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The Big Data Thinking from the Perspective of Chinese Traditional Philosophy 

Abstract: 

We are entering the era of big data. In this epoch, people are required to develop big 
data thinking gradually. It is a new kind of thinking that is different from people's 
previous natural thinking. It has the characteristics of data integration, statistic 
probability, focus on related relationships, and intelligence. From the perspective of 
Chinese traditional philosophy, big data thinking is highly compatible with many 
elements of Chinese traditional philosophy, such as benevolence, harmony as well as 
difference, and the unity of theory and practice based on empathy. This article discusses 
and believes that there is an interrelation between big data thinking and Chinese 
traditional philosophy. The latter has certain reference and guiding significance for the 
development of big data thinking in the era of big data. 

Keywords: Big data era; Big data thinking; Chinese traditional philosophy 

 

  



 

Introduction 

We are in an information society. The benefits that the information society brings to 
people are obvious: Everyone has a mobile phone with them, and each office has a 
computer. These mobile phones and computers are connected to each other, and 
computer classes in an organization are connected with a local area network. This 
connection has brought great convenience to people’s communication. But people are 
not paying more attention to the use of this information itself. With the comprehensive 
and in-depth integration of computer technology into social life, the accumulation of 
information has reached an alarming degree, and has gradually triggered the change in 
information technology, which has led to the concept of “big data”. This concept was 
then applied to all areas of human social development. The concept of “big data” is a 
common understanding that big data is something that people can accomplish on the 
basis of large-scale data, and these things cannot be done on the basis of small-scale 
data. Big data is a source for people to acquire new knowledge and to create new values. 
It is a new way to change the market, the structure of social organizations, and the 
relationship between government and citizens in society. This is a brand-new start and 
requires more attention and thinking. 

 

1. The need of developing big data thinking 

In the human history, even in the rapidly changing modern society, people’s 
understanding of the world is mainly based on surface, sampling and local data. 
Therefore, such understanding is often simple, superficial, incomplete and even 
Incorrect. With the continuous development of information technology and other 
technologies, people have gradually entered the era of big data. In this era, it is 
increasingly possible to obtain comprehensive, relatively complete and systematic data. 
On this basis, people can further understand and explore the laws of the world, gain 
knowledge that was not easily available in the past, and seize opportunities that were 
difficult to reach in the past. In this era of big data, people will develop a new big data 
thinking to understand the world. 

2. Big data thinking and its characteristics 

What is big data thinking? What are its characteristics? First, the characteristics of big 
data have to be explained [1]. The difference between big data and common data lies in 
three points: online (available, calculated and used at any time), real-time (ensure its 
effective analysis value) and the overall data (not the sample, but the whole valid data) 
[2]. These three points illustrate the basic characteristics of big data. This shows that the 
big data thinking is a new thinking based on the interconnection of data and the Internet. 
While previous thinking focused on causality, (conclusions derived from data and 
logical experience), big data provides us with new ways to solve problems when 



 

causality cannot be determined. The information contained in big data can help us find 
the correlation between different data which, to some extent, could replace the original 
causality and help us get the answers we want to know. This is the core of big data 
thinking. The most important feature of big data thinking is that it largely frees people 
from the pursuit of causality and turns to the discovery and use of related relationships. 

Therefore, big data thinking has the following characteristics: 

2.1 The whole data is integrated  

On the one hand, the amount of data is not only huge, and it can basically include all the 
data we need, but these data are online in real time. Under the advancement of big data 
analysis technology, people can quickly and efficiently process these big data and 
obtain valuable information. While the corresponding previous sample thinking is 
based on point overview and partial generalization, this overall thinking reflects the 
objective facts of all the data [3]. 

2.2 Statistical probability 

In the era of big data, the amount is huge and full of variability [4]. Therefore, people 
would give up the accurate analysis of small amounts of data in the past, and emphasize 
the possibility of large probability. This does not mean that people abandon the 
precision of thinking, but increase the fuzzy thinking under big data. This not only 
saves costs, but also improves the efficiency of analysis and research. 

2.3 Focus on related relationships 

Due to the high emphasis on causality in the tradition of people's learning, that is, 
people always keep asking “why”, causality plays an important role in people’s 
traditional daily thinking. In the era of big data, people can create huge economic or 
social benefits by analyzing the correlation between different events. The data in the era 
of big data is very extensive, and the degree of overall social participation is very high 
[5]. Therefore, the related relationships could be very complicated but also have great 
analytical values and benefits. Of course, focusing on related relationships does not 
negate the value of causality. In a sense, causality is a special kind of correlation with a 
definite correlation. 

2.4 Intelligent thinking 

Before the era of big data, people’s thinking was a natural, simple, linear, physical and 
instinctive. Even in the modern society with rapid industrialization, where 
human-invented machines have made great progress in automation and intelligence, 
there still present the characteristics of natural thinking. In the era of big data, the 
thinking of humans and the machines they invent will change significantly. Big data 
will effectively promote the transformation of machine thinking from natural thinking 
to intelligent thinking, which is the key and core content of big data thinking 



 

transformation. As we all know, the reason why the brain has intelligence and wisdom 
is because it can comprehensively collect, logically judge and summarize the data and 
information around it, and also obtain knowledge and insights about things or 
phenomena [6]. Similarly, in the era of big data, with the breakthrough of the Internet of 
Things, cloud computing, social computing, and visual technologies, big data systems 
can also automatically search for all relevant data information, and then become as 
active and three-dimensional as the “human brain” [7]. It could analyze data logically, 
make judgments, and provide insights, then there is no doubt that it could have 
human-like intelligent thinking capabilities and the ability to predict the future. 
“Intelligence and wisdom” are the salient features of the era of big data. Therefore, 
people's way of thinking must also shift from natural thinking to intelligent thinking in 
order to adapt to the development of the era. 

3. Big data thinking from the perspective of Chinese traditional philosophy 

The era of big data is the era that people are in now, and we are facing in the future. 
Therefore, people should gradually cultivate and form big data thinking. Based on the 
aforementioned characteristics of big data thinking, this article attempts to explore 
what is the internal relationship between the two from the perspective of Chinese 
traditional philosophy [8]? This article covers some core content of Chinese traditional 
philosophy (such as benevolence as the purpose of people’s behavior [9], “harmonious 
but different” [10] as an important entomological principle, and the unity of theory and 
practice based on “empathy” in daily life, etc. This article would compare and analyze 
them with big data thinking. 

First, analyze its relationship with big data thinking from the perspective of ‘Ren’ (仁 
meaning benevolence). Ren is the core concept of Chinese traditional philosophy. The 
good relationship among different hierarchy are called benevolence, “Benevolence 
means to be glad to love others” [11]. Benevolence is to love others, and it is a sincere 
love for human society. This shows that Ren is not only the core of the entire social 
order, but also the fundamental pursuit of human nature. So, how can we get and realize 
‘Ren’, and what does Ren have to do with big data thinking? This relationship can be 
reflected in the following points: First, the two are consistent in purpose: Both serve the 
whole of human society. Benevolence is not just the good friendship between 
individual people, but the harmonious and friendly development of civilization that 
emphasizes the entire human society. Big data thinking, as far as its fundamental 
starting point is, serves the whole society. This is of great significance for constructing 
an overall framework in the era of big data. In the era of big data, the relationship 
between people is in a sense of integrity (at this point, Ren’s thinking is highly 
compatible with big data thinking!), The formation, collection, collation, and analysis 
of big data are profound Practical significance. In a sense, Ren is the cornerstone of 
social order in the era of big data and the fundamental moral foundation of big data 
thinking. 



 

Chinese traditional philosophical thought is full of openness and tolerance, which is 
also an important reason why Chinese traditional culture is enduring. Among them, 
“the gentleman is peaceful but different” is an important principle. It is not only an 
important principle of interpersonal communication, but also an important rule for the 
development and operation of social relations. It is also a useful principle when people 
face and deal with different social problems. In modern society, especially 
contemporary society, tolerance for diversity, recognition and encouragement of 
differences are important principles of interpersonal relationships and social order, and 
the expectations of social development. In the era of big data, respect for diversity and 
the pursuit of difference are equally important principles. In big data thinking, 
difference (“different”) is one of the inevitable characteristics of data, and the 
uniqueness of each data is obvious. But the interrelationship between different open 
data (that is, “Harmonious”) is the fundamental meaning of data. Therefore, 
"harmonious but different" is also the epistemological rule of big data thinking [12], 
and it is also the applied behavior rule of people. This unification of openness and 
inclusiveness is the meaning of the big data thinking, and it is also the basic quality of 
people in the era of big data. Although, in the new era, the contents of its opening and 
tolerance are different, but as a basic epistemological principle and social operating law, 
“harmonious but different” is completely applicable to the era of big data. One can even 
say that the era of big data is an era full of openness and tolerance. Big data thinking is 
a thinking with an open and inclusive pursuit. Big data is a kind of data with open and 
inclusive characteristics. 

Chinese traditional philosophical thought does not only pursue the perfection of theory, 
but also focuses on the unity of theory and practice. This unity of theory and practice is 
based on empathy. What is empathy? Empathy is the understanding in others’ shoes, 
emphasizing the willingness, emotion, and ability to understand the other. The 
combination of knowing and doing emphasizes that with this kind of empathy, we must 
act, practice, and implement empathy on specific things. Big data thinking also seeks 
this: People’s collection and analysis of big data are based on a need for a specific 
purpose, or a need for a composite purpose. This need requires different data users to 
have a common understanding of data, as well as to follow a common conduct rule. 
From the characteristics of big data thinking, the aforementioned four characteristics all 
require one point: the purpose and effectiveness of data processing. This pursuit of 
purpose and effect is consistent with empathy-based theory and practice, and is 
completely consistent in internal logic and external effects. 

4. Conclusion 

Based on the above analysis, we could think that Chinese traditional philosophy and big 
data thinking have certain consistency. This article is only preliminary, and it needs 
more comprehensive and deeper demonstration. Even so, people can not only look at 
the consistency between the two thinking, but also take a deeper view that Chinese 



 

traditional philosophy has certain reference and guiding significance for the 
development of big data thinking in the era of big data. Of course, big data thinking is a 
new kind of thinking. It could not be automatically formed and developed It requires 
people to study hard and put into practice [13]. In this way, under the guidance of big 
data thinking, people can make full use of big data technology to benefit humanity’s 
better tomorrow. 
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