotelian traditions, which emphasize
three basic principles (Peng & Nisbett, 1999;
emphasis added, p. 1417).

17 Peng et al. (2006) In other words, whereas Chinese sociology
and, to a certain extent, social psychology,
may be based on Confucian teachings
(Bond, 1997), Chinese cognitive
psychology, or the thinking and reasoning
of Chinese lay people, may be best seen as
reflecting Taoist teachings (emphasis
added, p. 249).

Weak

18 We suggest that Chinese are naïve Taoists in
spirit and that Chinese thinking and
reasoning are guided by folk versions of
Taoism, which we label naïve dialecticism
(p. 249).

Strong

19 We argue that Taoist teachings exist both as
cultural ideology and as individual,
cognitive representations. We can connect
the Taoist teachings with individual
psychology by studying individual
representations of the Tao, and by studying
how these individual representations affect
individual psychological processes
(emphasis added, p. 253).

Strong

20 Western folk beliefs of knowing, or
understanding of the nature of the world
and human life are Aristotelian in spirit,
emphasizing constancy (identity), synthesis
(non-contradiction), and extremes (no
middle ground). In contrast, Chinese
emphasize a dialectical approach that values
change, contradiction, and relationships.
These important cultural variation[s] have
broad implications for the ways in which
psychologists understand and theorize about
cultural variation in general (emphasis
added, p. 257).

Weak

21 Spencer-Rodgers et al. (2010) Holistic thinking styles and lay beliefs have
been more frequently found in East Asian
(relative to North American) societies and
are thought to derive from East Asian
Taoist, Confucian, and Buddhist
philosophical traditions (emphasis added,
p. 298).

Strong

(table continues)
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Table 1 (continued)

No. Source Quotation View described

22 In this article, we focus on naïve dialecticism
(Peng et al., 2006), a lay belief system that
can be viewed as a facet of the broader,
overarching interpretive construct of holism,
as it derives from the same general East
Asian Taoist, Buddhist, and Confucian
epistemologies (emphasis added, p. 298).

Strong

23 Furthermore, Taoist, Buddhist, and Confucian
belief systems are thought to have
reinforced holistic and dialectical
worldviews among East Asians in particular
(emphasis added, p. 298).

Strong

24 Dialectical perceivers, who probably reside
primarily among East Asian cultural groups
as a consequence of Confucian, Taoist, and
Buddhist intellectual influences on those
cultures, view the world and its social and
nonsocial components as internally
contradictory, inextricably interconnected,
and inevitably in flux. … The phenomena
of tolerance for contradiction and the
expectation of change exist elsewhere;
tolerance for contradiction, for example, has
been documented in India (Ramanujan,
1989; Shweder, 1991). However, the folk
theories that give rise to this cognitive
process may have their origins in different
philosophical and intellectual traditions. In
East Asia, dialectical lay theories derive
from Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism
(Nisbett, 2003), but little is known about
either the origin or prevalence of these
cognitive processes in other nations
(emphasis added, p. 308).

Strong

25 Riemer et al. (2014) The sources of these cultural differences in
attitudes and their consequences are
multiple and diverse. … Other contributing
factors include ongoing and pervasive
differences in patterns of social interaction,
institutional policies and practices, and
media products, as well as historically
derived differences in foundational religious
and philosophical ideas (emphasis added,
p. 620).

Strong

26 Western thought evolved from the Greek
philosophical heritage and Aristotelian
logical thinking, characterized by a reliance
on axioms and definitions. Three key
principles are emphasized—the law of
identity (“A equals A”), the law of
noncontradiction (“A cannot be equal to
not-A”), and the law of excluded middle
(“A is either B or not-B”)—all of which
rely on the assumption that there can only
be one truth (Peng & Nisbett, 1999).
Eastern philosophy, on the other hand,
stresses that everything needs to be assessed
in its context. Heavily influenced by
Confucianism and Dao/Taoism, which

Strong

(table continues)

ANCIENT PHILOSOPHIES MODERN PSYCHOLOGIES 7



Between Western and East Asian Cultures”?,
below). However, as the quotations in Table 1
show, cultural psychologists’ belief that ancient
philosophies can predict or explain contemporary
mindsets has persisted across generations of
scholars. Further, whereas many earlier claims
about ancient philosophy and modern cultural
differences embraced aweaker predictive viewor a
mixture of the weak and strong views (e.g., see
Nisbett et al., 2001; Norenzayan, 1999), psychol-
ogistsbeganover time tomainlydescribe the strong
view as a candidate mechanism by which modern
cultural differences could potentially be explained.
Thus, we believe that as the relationship between
ancient philosophies andmodern psychologies has
progressed from the realm of predictive parallelism
to potential explanatory variables, it is appropriate
to evaluate the basis for such views.
What is the evidence for these views? It is

difficult to test for relationships between histor-
ical causes and effects that are separated by

millennia. Thus, there is little evidence for or
against the strong (causal) version of the proposal
that ancient philosophies gave rise to modern
psychologies. Accordingly, Norenzayan et al.
(2002) stated, “[A]s provocative as this congru-
ence may be [between modern mindsets and
ancient philosophical traditions], we cannot
know at this time if these traditions are actually
implicated in such reasoning processes” (p. 679).
Fortunately, both the strong and weak proposals
rely upon the same premise: the premise that
ancient Greek and Chinese philosophies differed
in ways that parallel psychological differences
between modern Westerners and East Asians.
Investigating these putative parallels is more
tractable than testing for causal relationships
across the millennia because the parallels can be
assessed by evaluating the proposed differences
between the ancient philosophies, per se. If
ancient Greek and Chinese philosophies differed
in ways that parallel modern psychologies, then
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Table 1 (continued)

No. Source Quotation View described

emphasize harmony and the coexistence of
opposites (as represented by Yin in Yang in
the writings of Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching—
The book of the way and its virtue), these
philosophies regard reality as complex,
flexible, and constantly changing (Feng,
1962; King & Bond, 1985). Eastern
philosophy, thus, emphasizes three
principles: the principle of change (“reality
is a process”), the principle of contradiction
(“integration of opposites”), and the
principle of relationship or holism
(“everything is connected”). These distinct
perspectives lead people in non-Western
contexts to be more comfortable with
contradictions compared to those in
Western contexts (emphasis added, p. 633).

27 Gutchess and Sekuler (2019) Differences in cultural traditions of thought
focus on Chinese and Greek societies,
which historically differ markedly in
philosophical and scientific traditions
(Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001).
Chinese culture, thought to shape much of
Eastern thought, places great emphasis on
the obligations to others and the importance
of the group, whereas Greek culture, argued
to shape much of the Western style of
thought, emphasized independent agency
(emphasis added, p. 141).

Strong

Note. Each quotation is classified as describing the weak (predictive) view, the strong (casual) view, or a mixture of weak
and strong. Bold and italics were added to highlight the words and phrases that indicate whether the view is weak, strong,
or mixed.
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both the strong and weak proposals could stand.
However, if the ancient philosophies do not differ
in the ways suggested by cultural psychologists
(and other scholars), then neither theweak nor the
strong proposal can stand because their common
premise (the parallelism between ancient phi-
losophies and modern psychologies) does not
hold. Norenzayan et al. acknowledged that
“whether or not there is psychological continuity
between [ancient] philosophical traditions and
[modern] reasoning processes remains an open
question,” and they noted the need for further
“interdisciplinary investigation” to address this
question (p. 679).
In this article, we take up such an interdisci-

plinary investigation. We first analyze primary
texts2 from three prominent ancient Greek philo-
sophers (Heraclitus, Plato, and Aristotle), whose
works spanned about two centuries (sixth–fourth
centuries Before Common Era [BCE]).We then
analyze secondary texts from contemporary
scholars examiningprimary texts from someof the
most influential ancient Chinese philosophers
(including Confucius, Mencius, and Zhuangzi),3

mainly from thefifth–third centuriesBCE.Finally,
we draw on contemporary psychological theories
to construct an account of why scholars’ char-
acterizations of ancient Greek and Chinese phi-
losophies may have developed in the manner that
they have.
To preview our conclusions, we first argue that

the representation of ancient Greek and Chinese
philosophies in the cultural psychology literature
is skewed, highlighting supposed differences
between ancient Greek and Chinese beliefs and
obscuring similarities. Revising the narrative
about these ancient traditions of thought chal-
lenges the supposed parallels between ancient
philosophies and modern psychological mind-
sets. In the absence of such parallels, it is not
possible to support the claim that ancient Chinese
and Greek philosophies can predict or explain
the differences between modern East Asian and
Western mindsets. We propose a candidate
explanation for how misinterpretations of these
ancient Greek and Chinese philosophies may
have occurred and for how the belief arose that
these ancient philosophies help to explain
modernmindsets. Specifically, we describe four
psychological and sociopolitical processes that
may distort modern views of ancient philosophical
traditions. Rather than ancient philosophies
molding modern mindsets, we conclude that

modernmindsets have shaped our contemporary
understandings of these ancient philosophies.

Ancient Systems of Thought

How do contemporary scholars characterize
ancient Greek philosophy and ancient Chinese
philosophy? Reportedly, ancient Greek philo-
sophers had a strong sense of individualistic
identity, believing they had a high level of per-
sonal agency, freedom, and control. In contrast to
ancient Chinese thinkers, Greek thinkers were
not seen as prioritizing social relationships and
obligations between people. Greek thought is
described as valuing abstract theory and gener-
alizable rules above experience. Thus, Greek
philosophy is seen to focus on logically analyzing
objects to understand their behavior across si-
tuations with a tendency to view the world as
“fundamentally static and unchanging” (Nisbett,
2003, p. 10; see also Gutchess & Sekuler, 2019;
Nisbett & Masuda, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001;
Peng & Nisbett, 1999; Slingerland, 2018; Yama
& Zakaria, 2019).
In contrast to ancient Greek philosophy, ancient

Chinese philosophies (specifically Confucianism,
Taoism, and Buddhism) are typically described as
promoting a strong sense of collective social
identity, emphasizing social relationships and pri-
oritizing obligations between people. For example,
Confucianism, one dominant philosophy of ancient
China, is characterized as an elaboration of the
different types of obligation that existed between
members of society and between people and nature,
such that harmony could be established within
social groups. Ancient Chinese philosophies are
seen more generally as holistic, meaning they
emphasize the relationshipsbetweenobjects, aswell
as between objects and their greater context (i.e.,
focusedmore on “wholeness”). These philosophies
are also described as dialectical (i.e., holding
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2
“Primary texts” refer to authors’ writings in the original

language (e.g., in Attic Greek) and in translation (e.g., in
contemporary English), in contrast to “secondary texts,”
which describe or analyze the primary texts. Analysis of
primary texts in their original language (when possible) can
highlight (and potentially correct) misrepresentations poten-
tially introduced or sustained by translators and their own
views. As such, the process of translation may be one driver of
the sources of theoretical distortion discussed below.

3 To avoid potential confusion, we use the names Confucius
for Kongfuzi (orKongzi) andMencius forMengzi because they
are the more commonly used and recognized names in English-
language scholarship.
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clashing viewpoints simultaneously). For example,
consider howcontrary principles like light and dark,
unity and dualism, or positive and negative come
together in the taijitu, also called the yin-yang
symbol, from ancient Taoist philosophy. Taoism
advocated finding a “middle way” between oppo-
sites, rather than identifying one view as correct
through formal reasoning. Unlike Greek philoso-
phy, which is characterized as prioritizing abstract
and unchanging principles, Chinese philosophy is
characterized as prioritizing the role of experience
and change in understanding theworld (Gutchess&
Sekuler, 2019; Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett & Masuda,
2003; Nisbett et al., 2001; Peng & Nisbett, 1999;
Slingerland, 2018; Yama & Zakaria, 2019).
This characterization of ancient Eastern and

Western philosophies in cultural psychology
reflects, and is in part derived from, a broader
perspective among philosophers, classicists, and
historians of science. This perspective views
ancient Chinese thought as prioritizing collective
identity, social obligations and duties over
individual agency, dialectical reasoning, and
the importance of social and natural harmony
(Brindley, 2010; Lloyd, 1990, 1996). Conversely,
ancient Greek thought is described as prioritizing
individual identity and freedom over sociopolitical
obligations, theuseofdebate topersuadeothersof a
particular conclusion, and stable, abstract princi-
ples over changing experience (Blackson, 2011;
Hamilton, 1942; Lloyd, 1990, 1996; Toulmin &
Goodfield, 1965). This representation of the dif-
ferences between ancient Chinese and ancient
Greek thought echoes beyond the academy in
popular science books (e.g., Capra, 1975).

Reconsidering Ancient Greek Philosophy

In addition to differences between ancient
Greek and Chinese philosophies, however, there
are also strong similarities; these are not evident
in the cultural psychology literature. A review of
primary Greek texts, for example, reveals how
ancient Greek thinkers expressed ideas that the
modern cultural psychology literature would
associate with ancient and modern Chinese
thought.
Here we discuss some essential themes in

ancient Greek philosophy that overlap with
themes that are of central importance to ancient
Chinese philosophy—contrary to the message
conveyed by many contemporary texts (e.g., see
Table 1).We illustrate these themes in thework of

three philosophers: Heraclitus, Plato, andAristotle.
We chose these philosophers because (a) they
have been highlighted in the cultural psychology
literature (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001;
Peng & Nisbett, 1999; Yama & Zakaria, 2019);
(b) they cover different periods of ancient Greek
thought, demonstrating the persistence of these
supposedly “Chinese-like” ideas; and (c) other
Greek philosophers (and later schools of thought)
engaged frequently with the ideas of these three
philosophers.

Heraclitus

Heraclitus is one of the philosophers most
concerned with principles of change (or flux) in
nature, among other related themes such as
the connection between seemingly contradictory
perspectives (Bywater & Patrick, 1969). For
Heraclitus, “The harmony of the cosmos is a ten-
sion between opposites, like that of the lyre and the
bow” (Bywater & Patrick, 1969, p. 127), and
things continually transform into their opposites:
“Cold things become warm, the warm becomes
cool, the wet becomes dry, [and] the dry becomes
wet” (Bywater&Patrick, 1969, p. 126).Heraclitus
is best known for his statements about how nature
changes constantly: “The sun is new each day”
(Bywater & Patrick, 1969, p. 126); “Into the same
rivers, you cannot step twice, for different waters
are flowing”4 (Bywater & Patrick, 1969, p. 126).
Thus, Heraclitus focused on issues that are com-
monlyassociatedwith ancientChinesephilosophy:
This fact was acknowledged byNisbett (2003) and
Nisbett et al. (2001). However, Heraclitus’s per-
spective has been treated as a brief interlude in
Greek thought before being replaced by the views
of the philosopher Parmenides and his followers.
Parmenidean thinkers argued that change was
impossible and understood the world to be stable
and unitary (i.e., that the world is one rather than
many things). Thus,Greek thought is characterized
as having shifted from prioritizing change and the
interplay of opposites to prioritizing unity and
stability (Nisbett, 2003).
Yet, this characterization of Greek philosophy

overlooks the fact that Heraclitus’ ideas did not
disappear after the work of Parmenides entered
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4 Author Amritpal Singh produced the English translations
of Heraclitus used in this section. The original Greek text is
found in Bywater and Patrick (1969). For alternative English
translations, see Bywater and Patrick (pp. 92–94, 98).
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the philosophical arena. The ideas of both phi-
losophers were engaged with seriously genera-
tions later. Plato’s Cratylus (Plato, 2011), for
example, features the Heraclitean philosopher
Cratylus; Aristotle, too, engagedwithHeraclitus
across several of his works, including Physics
(Aristotle, 1941b) and Metaphysics (Aristotle,
1966). Indeed, the Heraclitean fragments we
have today are based on quotations of Heraclitus
by philosophers engaging with his work much
later (sometimescenturies later, e.g.,Plato,Aristotle,
Plutarch,andDiogenesLaertius;Bywater&Patrick,
1969). Thus, although Heraclitus was not the
dominant philosopher of ancientGreece, itwouldbe
incorrect to view him, as cultural psychologists
have, as only a short-lived figure with a limited
influence on ancient Greek thought. Heraclitus’
ideas about change and contradiction lived on in the
writings of other ancient Greek philosophers for
centuries after his death. Thus, Heraclitean phi-
losophy both shares similar focuses with stereo-
typical Chinese thinking (e.g., the Heraclitean
balance between opposing principles is similar to
howopposingprinciples are balanced in the taijitu),
as noted in the literature already (Nisbett, 2003;
Nisbett et al., 2001), and also maintains a persis-
tently important role in the Greek philosophical
tradition.

Plato

Plato explored in depth many of the topics and
practices stereotypically linked with ancient
Greek philosophy: He embraced debate and
formal reasoning, and he was more concerned
with aspects of reality that are abstract and stable
rather than those that are experiential or changing,
as evidenced by the theory of forms postulated by
the character Socrates in Plato’s dialogues.
According to Socrates, things in the realm of
experience are imperfect copies of eternal and
changeless ideas or forms (from the Attic Greek
eidos) that exist in amore true, transcendent realm
(e.g., circular things we perceive in the world are
not perfect circles; they are imperfect copies that
participate in the abstract form of the circle;
see Meno, Plato, 1999b; Phaedo, Plato, 1977;
Phaedrus, Plato, 1995; and the Republic, Plato,
1991). The theory of forms serves as one example
of the type of thinking that prioritizes abstract
stability over everyday, changeable experience.
Yet, in addition to these characteristically

Western themes, other core themes in Plato’s

work show that the philosopher was concerned
with issues associated with ancient Chinese
philosophers.
Plato embraced a stereotypically “Chinese”

form of reasoning: dialectical reasoning that, as
defined in the cultural psychology literature, in-
volves holding opposing viewpoints simulta-
neously to “understand relations among objects
and events, to transcend or integrate apparent
oppositions or even to embrace clashing but in-
structive viewpoints” (Nisbett, 2003, p. 27).
Dialectical reasoning is often characterized as the
Chinese counterpart to the Greek tradition of
using debate to determine which of two view-
points was the correct one (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett
et al., 2001, p. 294; Peng & Nisbett, 1999; Yama
& Zakaria, 2019). Yet, both dialectic and debate
feature in Plato’s works.
The majority of the Platonic corpus takes the

form of dialogues between different interlocutors
who converse about their viewpoints, which are
often contradictory. Crucially, the conversations
in the dialogues rarely resolve cleanly (i.e., they
rarely conclude with a statement of which char-
acter or viewpoint was the correct one). Rather,
conversations about a question often ended in
aporia (i.e., a state of not being able to resolve the
question) or with a story intended to help the
reader think through apositionmore deeply rather
than to answer the question conclusively. Even
positions that seem to be dominant in one dia-
logue (e.g., the theory of forms in the Republic;
Plato, 1991) may be critiqued from an opposing
perspective in another dialogue (e.g., the critique
of the theory of forms in Parmenides; Plato,
1996). Both within and across the dialogues,
philosophical questions are raised not to have a
final solution presented at the end of a debate but
rather to have clashing perspectives held together
in conversation because they are instructive for
the reader to think through.5

According to another proposed distinction
between ancient Greek and Chinese philosophy,
Greek thinkers valued individual freedom over
collective duty and social obligations, whereas
the opposite was true for the ancient Chinese
thinkers. According to Plato, however, Socrates
saw his obligations to the Athenian polis and its
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5 This Platonic form of dialectical thinking, in which
clashing viewpoints may be maintained, differs from later
Western forms of dialectical thinking (e.g., Hegelian dia-
lectic) in which opposing views must be resolved.
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laws as paramount: higher even than the need to
preserve his own life. In Crito (Plato, 1999a),
Socrates objects to Crito’s suggestion that he
should escape to safety in another city rather than
suffering an unjust execution at the hands of the
Athenian state. Socrates refuses to leave, arguing
that a citizen owes loyalty and life to their state
(specifically Athens) even when it harms them
because of the overall good that the state has done
for its citizens (Plato, 1999a, 50e).6 To escape his
state-mandated execution would be a threefold
betrayal of the duty and love he always held for
Athens: Escaping would violate the obedience he
owes to the state as (a) his parent since it gave him
life, (b) his educator andnurturer, and (c) the other
party in a social contract inwhich he agreed to live
by the laws of Athens (Plato, 1999a, 51d–52a).
By submitting to execution, Socrates showed that
his individual desire for life did not take prece-
dence over his social duty to obey the laws of his
society.
Whereas the account of ancient Greek thought

in the cultural psychology literature suggests that
it was the ancient Chinese who valued harmony
and balance, these are major themes of Plato’s
work, evident perhapsmost notably in theRepublic
(Plato, 1991), which includes lengthy discussions
of how to achieve personal harmony (see also
Phaedrus, Plato, 1995) and social harmony.

Aristotle

Aristotle, a pupil of Platowhowent on to found
the Peripatetic school of philosophy, is often
invoked as the philosopher from whom modern
Westerners inherit their mindsets. Like the other
ancient Greek thinkers, and due perhaps to his
foundational work in logic, he has been described
as prioritizing generalizable rules above experi-
ence, as endorsing a sense of individual identity,
and as using categorical thinking to understand
objects, actions, and events independent of their
context. Yet, this characterization of Aristotle
does not capture the “Chinese-like” themes in his
writings.
Aristotle was conscious of the need to balance

theory with experience (i.e., to balance general-
izable rules with the phenomena they attempt to
describe). A passage from On the Movement of
Animals discusses this balance explicitly:

We must however, grasp this [relation of motion to
rest] not only generally and in theory, but also in the

particular cases and in objects of sense-perception; it is
through these that we go on to look, as well, for general
explanations, whichwe believemust be in harmonywith
them. (Aristotle, 1986, p. 24, 698a 10–15, italics added)

For Aristotle, experience is not to be ignored
when it runs counter to theory. Rather, experience
iswhat theory arises from andmust accordwith (a
perspective carried forward by later philosophers
such asAristotle’s successor Theophrastus, 1916,
Theophrastus, 1976). This attention to examples
drawn from sensory evidence runs contrary to
the approach typically ascribed to the Greeks
(Nisbett et al., 2001):

“The Chinese … sought intuitive instantaneous under-
standing through direct perception” (Nakamura, 1964/
1985, p. 171). This resulted in a focus on particular
instances and concrete cases in Chinese thought (Fung,
1983: Lloyd, 1990; Nakamura, p. 171). Many Greeks
favored the epistemology of logic and abstract principles,
and many Greek philosophers, especially Plato and his
followers, actually viewed concrete perception and direct
experiential knowledge as unreliable and incomplete at
best, and downright misleading at worst. Thus they were
prepared to reject the evidence of the senses when it
conflicted with reason (Lloyd, p. 118). (Nisbett et al.,
2001, p. 294)

Aristotle viewed humans as essentially collective
and social beings (i.e., zoonpolitikon). InPolitics,
he postulates that by their nature, humans are
social animals (Aristotle, 1941c, 1253a 1–5;
1278b 20) and indeed are themost social animals:
more than any other social species (e.g., bees;
Aristotle, 1941c, 1253a 6–10). Elaborating,
Aristotle explains that humans are not self-suf-
ficient animals and characterizes those who live
without others as either beasts or gods (the
implication being that we would not regard them
as human; Aristotle, 1941c, 1253a 20–30).
Rather, Aristotle claims that each human indi-
vidual is a part of a greater political whole
(Aristotle, 1941c, 1253a 1–30).
InNicomachean Ethics (Aristotle, n.d./1941a),

we can see other ways in which Aristotle does not
accord with the description of Greek thinking in
the cultural psychology literature. Themain focus
of this text is the development of a virtuous
character. For Aristotle, the process of develop-
ment (a) cannot be based on the application of a
rule, (b) depends critically on context, and (c) is
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6 Stephanus and Bekker numbers have been added to the
in-text citation to direct readers to exact locations of textual
references regardless of translation.
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not only an individual pursuit but rather depends
on social relationships.
Aristotle argues that ethics is not an appropriate

place for the type of formal, propositional rea-
soning thatwould bemore appropriate for logic or
mathematics ( Aristotle, n.d./1941a, 1094b 10–
25). He argues that there is no fixed sense of what
is good and no universal good present across all
the situations inwhichwefindourselves (Aristotle,
n.d./1941a, 1096a 11–1097a 14, 1104a 5). Put
another way, there is not a single principle or rule
for goodness or virtue that could apply across
contexts.7 Rather, what is good is dictated by the
particular context in which the actions take place
(Aristotle, n.d./1941a, 1104a5–10):Todo the right
thing is “to do it to the right person, to the right
extent, at the right time, with the right motive, and
in the right way…” (Aristotle, n.d./1941a, p. 963,
1109a 25–30).
Beyond virtue, Aristotle argues that develop-

ing other traits requires finding the right balance
between two contrary poles (e.g., finding the
balance between recklessness and timidity to be
courageous; Aristotle, n.d./1941a, 1104a 10–
1104b 10, 1106b 30–1109b 30). This goal of
finding a virtuous balance between contrary vices
echoes the Chinese philosophical goal of finding
the “middle way” in how one acts and thinks.
Like Politics, Nicomachean Ethics views its

subject as tied to the interpersonal and relational
aspect of humans. Two of the 10 books of
Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle, n.d./1941a,
1155a 1–1172a 15) are dedicated exclusively to
the topic of understanding just one type of rela-
tionship, friendship, and its role in the develop-
ment of virtue. For Aristotle, the development of
an individual’s character is intertwined with their
interaction with the political state and with the
interpersonal relationships they form (Aristotle,
n.d./1941a, 1094a 17–1094b11).One’s character
cannot be constructed independent of one’s re-
lationships with others.

Collectivism and Holism in Ancient
Greek Philosophy

To conclude this brief discussion of Heraclitus’,
Plato’s, and Aristotle’s philosophies: These influ-
ential ancient Greeks emphasized topics that have
been characterized in the cultural psychology lit-
erature, and beyond, as the province of Chinese
philosophy, including the dynamism of nature and

the importance of context, balancing theory with
experience and dialectic. In fact, these emphases
were shared between ancient Greek and Chinese
philosophy. Although ancient Greek philosophers
did engage with “Western-like” individualistic
ideas, supposedly “Eastern-like” collectivistic
themes (e.g., harmony, duty, and social re-
lationships) played a central role in the work of
these prominent ancient Greek thinkers whose
influence spanned generations of ancient Greek
philosophical thought.

Reconsidering Ancient Chinese Philosophy

We have argued that ancient Greek philosophy
prioritizes themes that are emblematic of ancient
Chinese philosophy. Is it possible that ancient
Chinese philosophy prioritizes themes that are
emblematic of ancientGreekphilosophy, aswell?
We, the authors, are not familiar enough with
ancient Chinese philosophy to provide a review
of primary sources, as we have done for ancient
Greek philosophy. However, at least three sec-
ondary sources suggest that the representation of
Chinese philosophy in the cultural psychology
literature may be skewed in an analogous manner
to the representation of Greek philosophy. Here,
we review work from cultural psychology and
the history of ancient China, which argues that
individualism and analytic thought have played
consistent roles in ancient Chinese thought.

Confucian Pursuit of Self-Perfection

According to the psychologists Wang and Li
(2003), Confucian philosophy had an “emphasis
on self-perfection and self-cultivation” (p. 94).
This emphasis is not evident in typical accounts of
ancient Chinese philosophy written by Western
scholars. In particular, Wang and Li argued that
descriptions of Confucianism and Taoism in the
cultural psychology literature leave out individ-
ualistic elements in those philosophies that
concern notions of the self in the domain of
learning and achievement.
Wang and Li (2003) argued that, although

Confucian ethics stresses social obligation and
relatedness, it also emphasizes cultivating and
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7 Aristotle qualifies this point later, saying that virtue in-
volves applying rational principles guided by practical
wisdom, as opposed to theoretical or formal reasoning (1144b
1–1145a 11; but see 1103b 25–30, 1109b 14–30).
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reflecting on the self to perfect it. This goal is
related to the concept of ren, which refers to
becoming “the most genuine, sincere, and
humane person [one] can become” (p. 92).Wang
and Li glossed ren as “self-perfection” and
suggested that this pursuit is the highest purpose
of life for any person in Confucian belief (p. 92).
In another illustration of the individualistic as-
pects of traditional Chinese philosophy, Wang
andLi described the principle of dushan qishen in
the moral domain, which pertains to how one
must “pay attention to one’s own moral uplift
without thought of others” (p. 95, italics added).
Wang and Li argued that the importance of
dushan qishen “reveals an unequivocal individ-
ual sense of self [which] has been highly valued in
Chinese culture throughout history” (ibid.) On
the basis ofWang and Li’s arguments, it does not
seem accurate to describe Confucianism as sin-
gularly collectivistic: Beyond one’s obligations
to other people—and perhaps as a means to
fulfilling them—ancient Chinese individuals
were obligated to focus on the self, in some cases
“without thought of others.”

Individualism in Ancient Chinese Thought

Whereas Wang and Li (2003) focused on
Confucianism, Brindley, an intellectual and cul-
tural historian, analyzed primary texts from other
ancient Chinese philosophies (Brindley, 2010).
Brindley centered her analysis primarily around the
individualistic strains of thought in the Mencius,8

the Zhuangzi, the thought of Yang Zhu, and later
texts that continued these individualistic strains
(e.g., the Zhong Yong and Gaozi). These texts are
among the most influential philosophical works of
their time, and all of them advanced individualistic
thought.
Brindley’s (2010) review points to specific

aspects of ancient Chinese philosophy that en-
dorsed a type of individualism indigenous to
Chinese culture. According to Brindley, ancient
Chinese philosophies fostered ideas of in-
dividuals’ bodily agency (pp. 64–65, 68, 71, 78)
and prioritized each person’s individual spiritual
attainment and moral development (pp. 54, 59–
60). Whereas the locus of power and agency in
earlier Chinese texts had been external to the
individual, the canonical texts that Brindley re-
viewed shifted the locus of power and agency to
within the individual (Brindley, 2010, pp. 54, 65,
83; see also Slingerland, 2018, pp. 100, 111–117,

121–127, for a discussion of xin, “heart-mind,” as
an internal locus of personal identity and moral
responsibility). These philosophies from the
fourth to second centuries BCE prioritized in-
dividuals’ particular needs (Brindley, 2010, pp.
73–74) and the moral development of people’s
innate human natures (i.e., xing; Brindley, 2010,
pp. 64–70). They also emphasized each person’s
relation to the Dao (i.e., the way) and each in-
dividual’s unique manifestation of that relation
(also known as De; Brindley, 2010, pp. 56, 60,
62, 112). Additionally, parts of Zhuangzi9 and
Mencius claim that human nature is fundamen-
tally good and criticize the imposition of societal
norms on individuals’ innate nature (Brindley,
2010, pp. 68, 79–80). One early Chinese thinker,
Yang Zhu, prioritized the individual above and
beyond other societal obligations to such a high
degree that other thinkers, even relatively indi-
vidualistic ones, criticized him for idealizing
selfishness (Brindley, 2010, pp. 70–74).10

Further, Brindley (2010) described how an
ancient debate about human nature and external
controls ultimately led to the emergence of an
individualism that differs from some Western
varieties of individualism insomuch as there is no
conflict between personal agency and guidance
from external forces like culture and education.
Some ancient Chinese texts debated whether
cultivation of the self should depend more on the
natural growth of a positive, innate xing (i.e.,
human nature; e.g., Zhuangzi andMencius) or on
external, social, and cultural controls that correct
a flawed xing (e.g., Xunzi and Han Feizi). Yet,
thinkers on both sides of this debate pre-
supposed that human nature possessed agency
and a determinative power over a person’s life
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8 The texts that are often attributed to these thinkers (and
often named after them) are typically considered to be works
of multiple authors working in a tradition of thought centered
around a particular thinker (though not always with the same
perspective as other authors contributing to the same text;
Brindley, 2010).

9 These are parts of the text that have been described as
endorsing a primitivist perspective, rejecting all forms of
societal control in favor of letting each person’s original (or
“primitive”) xing develop unfettered on its own in a utopian
setting without political hierarchies controlling individuals
(Brindley, 2010, pp. 79–80).

10 However, what Brindley (2010) knew of Yang Zhu
comes from his critics’ depictions of his philosophy, and
Brindley accordingly hypothesized a more moderated image
of Yang Zhu and his followers as simply placing the highest
priority on one’s own personal attainment, rather than
actively promoting selfish behavior.
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(Brindley, 2010, pp. 77–103), and later thinkers
synthesized these internal and external forms of
control (Brindley, 2010, pp. 104–118). The
Zhong Yong and parts of Zhuangzi11 advanced a
view of individual agency and mechanisms of
external guidance (i.e., education and culture)
as working together and not in conflict with one
another (Brindley, 2010, pp. 104–106, 108–
109). In other words, what emerged by the end
of this debate was a view that external guidance
from education and other cultural institutions
promotes personal growth and the development
of individual power (Brindley, 2010, pp. 108,
110, 118).
Brindley (2010) concluded that individualism

played a vital role in ancient Chinese thought. In
contrast to some traditional interpretations of
Western individualism, the Chinese style of
individualism is relational and holistic (Brindley,
2010, pp. 121, 129–130; but see Slingerland,
2018), as it does not always necessitate sepa-
rateness from others or from external forms of
control (Brindley, 2010, p. xi, 121). Nor does
ancient Chinese individualism have a basis in
egalitarianism (Brindley, 2010, p. 127), unlike
individualism in Western thought, as it is typi-
cally characterized.12 Instead, Chinese individ-
ualism fosters a cultivation of the self in accord
with the cosmos (Brindley, 2010). Like other
common conceptions of individualism, Chinese
individualism relies upon personal choice, per-
sonal judgment, individual agency, and each
person’s will (Brindley, 2010, p. 129).

Analytic Aspects of Ancient Chinese Thought

Opposing modern scholars’ tendency to focus
on holistic themes in ancient Chinese philosophy
(i.e., themes that are relational, context-based, or
otherwise focused on “wholeness”), Slingerland
(2018) highlighted the importance of analytic
themes. Like Brindley (2010), Slingerland points
to individualism in ancient China (Slingerland,
2018, pp. 11, 47–49). Additionally, he describes
early Chinese philosophers’ distinction between
outward behaviors versus inner psychological
states (ibid., pp. 45–47, 129–138) and theirmind–
bodydualism (ibid., pp. 11–12, 39–45, 100–140).
Slingerland focuses on mind–body dualism to
argue that analytic, and even dualistic, thinking is
consistently present in ancient Chinese philoso-
phies. He provides evidence for conceptual dis-
tinctions between the mind and the body through

qualitative analysis (ibid., pp. 65–138) and
quantitative textual analyses of ancient Chinese
philosophy (ibid., pp. 147–192). Although
Slingerland points out that Chinese dualism
does not resemble what he terms Cartesian
“strong” dualism, he argues that the extreme
Cartesian formulation of dualism is not the norm
in Western thought (ibid., pp. 7–8, 12, 40, 44–
45, 231–238, 277–279) and that “weak” dual-
ism may be shared between Western and
Chinese thought (e.g., pp. 7–8, 15, 100–140,
301). Complementing our arguments above that
holistic themes were important in ancient Greek
philosophy, Slingerland argues that analytic
themes were important in ancient Chinese phi-
losophy (see also Behuniak, 2019; Slingerland,
2019; H. A. Smith, 2021).

Individualism and Analytic Thought in
Ancient Chinese Philosophy

In summary, ancient Chinese and Greek phi-
losophy have been juxtaposed in ways that mask
similarities between these traditions. Typically,
ancient Chinese thinkers have been characterized
as having focused on holistic thought and col-
lectivistic concerns such as harmony and the
nature of social duties. Although ancient Chinese
philosophers did engage with these ideas, indi-
vidualistic and analytic themes (e.g., dushan
qishen, individual agency, mind–body distinc-
tions) played a central role in prominent Chinese
philosophical texts (e.g., texts related toConfucius,
Mencius, Zhuangzi, etc.) whose influence spanned
generations of ancient Chinese philosophical
thought (Brindley, 2010; Slingerland, 2018;Wang
& Li, 2003). To the extent that ancient Chinese
philosophy promoted individualistic concepts, it is
unclear how ancient Chinese philosophy could
have given rise to the collectivistic tendencies of
modern East Asian cultures: cultures in which,
according to a consensus in cultural psychology,
individuals “subordinate their personal goals to the
collective goals” (Triandis, 1989, p. 509).
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11 These sections of Zhuangzi represent what is called a
syncretic point of view, in contrast to the primitivist sections
of Zhuangzi described earlier in Brindley (2010).

12 Although egalitarianism is among the highest values of
Enlightenment-era Western individualism, individualistic
European philosophers have not uniformly embraced egali-
tarianism (e.g., see Nietzsche, 1977).
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Mindsets Across Millennia

In the preceding sections, we argued that
ancient Greek and Chinese philosophy have been
mischaracterized in the cultural psychology lit-
erature (and beyond). By reviewing primary lit-
erature from ancient Greek philosophy and
secondary literature that reviews ancient Chinese
philosophy, we argue that both individualistic
and collectivistic themes feature prominently in
both ancient philosophies. As such, the parallels
that scholars have drawn between ancient phi-
losophies and modern mindsets do not appear
to hold.
Could ancient philosophies have shaped

modern psychological mindsets even though the
parallel differences that motivated this proposal
do not hold? In the absence of the proposed
parallels, it is not possible to predict or explain
differences between modern Western and East
Asian mindsets as resulting simply from the most
prominent themes of ancient Greek and Chinese
philosophy being projected forward through
time. For modern Western and East Asian
mindsets to have arisen from ancient Greek and
Chinese philosophy, respectively, it would be
necessary for individualistic ideas to have been
transmitted selectively across the millennia from
the ancient Greeks to modern Westerners and for
collectivistic ideas to have been transmitted se-
lectively from the ancient Chinese tomodern East
Asians. Such selective transmission of primarily
individualistic or collectivistic elements from the
ancient traditions would be difficult to explain in
light of well-documented discontinuities—and
even reversals—in independence versus inter-
dependence during the histories of both Western
Europe and China. Although Nisbett and col-
leagues suggested that there was a “provocative
congruence” between the ancient and the modern
(Norenzayan et al., 2002), these scholars have
also acknowledged the discontinuities and re-
versals across the centuries:

[W]e do not wish to imply that Eastern and Western
societies have been marked continuously by the sorts of
differences found in ancient times. The West during the
Middle Ages was similar economically and socially to
ancient China in many ways, and one would never
characterize the feudal period as being notably
individualistic. In contrast, in various periods in
China, especially during the late 2nd century to the
early 4th century AD,13 there were substantial strains
of individualism. (Nisbett et al., 2001, p. 295; see also
Iliev & ojalehto, 2015)

Underscoring the reversals within cultures over
time, we note thatmodernGreece does not appear
to be an individualistic society, belying the
possibility that the relevant ancient Greek tradi-
tions are kept alive bymodernGreece. According
to Hofstede’s (2001) individualism index, mod-
ern Greece is less individualistic than modern
Japan.14

Given that stereotypically “Eastern” and
“Western” themes are intermixed in ancient East
Asian andWestern philosophies, there is no clear
parallelism between these ancient philosophies
and the corresponding modern cultures. Given
that individualistic and collectivistic periods
alternated over the centuries within each culture,
it would be difficult to posit a mechanism to
explain how individualistic elements of ancient
Greek thought were selectively transmitted
across time to modern Westerners and how col-
lectivistic elements of ancient Chinese thought
were selectively transmitted across time to
modern East Asians (see also Iliev & ojalehto,
2015). Given the lack of parallels between the
ancient and the modern, and the lack of any clear
mechanism by which particular elements of the
ancient philosophies could be selectively trans-
mitted to the corresponding modern cultures, it
appears unlikely that differences between ancient
Eastern and Western philosophies can help to
explain differences between modern East Asian
and Western mindsets.
This conclusion leads to further questions:

How did the belief that ancient philosophies can
explain modern psychologies arise? Why have
cultural psychologists and other readers of phi-
losophy come to believe that ancient thinkers in
Greece and China differed in ways that parallel
modern differences between Western and East
Asian cultures? How have modern scholars
arrived at the conclusion that ancient philoso-
phers’ ways of thinking were so much like their
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13 This period should not be confused with the one re-
viewed by Brindley (2010), which is the fourth to second
centuries BCE.

14 In Varnum et al. (2008), Western European participants
(recruited from several countries including Greece) show a
more analytic cognitive and perceptual style than Eastern and
Central Europeans across several tasks. However, only four
of the 24 Western European participants in Experiment 1
were Greek, and none of the participants in Experiment 2
were Greek. Given that there were only four Greek partici-
pants, total, the data from Varnum et al. do not support any
generalizable conclusions about Greek people’s cognitive or
perceptual styles.
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own, despite evidence to the contrary that we
reviewed above?

Sources of Theoretical Distortion

Rather than ancient philosophies giving rise to
modern psychologies, modern mindsets may
instead act as lenses throughwhich contemporary
scholars view ancient thought. These lenses may
distort modern views of ancient philosophies in
systematic ways, leading scholars to overlook
themes that were central to these philosophies.
We propose here a set of four psychological and
sociopolitical processes that may drive this
distortion. We call these processes egocentric
projection, familiarity filtering, sociopolitical
erasure, and construct narrowing.

Egocentric Projection

One process that may distort modern readers’
views of ancient thought we call egocentric
projection. Psychological projection, in its
broadest sense, means imputing one’s internal
states to an external object (McWilliams, 2020).
Egocentrism is the tendency to believe that what
is true of oneself is also true of others and to fail
to recognize that others could differ from
oneself (Epley et al., 2004). In combination,
egocentrism and projection lead people to
routinely see their own traits (feelings, beliefs,
etc.) in other people, whether or not the others
share these traits (Baumeister et al., 1998;
Holmes, 1968; Murstein & Pryer, 1959).15 One
example of egocentric projection is the false
consensus effect (Ross et al., 1977), in which
people assume that their own beliefs are the
norm and that alternative beliefs are the excep-
tion, even when their beliefs do not represent a
consensus (Baumeister et al., 1998; Epley et al.,
2004;Murstein&Pryer, 1959). Another example
of egocentric projection illustrates the tendency to
see others “through our own eyes,” almost lit-
erally. A national sample of U.S. participants
tended to assume that other people had the same
eye color as themselves, even when this
assumption was inconsistent with the distribution
of eye color in the world (e.g., blue-eyed parti-
cipants imputed blue eyedness to a majority of
other people, even though a small minority of
other people actually have blue eyes; Casasanto
& Staum Casasanto, 2011; see also Lupyan et al.,
2023). In an informal example of egocentric

projection, parents of a biological child might
both see their child as bearing a stronger
resemblance to their own side of the family than to
the other side.
Examples of egocentric projection extend even

to figures from ancient philosophy. For example,
Du Bois (1987) described how, presumably due
to their implicit biases, people have tended to
make a false assumption about thinkers from
ancient Southern Europe and Northern Africa.
According to Du Bois, modern White readers
have projected an aspect of their own identities—
namely, their Whiteness—onto esteemed thin-
kers of the ancient Mediterranean, viewing those
thinkers as similar to themselves in a way that
these historical figures were almost certainly
different from themselves.16

Analogously, modern readers of ancient phi-
losophy may project other aspects of themselves,
such as their perspectives, motivations, and
theories, onto the ancient philosophers in their
cultural canons.17 Readers may project their
culture-specific attitudes and ways of thinking
onto thinkers who, due to egocentric projection,
they assume to be like themselves. The tempta-
tion to impute modern beliefs to these historical
figures may be particularly strong if the modern
scholars admire them and (perhaps unconsciously)
wish to see similarities between themselves and
their intellectual heroes. If such projection does
occur, modern readers may mistakenly come to
believe that they are more similar to the ancient
authors in their culture’s canon than they truly are.
Having identified similarities (real or projected)
between ancient and modern minds and assuming
that the group who came first in time caused
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15 Projection, as defined here, cannot be reduced to the
narrower construct of projection in psychopathology, which
involves attributing an undesired negative trait in oneself to
others as a defense mechanism, related to repressing one’s
awareness of the negative attribute (Baumeister et al., 1998;
Holmes, 1968).

16 Even if some ancient scholars from Southern Europe and
Northern Africa had fair skin, our modern social category of
White may not have existed in their culture; the assumption
that the ancient scholars were White would rely on projecting
our own social categories onto people for whom they did not
obtain.

17 For example, see Slingerland (2018, pp. 290–295) for a
relevant discussion of how scholars struggle to interpret
ancient Chinese texts in their own right, rather than in light of
scholars’ own (often theologically motivated) theories. The
struggle Slingerland describes is one example of how ego-
centric projection may lead to misinterpretation of ancient
texts.
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the later group to think the way they do, modern
thinkersmay then conclude that their ownmindsets
are rooted in the thinking of those ancient
philosophers.

Familiarity Filtering

By familiarity filtering, we refer to a process by
which readers may focus on and magnify those
elements of ancient thought that most align with
their own cultural values and ways of thinking.
This filtering process, which is proposed to
operate at a conceptual level, is analogous towell-
documented processes in visual attention. Given
a field of unfamiliar stimulus objects in a visual
search task, participants are faster to identify a
familiar target object than to identify an unfa-
miliar target (Wang et al., 1994). The familiarity
advantage shown in basic visual psychophysics
has not been extended to “search” for content in
conceptual spaces, to our knowledge, but it has
been shown to operate on stimuli that people
encounter outside of the laboratory (e.g., search
for familiar vs. unfamiliar brand logos; Qin et
al., 2014).
What happens to visual input to which we do

not attend? Often that information does not
become a part of our record of the event. This
process is called inattentional blindness, a per-
ceptual phenomenon in which aspects of a visual
scene that do not receive focused attention are not
remembered or reported (Simons & Chabris,
1999). In one dramatic example of inattentional
blindness, participants often fail to notice an
unexpected gorilla walking through themidst of a
group of basketball playerswhen the participants’
attention is directed to counting the number
of times those players pass a ball (Simons &
Chabris, 1999). To participants who experience
this effect, it is as if the unattended gorilla was
never present: These participants only experience
and report aspects of the video they were look-
ing for.
An analogous process may occur by which

modern readers attend primarily to those parts of
ancient texts that engage with familiar ways of
thinking. For example, a Western reader may
attend more to those parts of Aristotle’s texts that
align well with a Western psychological mindset
because those parts appear familiar. Attending to
familiar elements of the text causes the reader to
remember them, to discuss them, and to make
them a part of the modern discourse on Aristotle.

By contrast, if readers attend less to parts of
Aristotle’s texts that are unfamiliar, then these
elements do not become part of the readers’
memory; they may not get discussed and may
become filtered out of discourse on Aristotle.
Readers of ancient philosophy may become
“blind” to parts of the ancient texts that engage
with ways of thinking that are less familiar to the
readers (e.g., because they donot attend to parts of
the text that do notmatch common themes in their
contemporary philosophy and culture). In mod-
ern Westerners, for example, this process of fil-
tering out unfamiliar content could create the
impression that ancientGreek texts focusprimarily
on stereotypically Western ways of thinking;
stereotypically East Asian themes within the same
texts, then, go the way of the unattended gorilla.

Sociopolitical Erasure

A third process by which modern perspectives
may warp views of ancient philosophical tradi-
tions is sociopolitical erasure: the strategic
omission of elements of a cultural tradition that
are considered socially or politically undesirable
(Irvine & Gal, 2000). Whereas familiarity fil-
tering and egocentric projection presumably
operate at a mostly unconscious level, creating
distortions that are likely to be unintentional,
sociopolitical erasure can operate at a more
intentional, conscious level. For example, Brindley
(2010) alleged that such politically driven erasure
has taken place with respect to ancient Chinese
philosophy. According to Brindley, the contem-
porary Chinese state and the culture it promotes
view individualism as alien to Chinese identity
(Brindley, 2010). The Chinese government adopts
this view, Brindley claims, to legitimize the state’s
dismissal of charges of human rights abuses. This
dismissal rests, partly, on the claim that the ideas
of universal human rights are entangled with
Western-specific concepts of individualism and
thus are incompatible with traditional Chinese
values (pp. ix–xi). In this way, Brindley claims,
Chinese government officials and politically
motivated scholars intentionally discouraged the
identification of traditional Chinese thinking and
culture with individualism. Once stereotypically
Western themes have been erased, what remains is
a view of traditional Chinese culture that misleads
later scholars in its apparent homogeneity (see also
Slingerland, 2018, p. 299).
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Construct Narrowing

Afourth process thatmay distortmodern views
of ancient philosophical traditions is construct
narrowing. In this process, an overly specific
characterization of a given construct may dis-
courage thinkers from applying that construct in
all of the contexts where it could be productively
applied. The construct of individualism, for
example, has been characterized by bothWestern
and East Asian scholars in a way that ties this
construct to the history of Western European
societies (Brindley, 2010). Yet, the Western
version of individualism is unlikely to be dupli-
cated exactly in non-Western cultures; Brindley
(2010) pointed out that duplicating the Western
variety of individualism inChinawould require the
impossible process of duplicating Western his-
torical trajectories in East Asia (p. xvii). Given that
Western-style individualism has not been dupli-
cated in China, scholars have denied the presence
of Chinese individualism.18 Yet, as we argued
above, individualistic themes feature prominently
in Chinese thought. These individualistic themes,
in the context of other aspects of Chinese culture,
give rise to a Chinese style of individualism (see
Brindley, 2010; Wang & Li, 2003). Defining
“individualism” narrowly as “Western individu-
alism” and then claiming that “individualism” is
not found outside of the West is logically circular.
A broader conception of individualism would
encompass varieties of individualism that are
evident in Chinese culture—such as ren and
dushan qishen, described above—and would
therefore allow scholars to apply the construct
of individualism fruitfully to Chinese culture.

Clarifications and Caveats

In this section, we will address three questions
in an effort to clarify the preceding arguments.19

Question 1: Have previous scholars cherry-
picked specific philosophical texts to support
their views concerning ancient philosophy and
culture, and have we simply cherry-picked dif-
ferent texts to support ours?We do not believe that
previous scholars selectively or strategically chose
examples from the ancient texts to support their
views. This is not our claim. Instead, we argue that
multiple psychological and sociopolitical pro-
cesses may have biased previous scholars, giving
rise to genuine misunderstandings of the themes

that were central to Chinese and Greek philoso-
phies (see above).
Similarly, we do not believe that we have

engaged in cherry-picking of philosophers and
texts that served our views, either. We reviewed
primary and secondary texts that focused on the
works of prominent figures from ancient Greek
and ancient Chinese philosophy. The Greek
philosophers and texts were chosen because (a)
the philosophers were explicitly referenced and
characterized in the cultural psychology literature
(e.g., Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001; Peng &
Nisbett, 1999; Yama & Zakaria, 2019); (b) the
philosophers lived across different periods of
Greek thought, showing that the commonalities
we highlighted were not confined to a single
individual or generation; (c) other Greek philo-
sophers (and later schools of thought) engaged
with these texts, indicating that the ideas therein
were influential and available even long after the
deaths of the original authors (i.e., these were not
culturally peripheral thinkers or works); (d) the
texts we focused on were relevant to questions of
individualism versus collectivism (or the analytic
vs. the holistic); and (e) the ideas reviewed were
central to the author’s philosophical project.
Although we relied on other scholars’ judgments
for the selection of Chinese texts, it appears that
these texts meet similar criteria.
Question 2: Are the present authors subject to

the same biases as the scholars we are critiquing?
We argued above that (at least) four distorting
mechanisms may have led to a mischaracteriza-
tion of Greek and Chinese philosophy. We, the
authors, are undoubtedly susceptible to these
same sources of bias, even thoughwe are aware of
them. However, it is not possible that these biases
led to the arguments we make here. If anything,
thesemechanismswould have ledus to agreewith
previous scholars because we come from similar
educational and sociocultural contexts. That is,
the psychological and sociopolitical processes
that bias us to attend to themes consonant with the
dominant view of Western versus East Asian
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18 By analogy, scholars could claim that philosophy never
arose in any culture other than ancient Greece, because
philosophy was never again instantiated in the same manner
as it was in classical Greece. The analogy highlights the
problem of using overly specific criteria for establishing the
presence of a particular type of practice, value, or belief in a
culture.

19 Our thanks to two anonymous reviewers who thought-
fully raised these questions.
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philosophies could not cause us to develop our
dissenting view.
Question 3: Can we use quantitative methods

to adjudicate between the views we have chal-
lenged and the views we advance? Our argument
relies on qualitative analysis. In principle, we
would welcome quantitative approaches (e.g.,
quantitative text analysis) that could complement
our analysis of relationships between ancient
philosophies andmodernmindsets. However, we
would suggest that at least two caveats should be
consideredwith respect to such approaches. First,
some questions may be better addressed using
qualitative analysis rather than quantitative
methods. Specifically, questions concerning
the interpretation of philosophical texts may fall
into the former category more often than they fall
into the latter. One reason to prefer qualitative
analyses is that the quantity of text dedicated to an
idea may not equate to the centrality of that topic
to a body of work or to the amount of influence it
holds over future thinkers (or cultures). The ideas
we focused on in Greek philosophy influenced
much of the perspective and method in that tra-
dition, whether or not they took up the greatest
amount of space. For example, regardless of how
many words Aristotle dedicated to the idea that
character is developed in a necessarily interde-
pendent manner or the idea that theory must be
balanced with experience (see above), these are
core themes in Aristotle’s work that also influ-
enced the work of later philosophers.
Second, a standard motivation to use quanti-

tative methods is to remove the bias inherent in
human judgments. In this case, however, it is not
clear that quantitative approaches would achieve
this goal. Reviewers kindly suggested two pos-
sible quantitative approaches: judgments of texts
by “blind” human raters and use of large language
models. On the first suggestion, it would be
possible to do rating studies with human raters
blind to the hypothesis (and potentially unfa-
miliar with the primary sources). However, these
raters would be subject to the same distorting
biases that we outlined above. On the second
suggestion, large language models such as
ChatGPT might not fare better than human raters
because they are reported to replicate the biases of
the data they have been trained on (e.g., Abid et
al., 2021; Gallegos et al., 2024). These training
data would presumably include the texts that
contain the interpretations of ancient philosophy
we have challenged here. Thus, any quantitative

approaches would still need to employ qualitative
considerations to inform how the approach is
applied to questions of interpretation.
We are aware of only one attempt to combine

qualitative and quantitative research to test
whether cultural psychology’s characterization of
ancient philosophies is correct. That work sup-
ports the interpretation we have advanced in this
article: Slingerland (2018) combined qualitative
analysis of primary texts from ancient Chinese
philosophy andquantitative text analyses to argue
that central themes of individualism and analytic
thought havebeenoverlooked in the scholarship on
ancient Chinese philosophy (see also Brindley,
2010, for further qualitative work on ancient
Chinese individualism).
Quantitative studies lie outside of the scope

of this article. In principle, we would welcome
further interdisciplinary approaches from the
digital humanities to illuminate relationships
between ancient philosophies and modern mind-
sets, provided these approaches could overcome
the concerns we described above (e.g., by com-
bining qualitative with quantitative methods, as in
Slingerland, 2018).

What Causes Psychological Differences
Between Western and East Asian Cultures?

If explanations based on ancient philosophies
are not supportable, how, then, can we explain the
emergence of modern East Asian–Western dif-
ferences in thinking? Importantly, even adherents
to theview that ancientphilosophieshelp to explain
modern psychologies do not identify ancient phi-
losophies as the only cause of the observed cross-
cultural differences. For example, cultural psy-
chologists (including Nisbett and Markus) also
appeal to social and ecological drivers of cultural
tendencies (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001;
Uskul et al., 2008; Varnum et al., 2010). Candidate
explanations include a bidirectional relationship
between a culture’s perceptual style and the built
environments they create (Miyamoto et al., 2006),
patterns of voluntary migration selecting for
independent mindsets (Kitayama et al., 2006), and
the influence of subsistence practices and the social
structures that support those practices on cognition
and behavior (Talhelm et al., 2014; Uskul et al.,
2008). A thorough discussion of the many me-
chanisms that are likely to drive the development
and maintenance of culture-specific mindsets lies
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beyond the scope of this article (see Gutchess &
Sekuler, 2019; Henrich, 2015; Laland & Brown,
2002; Markus, 2017; Markus & Conner, 2014;
Richerson & Christiansen, 2013; Riemer et al.,
2014). Additionally, though we have argued
against the idea that ancient philosophical tradi-
tions have shaped modern cultural mindsets, other
historical mechanisms must surely produce cul-
tural variation in cognition and behavior. We
believe that such historical hypotheses will be
necessary to explain the development of cultural
mindsets in conjunction with more proximate
causes (e.g., parenting practices, perceptual en-
vironments). Two compelling examples of how
historical mechanisms could shape human thought
and behavior include the self-selection for indi-
vidualistic values that occurs when people migrate
to frontier regions (Kitayama et al., 2006) and the
large-scale impact of subsistence styles on group
organization and thought (e.g., Talhelm et al.,
2014). Finally, we note that any theories that
attempt to explain current culture-linked beha-
viors and mindsets on the basis of historical
mechanisms should be wary of the distorting
processes that we sketched above.

Beyond Psychology: Broader Similarities
Between Ancient Philosophical Traditions

Beyond the psychology-relevant similarities
between ancient philosophical traditions that we
and others have argued for (see Brindley, 2010;
Slingerland, 2018), scholars within history,
sociology, and philosophy have also argued for
broader similarities between ancient philosoph-
ical traditions. The Axial Age Hypothesis, for
example, asserts that multiple cultures around the
world (including ancient Greece and China)
experienced similar revolutionary movements in
philosophy and religion around the same time
period (roughly from the eighth to third centuries
BCE); these movements set philosophies of this
era apart from previous ways of thinking. This
claim is central to the hypothesis in both its
original form (Jaspers, 1953)20 and its later forms
(e.g., Bellah& Joas, 2012; Eisenstadt, 1986; for a
review, see Boy & Torpey, 2013). The status of
the Axial Age Hypothesis is contested by some
modern scholars (e.g., Provan, 2013; A. Smith,
2015). In particular, some critiques of the original
hypothesis accept the idea of strong similarities
across revolutionary traditions but argue that such

turns in religion and philosophy have also
occurred in time periods and cultures in addition
to the one originally described by Jaspers (e.g.,
Assmann, 2012;Hoyer&Reddish, 2019;Mullins
et al., 2018). A detailed evaluation of the Axial
Age Hypothesis lies beyond the scope of this
article, and we do not necessarily endorse it here.
Nevertheless, this hypothesis highlights the fact
that previous scholars of history have proposed
broad commonalities between putatively differ-
ing cultural traditions, including the traditions to
which Heraclitus, Plato, Aristotle, Confucius,
Mencius, and Zhuangzi belonged. To the extent
that ancient China and ancient Greek cultures
converged during theAxialAge, it is unlikely that
the philosophies of this age can explain how
modern cultures have diverged.

Conclusions

Drawing upon scholarship from multiple dis-
ciplines, cultural psychologists have suggested
some intriguing parallels between ancient phi-
losophies and modern psychologies: Reportedly,
ancient Greek philosophers were individualistic
and analytic like modern Westerners, whereas
ancient Chinese philosophers were more col-
lectivistic and holistic like modern East Asians.
Here we called these parallels into question by
reassessing texts produced by some of the most
influential ancient philosophers. In addition to
valuing debate and logic, ancient Greek philoso-
phers such as Heraclitus, Plato, and Aristotle
strongly prioritized collectivistic themes, including
harmony, societal obligations, and holistic think-
ing, and stressed the importance of social factors in
developing character. Conversely, in addition to
valuing social harmony, duty, and holistic themes,
ancient Chinese philosophers spanning several
centuries, including Confucius, Mencius, and
Zhuangzi, prioritized analytic and individual-
istic themes such as dualism, self-focus, indi-
vidual agency, and the pursuit of self-perfection
(Brindley, 2010; Slingerland, 2018; Wang &
Li, 2003). Both ancient Chinese and ancient
Greek philosophies emphasized themes that
are stereotypically associated with both East
Asian and Western psychological mindsets,
and individualistic and collectivistic tendencies
alternated within these cultures across the
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20 We thank an anonymous reviewer for kindly bringing
our attention to the Axial Age Hypothesis.
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millennia. Therefore, the parallels that scholars
have drawn between ancient philosophies and
modern mindsets are difficult to maintain. Since
both the weak (predictive) and strong (causal)
versions of the proposal that ancient philosophies
help to explain modern psychologies depend on
these parallels, their absence challenges both
versions of this proposal. This proposal has per-
sisted as a prominent candidate explanation for
differences between modern East Asian and
Western minds for at least 2 decades (e.g., see
Gutchess & Sekuler, 2019; Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett
et al., 2001; Norenzayan et al., 2002; Peng &
Nisbett, 1999; Yama & Zakaria, 2019). Our
analysis suggests that cultural psychologists
would be better served by prioritizing alternative
candidate explanations (e.g., based on social,
economic, or ecological factors; Gutchess &
Sekuler, 2019; Henrich, 2015; Kitayama et al.,
2006; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Miyamoto et
al., 2006; Nisbett, 2003; Talhelm et al., 2014;
Uskul et al., 2008; Varnum et al., 2010).
We proposed four psychological and socio-

political processes that might explain the per-
sistence of scholars’ belief in the connection
between the ancient philosophies of China and
Greece and modern mindsets. Egocentric pro-
jection may lead modern readers to attribute their
own ways of thinking to philosophers of the past.
Familiarity filtering may lead readers to magnify
the most familiar parts of ancient texts, which
align with their own cultures, and to omit the less
familiar parts from their discussion of those texts.
Sociopolitical erasure may have driven scholars
to emphasize elements of ancient thought that
accord well with current social and political
perspectives. Construct narrowing may lead to
the development of overly specific concepts (e.g.,
individualism), which then impede the identifi-
cation and productive use of those concepts
across different contexts. These psychological
and sociopolitical processes that influence our
everyday thinking can also play a role in scien-
tists’ theorizing. Rather than ancient philosophies
helping us to understand modern psychologies,
modern mindsets may have acted as lenses that
have distorted contemporary views of ancient
philosophies.
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