The Pursuit of Wisdom

Richard Farson


As I have often pointed out, the main ILF product is wisdom. Surely nothing is more important to communicate to policymakers, even more important than a consensual recommendation on policy. It is what a non-partisan think tank like ours can most usefully offer. But just what is it we are talking about when we use the term wisdom? What does it mean applied to policy formation?

Curiously, we almost never see the word "wisdom" appearing in the same sentence with the word "leadership." We talk about leaders needing courage, optimism, vision, humor, compassion, tenacity, boldness, industry, commitment, sensitivity, humility, and any number of other qualities, but seldom wisdom. Yet, what quality could be more important for leadership?

This conference invites your participation in an examination of that subject, because not only is it our main ILF product, but it is poorly understood, full of myth and mystique, and may not come only from the sources often identified, such as age and experience. Indeed, it may be acquired or released or learnable at any age.

It would be difficult to find a group better able to examine this subject, or to demonstrate it. So day-by-day we will analyze the concept of wisdom, where it comes from, and what kind of thinking characterizes it. All of us would like to be wiser, but what prevents us from reaching that goal, or being able to exercise it in areas where it is most needed? The answers no doubt lie in the combined judgment of you Fellows, and it is that judgment and analysis we are going to tap with this conference.

Let me begin with a question that I will attempt to answer, but only as a way to stimulate your own answers: Why is it that in management training programs, or how to books on leadership, we rarely see wisdom mentioned as a necessary ingredient?

Here's what I think.....most of the more commonly mentioned qualities of leadership, such as courage, optimism, boldness, vision, commitment...etc. seem to be qualities one could demonstrate simply by trying, by practicing, by learning some new behavior. Indeed, one could seemingly just make up his or her mind to try and one could instantly become courageous or optimistic or committed. Wisdom, on the other hand, seems out of reach, inaccessible, revered, and acquired only at old age or through long and challenging experience. To regard it otherwise would be inappropriate, audacious, presumptuous and unseemly. To demonstrate wisdom just by trying to would seem to be impossible. And to think that some young person could be the source of great wisdom seems out of character and somehow disrespectful.

Another explanation is that the mental image of leadership in America is ACTION--decisiveness, boldness, gut reactions, time pressures, efficiency, beating competition to the punch, handling constant change, addressing a new situation every eleven minutes, etc.--while the mental image of wisdom is INACTION---reflection, patience, weighing both sides, taking the long view, etc. In our economic system emphasizing quarterly profits, inaction is heavily penalized. "Indecisive" is one of the most devastating criticisms that employees can make of their bosses. It is well known in business that nobody wants to be caught thinking--hence the paper shuffling when someone comes into the office.

What do you think?

Participant 

Richard, I find this a very attractive question. I face it in consulting (and private practice) all the time. With regards to wisdom in institutions, especially business, I've come to the following conclusion. Wisdom requires the whole person looking at what feels like a whole situation. The problem in business right now, for many cases, is that the aim of the business is to get profit out into the hands of a few. High level managers feel this, and feel that this musical chairs approach to economic activity is not good in the overall now or long term for the business. The result is either cynicism or a feeling of betrayal or dismay. Under these conditions wisdom cannot operate. Except of course, either in private, or in the act of leaving.

For this reason I have pretty much limited myself to working with companies that are thinking about "the economy after this one", an economy that creates jobs, rather than destroying existing businesses. A business that meets what employees feel is a really good product or service or society. There are such businesses, and a new group (including some old entrepreneurs) seems interested in exploring how this works, knowing full well that any society must meet needs, that business is a good way of organizing them BUT that participating in a game of profit extraction that is narrowing ownership is not wise.

I'd add another aspect. We have very few wise elders - because very few in middle age are learning the things that would be necessary to turn into a wise elder. Most older managers are narrowing their vision and ideology, not expanding it. How many middle aged manager - leaders are asking, what do I need to know to be a help to the whole of society in five to ten years? While we have extended middle age to sixty, we have reduced maturity to zero in that for most it will never be a phase in their wonderfully extended longevity and vigor...

Participant 

Dick asks, "Why is it . . . ."   I accept his answer and Doug's response also, as correct.

I do not associate wisdom with leadership.  Wisdom resides in the back room, to be consulted by the best leaders, and then put to work using their leadership skills.

Leadership may or may not be incompatible with leadership.  I wonder about that.

Richard Farson 

Doug, the implication of one of your points is that exercising wisdom (i.e. t the whole person viewing the whole situation) violates the current role of leader, who is expected to function within a narrow framework of contemporary economic theory, and so we have the paradoxical phenomenon that exercising wisdom in that context may be actually counterproductive.  It would require a very special leader to be willing and able to take the long view and to explore radically different futures.  He is associating wisdom with imagining something beyond the present, and even unlike, perhaps radically unlike, the present.  

Ray underscores this view by his wondering if Wisdom is actually incompatible with leadership.  If practiced by a CEO, for example, might wisdom get in the way of exercising the necessary leadership skills to manage a large organization?  He tends to think that any wisdom must be explored in the back rooms, not by the leaders themselves...  

Wisdom, in those analyses, seems a rather questionable, even dangerous quality to for a leader to apply.  

We often associate wisdom with Asian leadership (also with Eastern philosophy), and indeed the CEOs of major Japanese and Chinese corporations have been known to plan with timelines of a hundred years or more. Organization theorist Elliott Jacques (remember his participation in our School of Management and Strategic Studies?) determined that the ability to function with longer and longer timelines characterized the better leadership, with the top Americans adopting about a twenty year time horizon. He tended to view it sort of characterologically, associating it almost with fixed, genetically determined abilities. Perhaps, if Doug is any example, wisdom is associated with the willingness to seriously examine scenarios of the future, as far away as the next economy.  My guess is that there are few among even the top organizations willing, or perhaps able, to adopt such a posture.  

Ray's point about having the wise people working in the back rooms, to be consulted by the leaders, reminds me that we have joked in the other conference going on now about military and corporate leaders wanting their information in bullet points, not detailed or complex or paradoxical or nuanced or otherwise evidencing the kind of communication that one would expect from a coterie of wise persons huddled in the back rooms.  

President Eisenhower insisted that his daily briefing be presented to him on no more than one page, in bullets, with a black stripe printed around the edge of the page, reinforcing the idea that everything he would consider that day needed to fit into that framework.

The idea that wisdom and leadership don't mix, that wisdom could be dysfunctional when coupled with leadership, cannot help but raise the question as to which is dysfunctional, the wisdom or the leadership.  Or, as Doug's explorations suggest, are we asking leaders to function in a system that cannot withstand the presence or assistance of wisdom. Do we really want leaders who are not wise?  The evidence so far in this discussion appears to suggest that the question could be answered in the affirmative.

Or, as Ray's description might suggest, is wisdom a professional specialty, providing advice when asked in more or less the same way that a leader might consult an accountant or technologist?  That is, might we regard wisdom not as a necessary personal quality of leaders, as we regard courage or compassion or commitment, whose presence we do not seem to question as beneficial for leaders, but rather as an available commodity? Wisdom as a commodity?  Or do we question those other qualities also as possibly dysfunctional?

As I have occasionally throughout my life sought professional help from a psychotherapist, it is clear to me now that I prefer a wise counselor to a skilled one. Would I make the same choice in working for a leader?  I think so.  

Perhaps one way that leaders give evidence of their own wisdom is by not assuming they have it, and are open enough to be willing to consult with those whom they feel do.

Participant 

One thing worth mentioning: the value of wisdom to the wise. I get hints that it is very pleasurable, calming, vital, and is altogether healthy. Being wise is the fruit of lots of practice mixing experience with reflection. What could be more attractive? While looking at reality square in the face for the good of our fellow humans is painful, it just feels like it uses the right capacities to make us feel most truly ourselves.

I notice that "wisdom" feels like "kingdom", it is a place, a realm, in which to be as much as an activity.

I think leaders can be wise, and the wise can be leaders - providing the context supports it.

Dick, on psychotherapy and wisdom vs. skill. Better a skilled surgeon or a wise one? The choice is harder.  And I am not sure about wisdom without skill. Is it possible?

I have often felt that discussions about leadership shy away from discussing the issues leadership should engage, preferring to stick to style. The same with wisdom: what do we want wisdom about?  Right now— 

the slide of the world economy toward china and how respond gracefully rather than provoke a war

the need for a new way to create work for Americans, with better distributive effects

dealing with the bio-tech revolution

how to balance centralization with vigorous decentralization (and recalling the federalist-antifederalsits debates in American history)

facing squarely the impact of money in the US, media and politics.

rethinking laws of incorporation and the misuse of the 14th Amendment

a complete rethinking our approach to parents and children

the meaning of education in a post factory post internet world.

—Notice that most leaders are not even interesting on most of these issues, but just regurgitate the ed page of the WSJ.

Participant  


Some leaders are wise; some wise people are able to display and use the skills of leadership.  It is rare to find great achievement in both wisdom and leadership in the same person.  We should be willing to accept and use great leadership on the part of a person who recognizes the need for and virtues of wisdom, and has the patience to seek out what he or she does not have.

Participant 

I'm delighted both with the subject of this conference, and with Richard's decision to "moderate" it -- hopefully not so moderately as to drain it of interest and controversy.  

I'm afraid I do have to demur on one item in Richard's introductory comment -- unless we can stipulate that my writings are among the "almost" in his judgment that "we almost never see the word 'wisdom' appearing in the same sentence with the word 'leadership'."  I think I could find quite a number of exceptions to that comment.  

In my earlier writings about leadership I tended to define "wisdom" as in the following paragraph (from The Knowledge Executive, 1985, p. 23):  

"Most knowledge is expertise--in a field, a subject, a science, a technology, a system of values, a form of social organization and authority.  Wisdom is integrated knowledge, information made super-useful by theory, which relates bits and fields of knowledge to each other, which in turn enables me to use the knowledge to do something. That's why wisdom is bound to cross the disciplinary barriers we set up to make the fields of knowledge manageable by the use of scientific method."  

Later on, I came to think of wisdom not merely as the integration of [rational] knowledge, but as "a mysterious fusion of rational thinking with nonrational thinking."  So I put much more emphasis on intuition and chaos theory.  

In a writing about the education of children for wisdom, I wrote about global education this way (Nobody in Charge, 2002, p.231):  

". . . children ask more Why? questions than anybody. . . . The ambience of mutual dependence, the ambiguities of personal relationships, the conflicting ambitions of groups, are the stuff of socialization from our earliest years. . . .   Once we learn that family and school and local government can be unfair, we are more ready to reckon with the global fairness revolution, the push for the satisfaction of basic human needs worldwide.  

"Once we know how to think about value questions in our everyday life and   work (questions to which the answer is very often, 'It all depends'), we are more than halfway to coping with value choices in the complexity of planetary puzzles called climate change, food production, energy use, population planning, development strategy, environmental protection, ocean law, trade, investment, and money.  

"Once, in short, the child can follow cause and effect around the corner, the child grown up should be able to follow cause and effect around the world. And with that kind of education for wisdom, the children who become leaders can tackle with less diffidence the Cheshire Cat's first question: ' Where do you want to    get to?' "  

I'll try to pass a self-denying ordinance against further quotes from ancient literature.   But I had to get this off my chest as my rite of passage into this welcome conference.

Participant 

To me, one of the more intriguing aspects of wisdom is that we tend to judge whether or not somebody acted wisely after the fact. But, that itself depends on how long after the fact we examine it. I make a decision today, some months from now the conditions in which I find myself look OK, so the decision still seems wise, some years from now the conditions in which I find myself don’t look so good, so the decision doesn’t look wise. The time line and result permutations are obvious.  

About 30 years ago when I was investing a lot of time studying religions a mentor told me that to live life properly one must “do the right thing, in the right way, at the right time, toward the right end”. My subsequent 30 years of experience leaves me with the sense that participating in life from this stance results in a “fulfilled sense” of being. Is that wise? I don’t know.  

It’s easier to strive for that goal when I have plenty of time to think about something. The challenge to living that way comes in the immediate moment. To be able to do that as an immediate response to any and all situations is, for me, extremely difficult. Constant, unending, diligent practice helps. Perhaps wisdom is akin to this?

Richard Farson 


What a rich diet of thoughtful responses.  Harlan you are indeed the exception--one that proves the rule, I think.  You have always linked leadership with wisdom, and I should have mentioned that earlier because I have read your books and articles and know better.  

Kip makes a good point, that we cannot always identify wisdom at the time it is put into action. We can also change our evaluations. And how much we take from homilies--lessons that can shape our lives for years.  

There is obviously much to say about this subject.  I have often held that there are no leaders, only leadership, because while one may be a leader in one situation, the chance that he or she will be in others is unlikely.  Could one make a similar comment about our subject: There are no wise people, only wisdom?  Not only are those we regard as wise usually not, but wisdom appears from all types, and at all ages, if we are open to recognizing it, as Harlan points out with his remarks about children.

I like very much the way Ray reframed his comments about how leaders can make use of wisdom.  A very strong way to put it.  But I remain intrigued by the thought that wisdom is at least sometimes incompatible with leadership as we know it.  

Doug, you are so helpful in coming at a subject in a fresh way.  You always remind us of the importance of context, and I for one do really appreciate it.

Participant 

So who are the wise people of today?  As I read the above I note the absence of names and wonder who and where they are?  Confucius came to mind as I kicked this around, and then remembered that he took a trip to visit an old (84)  man who had the reputation of being wise, Lao-tse. Confucius said, more or less, "that guy lives on a much higher plane philosophically than I do!"   Augustine looked to Cicero for wisdom, and found it there.  Must we look to the past to find truly wise people, or do they just stay in the back rooms?

Are they necessarily found among the "elders" of society?

(Many outstanding contributions of scientists and artists were made when they were relatively young; Einstein won the Nobel for his work on quantum theory when he was only 26. But then Grandma Moses was still painting at 100).

Wisdom is more than simply another form of intellectual knowledge.  I go back again and again to Plato's Dialogues. I think I find something wise there.  Wisdom is, among other things, the rediscovery of old truths through a deeper, more profound understanding of things going on around us. Richard, when we meet as The Geezers I think we do a lot of this rediscovery. Wisdom is certainly an ability to grasp paradoxes, as you so often have pointed out over the past half century.  And I think it includes the ability to reconcile contradictions in life and life comfortably with that reconciliation. I also think it is wise to know how to compromise.  That is the kind of stuff which comes with aging, at least for me!

Wisdom and leadership?  Because wise people weigh the consequences of their actions on themselves and others, wisdom is well suited to practical decision making and leadership. (Monika Ardelt, Jour of Gerontology--1997)

It's not that wise people know more facts than others, but they are able to comprehend the deeper meanings of the generally known facts.  I see that I am drifting off into social science and leaving the search for wise people in the dust.  I taught a course on Aging last semester. Research clearly supported the idea that wisdom helps people adapt to aging—and everything else. Thus, it would be wise of me to sign off here and start packing for our next bike trip, in Mississippi and Louisiana.  I shall search for wisdom in Cajun country and Delta jazz joints.

Richard Farson 


Tom, you and Harlan have started us off on an examination of what it is that actually constitutes wisdom.  I hope we can list and examine each of the qualities or characteristics that you have mentioned, plus all the rest.  

I'm interested in the mental images of wisdom, and of wise people.  The wisest, I suppose, are quite old, isolated, hermit-like, usually dressed in loose robes or even less, on mountains or in caves, Asian or some other race, certainly not Americans, or even Europeans. How far off am I on this stereotype? The mythical figures, Oracles, on Mt. Olympus, from which we get an Olympian point of view, presumably can see everything from that vantage point, but seem nevertheless completely apart from society, as if connections would somehow diminish their wisdom.  What do you make of that?  

In spite of the images, even Tom's of Cicero and Lao Tse, he is right about wisdom appearing in others besides the elderly. (If you spend a lot of time around elderly--they aren't all that wise.  Present company excepted, of course.)  

Tom mentioned Einstein. While most masterworks don't qualify as wisdom, the average age of the masterwork, across all fields, is 32.  But mathematicians are best in their teens and early twenties, physicists in their twenties and thirties, biologists in their forties--and social scientists, philosophers, writers and artists--well, we just never seem to lose it, just get better all the time.  

Can people become wise on demand?

I've copied this comment from our Swedish Fellow, Christer Salen, into this main conversation because that is where he intended it to be.  As I and some of you have no doubt learned, it is easy to make the mistake of starting a new "item" thinking you are just making a regular comment.  

Participant 

Dick, you suggest there are no wise people, only wisdom.

It could be the other way. Yes there is conventional wisdom that we all subscribe to and that we can read about in books or hear wise people talk about.  I think, however, that real wisdom comes from within a person; it is the result of a deep process stimulated by thought and reflection on ideas, events and sometimes traumatic experiences. Thus a wise person can share his experience and thoughts as a mentor and he or she can write it into books to share with a wider audience but I think wisdom exists in a person’s mind where it can react to new situations rather than repeat the reaction of a previous wise person’s reaction.  

If leaders are supposed to react quickly and be more skilled practitioners than wise long term thinkers probably the ideal combination is for the leader to have a board of directors or advisory board of wise people rather than what is now the rather common practise of a board made up of other CEO's with similar experience and skills.  

So how about more philosophers, doctors, teachers etc. in the board rooms?  

I am afraid the long term approach and philosophical thinking in the far east is locked in the back room and that western short termism is ruling in many areas. Look at China where environmental disasters are created on a grand scale and long term effects of many decisions do not seem to be considered.  

Richard Farson 

Christer, you raise several interesting points.  First is that wisdom is perhaps deep within a person, uniquely their personal wisdom, not necessarily introjecting (forgive the jargon) acquiring the wisdom of others.  

Then you talk about the forces that create the wisdom--reflection, experience and possibly trauma.  I think you could get wide acceptance identifying those sources.  But they should be examined. We need to question both age and experience.  Organization theorist Robert Tannenbaum used to say that too often people with thirty years of experience really only have one year of experience, thirty times.  Without reflection, examining failures and successes, etc., which we almost never do, we really can't learn much from experience.  

And we do often say that wisdom comes from the School of Hard Knocks, and you won't find much disagreement there.  But traumatic events are no sure way to wisdom.  Combat warfare is certainly traumatic, but veterans' groups are hardly hotbeds of wisdom. Yet, many of the most important life changes come from such traumas.  I decided to become a psychologist after breaking my leg badly and being hospitalized and laid up for a long time.  OK, OK, I know some of you think that wasn't such a wise decision!  

Neither age nor experience is surefire avenues to wisdom.  Far from it. And while sometimes, as Christer suggests, we take our own advice, more often than not, we don't.  The story of most of our lives is saying, "I'll never do that again!", but we do. Again and again.  

What do the rest of you think of Christer's ideal Board of Directors?

Let's return to Doug's initial and most telling point about wisdom needing a facilitative environment, and comparing it to Christer's illustration of the current unwise influences that are shaping China's ascendance.  I guess it's not too strong a statement to say that the gross features of our vaunted economic system—serving wants rather than needs, short term payoff, one-dimensional (profit/money) orientation, competition rather than cooperation, compassion as weakness, no stewardship of the environment, courting oil despots, and so forth are not just unwise, but the opposite of wise.  How could that be?

Participant 

I heard a story yesterday, which I have to recall, not having written it down. Two Chinese men were talking; one said, “What do you think of the situation?” The other said, “Looks to me like a bunch of ants scurrying around, like inside of a large bowl. Most run around on the bottom, some try to climb up and then fall back. OK, so what should we say to people?" We should say, "hey, how is it going for you—you OK?” and if pressed, "Nice bowl."

Richard Farson  


Wonderful, Doug.  

I'm sure you folks have surmised that my thesis in this conference is that wisdom is not limited in the ways we have previously thought. It is not only the product of age and experience, but mainly involves ways of thinking that can be identified and integrated usefully into leadership. It is not the enemy of action or instinct or optimism, not reserved for older or titled individuals, and is the most needed of all the leadership qualities. These ways of thinking are either innate and can be released or attended to, or can be learned and become embedded deeply into a leader's psyche.  I'd like for us to explore just what the learnable ways of thinking that characterize wisdom might be.

Participant 

 Richard, thanks for stimulating us to think about this all too often forgotten or misunderstood quality. I had to go back to basics and look it up in the dictionary—what is it to be wise anyway? Well, Merriam Webster's says you are wise if you exhibit deep understanding, keen discernment, and a capacity for sound judgement.

My sense is that it is objectively harder to be wise now than it was, say, 1,000 years ago, or even 100 years ago—there is so much information, situations are so complex that it is hard to see the forest for the trees. This is one of the fundamental problems with global environmental problems, I think. It is extraordinarily difficult to be wise because they are highly complex issues that require the knowledge-base of many disciplines to reach a deep understanding of the subject. But, of course, even with an interdisciplinary group working on specific issues such as, say, global climate change, there is no guarantee that wise actions will be forthcoming. Gus Speth, in his great book Red Sky at Morning, has reached a deep understanding of environmental issues, but I would not characterize it as a wise book. Why? Because he does not outline a sound course of action for us (policy makers, the public, politicians, etc.) to take. That requires an even deeper level of understanding, that I am not sure that any individual or group of individuals has yet reached (I purport that a group of individuals, with different specialties, can work together to produce wise actions, it is not only individuals that can be wise, but maybe I'm getting off track and into the vagaries of group dynamics). But, as Kip pointed out, one can think one's actions are wise, only to discover bad unintended consequences.  One aspect of wisdom that I think might be vital is the ability to think relationally, holistically. This is something that is not trained in today's education system. Analytical thinking only gets you part way there.  

Participant 

No one is wise because he knows the price of butter or even because he can bring a formal analysis—systems analysis, for example—to a conclusion that follows from the inputs into his analysis.  He may be bright, informed and thoughtful; but his accomplishment is in the manipulation of what is known or believed to be known.  Now we all know that for a complex problem, much of the necessary information is lacking and that for some other reasons as well, it cannot be formally or fully analyzed in any explicit way.  To solve the problem requires that the mind incorporate variables that are not known or believed to be known, as well as other variables too numerous to include in explicit analysis.  In short, we have problems that are attacked in what we think of are close to scientific methods, and, on the other hand, problems that go well beyond the limits of science that are attacked by people trying to use science only so far as it goes.   I think wisdom is an attribute of this second form of problem solving, a precious attribute in which success is chancy but greatly to be valued.   I think what I am saying is compatible with the many comments preceding.  

Participant 

When this conference started, by coincidence I had just started to read a book by a neuroscientist:   "The Wisdom Paradox."   (The title sounds like Farson, but the author is Elhonon Goldberg, a professor at the NYU School of Medicine.)    In his introduction he writes about his own experience:  

"Something rather intriguing is happening in my mind that did not happen in the past.  Frequently, when I am faced with what would appear from the outside to be a challenging problem, the grinding mental computation is somehow circumvented, rendered, as if by magic, unnecessary.   The solution comes effortlessly, seamlessly, seemingly by itself.   What I have lost with age in my capacity for hard mental work, I seem to have gained in my capacity for instantaneous, almost unfairly easy insight."  

Although the author is only fifty-seven, thirty years younger than I am, what he's describing tracks precisely with my own experience.   I somehow don't believe it would work on subject-matter I had never tried hard to think about, such as high-energy physics or paleontology.   But on the wide range of subjects I have had occasion to puzzle about, it does happen, and "frequently."  

So at least one path to wisdom may be aging, but combined with breadth of relevant study and experience.

Participant 


Re Christer Salen's comment about getting more wisdom into board rooms (1:18), I have been on several boards where there has been a deliberate effort to reserve a few seats for "at large" members.   That usually means people who are not experts on the issues likely to require decisions in that organization, but who are expected to be able to scan the rest of reality and relate it to the specialized subject-matter being discussed.  

For example, I was an "at large" member of the Board of the University Corporation for Atmospheric Research.  I had been in and out of atmospheric policy issues -- for example, helping launch the World Weather Watch and chairing the government's Weather Modification Advisory Board.   But I certainly had never studied atmospheric chemistry or meteorology, and couldn't understand most of the data transmitted by weather satellites.  

Yet there turned out to be plenty of issues before that Board that mostly required a broader sense of the political and economic context for decisions about atmospheric research.   I don't know whether my contributions to the Board discussions were "wisdom."    But they were evidently welcomed as coming from a different angle of vision, and thus as a contribution to wiser collective judgments than might have been possible if no "outside directors" had been in the room.

Richard Farson


Jane and Charles "Ed" (welcome to both of you) have given us two very thoughtful reminders that the exercise of wisdom is related to the nature of the complexity encountered--therefore perhaps more difficult now than it used to be.  Moreover, it calls into play a kind of thinking that is more than analytical because it has to go beyond the factual information available, into what might be called interpretive thinking, looking at the bigger picture and trying to draw conclusions based incomplete knowledge, on wisdom rather than analysis.  

Wisdom requires interpretive thinking.

As you might guess, I think an entire category of thinking fundamental to wisdom could be labeled paradoxical thinking, and so I'd like to consider some of its dimensions here.  Perhaps the first consideration that we have to adjust to is that wisdom is what we usually regard as counter intuitive. It doesn't neatly fit Aristotelian analysis.  As we will see later, counter-intuitive may not be quite accurate, because of mounting evidence that our split second intuitions may be excellent judgments indeed.  But counter-intuitive as we usually apply the term, meaning it doesn't square with conventional reasoning.  

Paradoxical means seemingly absurd, yet nevertheless true.  Let's take what I believe is probably the most common expression of wisdom.  When presented with a problem posing a conflict, the wise comment is usually something like, "It's both" or "Yes and No".  That is, wisdom is the embrace of the concept of the co-existence of opposites, something that Aristotle didn't make room for, so hasn't been a part of Western philosophy for thousands of years. He put forth the law of the excluded middle, that if something were A it could not be Not A. It was true or false, but not both, true and false.  Asians, on the other hand, little influenced by Aristotle, do have the coexistence of opposites built into their philosophies.  The concept of yin/yang is deeply engrained.  

Can a person learn to overcome Aristotelian logic and think that way?  I believe so.  In this culture that has adapted to nonlinear analysis, it shouldn't be so difficult.

Participant 

Our sound-bite prone communications tend to push us to oversimplify and continue the yes or no, yin/yang presentation of issues and concepts, and therefore general understanding of those issues. But perhaps to be truly wise one can still communicate the complexities, ambiguities and subtleties of an issue in brief correspondences. Can one be wise sound bite by sound bite?

Richard Farson 

"Well, Jane, much wisdom, perhaps most wisdom that is presented as such, is available in a form even shorter than sound bites--in homilies and aphorisms.  Speaking of which, even wisdom itself is an example of the coexistence of opposites.  "A stitch in time saves nine" and "Haste makes waste."  There are lots of such seemingly contradictory bits of wisdom.  

Accepting the coexistence of opposites is a big step toward wisdom, I would think.  It seems absurd, but pain and pleasure coexist--in bodily processes like sneezing, defecation, urination, sexual intercourse, coughing, massage, etc.  Scratching an itch is both painful and pleasurable, not just one then the other, but at the moment when they both exist simultaneously.  The same for truth and falsity, love and hate, good and evil.  

Another way of saying all this is that every profound truth is also true in its opposite.  

Accepting this aspect of wisdom permits leaders to profitably go in opposite directions at once.  We can have democracy and hierarchy at the same time in the same place.  We need both accuracy and distortion in much of management communication.  Failing and succeeding are often indistinguishable.

Another wrinkle in the concept of paradoxical thinking related to the coexistence of opposites is what we might call INVERSION, turning things upside down.  In 1954 when I was a junior faculty member at the Harvard Business School my colleague and I summoned the courage to visit Alex Bavelas, the distinguished social psychologist, then at neighboring MIT.  (Some of you may remember him from his visits to WBSI in the sixties when he was a trustee, a faculty member of the School of Management and Strategic Studies, and a Visiting Fellow.) He told us that he had become interested in the paradoxical nature of human behavior and experience.  It was in the days of the Zippo cigarette lighter, which usually needed to be flicked several times, had to be filled often with smelly fluid, leaked on one's clothes, etc.  He said, "Suppose all we had were cigarette lighters, and someone invented a match? Wouldn't that be seen as progress? Some things look as good back to front as front to back."  It was one of those telling moments for me, and I have been interested in paradox ever since.  

Some examples of inversion have become icons of wisdom:  Less is More, living is dying, dying is living, hate is love, the powerful feel powerless, etc.  

Jane, I don't want to slide over your remark about our inability to convey wisdom in the form of sound bites.  Wisdom does indeed usually deal with difficult, counter-intuitive explanations, complexities, subtleties, nuances, details (God is in the details), and it takes time and space to deliver it, even longer to receive and accept it.  But there are other times when it can be conveyed in seconds by asking a paradoxical question..."Forget for a moment about the organization chart.  Whom do you really trust?"

Harlan, my copy of Goldberg's book, The Wisdom Paradox, has not yet arrived, but my understanding is that he regards an enhanced ability of the brain in old age to recognize patterns as wisdom, and I would think it surely is.  Indeed, pattern recognition, especially the ability to treat what happens between people to be as real as what happens within people, seems to be much of what we call wisdom--the noting of otherwise obscure relationships, the identification of, and reversal of, figure and ground, the ability to reframe an issue, what we often refer to as seeing the big picture.  

As to seeding the board with people whose education and experience is dedicated to learning the fundamentals of wisdom, it does seem like such a good idea.  But I recall our California governor Jerry Brown in the sixties or seventies, noted for his offbeat appointments, naming one of his idols (and mine) the noted anthropologist Gregory Bateson (father of our own Mary Catherine Bateson, and one of the wisest people I have ever met) to the Board of Regents of the University of California--an act widely ridiculed at the time, and certainly nothing like that has happened since.

Participant 

Aristotelian logic set the groundwork for computer logic where everything is based on a state of on or off. I personally believe that in the real world things are often simultaneously on and off, though I have had very little success in convincing others of that.  

Antonio Damasio (neurologist) wrote a book titled Descartes' Error a few years ago that presents some very useful information on how the brain/mind works. He uses the concept of somatic markers as a process whereby an individual quickly makes decisions based on aggregate experiences with respect to outcomes. To put it simply, he posits that in any situation that requires decision making, certain areas of the brain are activated that contain fairly comprehensive models that are similar to the current one. Some of the markers are, in effect, labeled as risky, while others are labeled OK.  

Assuming he is correct, wisdom might be said to show up when a person makes decisions based on their own map that, when applied, are judged by others to be of value more often than not. Experience OR unusual ability would be necessary to build a set of somatic markers that would consistently prove more accurate.  

Goal, intent and situation would be components against which the markers would be evaluated. A 'wise' leader would be anyone whose followers believe that he has consistently satisfied the goals and intent of the followers. Those who don't belong to that group would likely judge his wisdom differently.

Participant 

Might we be over-rating wisdom?  And foolishly claiming to know it when we see it? I remember Steinbeck's story of a Salinas Valley farmer long in years and tired of  producing the same old crops year after year.  In a fit of rebellion, this year he seeds all his acres with sweet peas in anticipation of the mammoth display of colors he will enjoy in spring, but he gives his fellow farmers no reason. They regard him as having gone beyond eccentricity into madness.  But it turns out that the conventional crops suffer a bad year, and the demand for sweet pea seeds is unusual because of crop failures elsewhere where they are usually grown.  The impulsive farmer makes a killing, and his fellows, on second thought, attribute  to him a reputation for wisdom that remains with him until his death.  Was he wise?

Participant 

We have to remember Chauncy Gardener from Being There, the movie and book by Kozinski.

My hobbyhorse so far is, as I read the comments, they are all about process, not about the specific issues requiring wisdom. My favorite today is, how do we downsize the US gracefully?

Participant 

To Ed Lindblom responding to your 1:36:   I'll bite.  I think he was wise to get out of the box his fellow-farmers were in, and struck it lucky.  We all know that luck comes more frequently to "the mind prepared."   It doesn't always work, but I've seen lots of cases where doing the unconventional thing turned out to be the thing to do.   For example: During the Cuba missile crisis, JFK replied, not to the latest letter he received from Khrushchev, but to the more anguished letter that had come in earlier.

Participant 

Doug, what do you mean by 'gracefully'?

Richard Farson 

Both Ed's Steinbeck story and Doug's Chauncy Gardener story point out not only the possibility of a lucky move appearing wise, but remind us that wisdom is also a socially evaluated event.  Probably most of what we think of as wisdom has been so evaluated and handed down.  How much of that was phony or luck?  

But are we overrating it, as Ed suggests?  It seems to me that in management circles it is underrated, even ignored, or maybe even considered counter-productive.  

Doug, are you referring to downsizing the US presence in Iraq, or some other US downsizing? Getting out of there gracefully is going to take some very special wisdom.  I heard a former Army officer on NBC who had won the Congressional Medal of Honor in Vietnam and had just visited Iraq say that he had guarded optimism about our future there, however, the thing that impressed him most was that when he talked to soldiers in Vietnam all they wanted was to come home, but he said the soldiers in Iraq consistently told him, "All I want to do is kill more bad guys."  He said he had never seen such high morale. Doesn't it make you feel proud?  So what is the better part of wisdom in that situation?  

As I guess you do, Harlan, I would regard JFK's unconventional decision as to which letter to respond to as wisdom of a high order. Just because it was risky is no sign it wasn't wise.  Isn't wisdom often unconventional?

Participant 

Greetings, friends.  Important subject.

Now that I am caught up on my reading, let's see if I can throw in a response to Richard of May 4.  

Wisdom—or Wisecrack ?  

Perhaps the difference between Vietnam soldiers and Iraq-2 soldiers is that the former were drafted and the latter are volunteers.  Young men who were forced to fight an unjust war want to come home.  Young men who choose to fight an unjust war want to keep killing.  High morale among the immoral is nothing in which we can take pride.  Low morale among the immorally enslaved is to be expected.  

However, regarding Iraq-2, the better part of wisdom might suggest that putting immoral warriors together in a relative wasteland so they can kill one another is a good thing, if they really finish the job.  Unfortunately it is more likely that there will be many "pumped up" immoral warriors left when the dust settles in Iraq, and the unjust wars will go on.  

The above thoughts came out fast, perhaps from an enhanced capacity to recognize patterns and leap beyond partial data analysis (see Goldberg, The Wisdom Paradox).  They also reflect my status and life history as a relatively self-sufficient free-agent (see Mary Douglas, Global Warming Conference) ; therefore they emerge unhampered (and untampered with) by the fear of being labeled judgmental or politically incorrect or inhumane or un-American.  They may be wise and even important thoughts, or maybe just wisecracks.  Either way, it is likely very unwise to make them public.  I do so, figuring I am among friends.

Participant 

Anthony, as the saying went some years ago, "I can dig it.” I remember a few years ago watching an interview with a young Afghani. He couldn't understand why Americans didn't want to fight more. From his frame of reference fighting is a “good” and “honorable” thing to do.  

Regarding America and downsizing—if we want to make that transition “graceful” I'd suggest that requires a couple of major efforts:  

1. Hindering the behavioral conditioning techniques employed by those who stand to profit.  

2. Changing the focus of the values that are taught to kids

To me the window of opportunity seems to be shrinking. If we can't have some real impact in the next 15 years in those arenas I'd say America is going to endure some major convulsions.

Richard Farson 

Iraq is a timely and challenging case for exercising wisdom.  I think it is certainly worth our time and interest, but I don't want us to leave the more formal explication of the various dimensions of wisdom.  If we do get into it heavily, it would be best to start it as a separate item within this discussion, which I or any of us can do.  

Meanwhile, I want to mention another element of paradoxical thinking with wide application, but also counter-intuitive.  I want to reiterate that the reason we so seldom apply wisdom is that it is usually counter-intuitive.  

The late Abraham Maslow, famed psychologist and WBSI Visiting Fellow for a couple of years—and wrote his most famous book, Toward a Psychology of Being while with us—developed what he called a hierarchy of needs.  His thesis was that after one meets low order needs (e.g., safety and security), one doesn't become satisfied, but simply is motivated to move on to higher order needs (e.g. self-actualization).  It simply applies the concept of rising expectations, long used by economists and historians, to human affairs generally.  

Historians studying revolutions found that they start not when things are at their worst, but after they start to get better, after the people gain enough strength, leadership and especially vision, to see the difference between what they have and what they might deserve.  So while they may have been miserable before, they now have developed higher order discontent, which is the source of a revolutionary spirit, and a motor for change in all areas of life.  That's why it's the best campuses that are the most rebellious, the places we've made the most progress in race relations that are most tense, and why good marriages may be more likely to fail than bad ones.  

Abe said that if you want to understand the health of an organization, don't expect there to be no complaints, but listen to the quality of the complaints.  Workers in an unhealthy organization will complain about selfish concerns (I get too hot working in here, I don't get paid enough, etc.) Workers in a better organization will be discontent about how matters affect others (We need better safety standards throughout the plant.  Did you hear how the people over in Plant 2 got screwed?) A really healthy organization will evidence metagrumbles, very high order discontent (I don't feel like I'm in on things enough around here.  I don't feel like my talents are being fully utilized).  Only in an organization where people are in on things, and where their talents are being utilized would it occur to an employee to complain about such matters.  So the way to evaluate a project is not to expect satisfaction or gratitude, but to assess the level and quality of discontent.  A very powerful paradoxical interpretation.

Participant 

Doug, this may go too far beyond the subject of this Conference, but I'm intrigued with your "hobby-horse" in 1:37—“how to downsize the U.S. gracefully."   

Richard's mention of Iraq tempts me to spell out what I mean.  

The key word is "gracefully."   We have been downsizing the USA,  more or less intentionally, for more than half a century.   The net effect of the past half-century has been to dwindle—relatively—America' s capacity to call the tune by paying the piper.   The more weapons we exported, the more successful economic tigers we helped develop,  the more information hardware and software we invented and promoted worldwide,  the more we opened our graduate schools to bright and feisty young people from five continents—the more we helped other societies find power where we have found it:  in lively minds,  in innovative processes and products, and above all in the capacity, by thinking hard, to do what's never been done before.  

Even so, until recently, the United States was still the only available chair of the executive committee for an informal club of democracies that called the shots for world order, peacekeeping, prosperity, and development.  But our government has left the chair vacant,  indeed abandoned belief in committee-work,  by acting so unilaterally in Iraq.  

Both the American electorate and the political leaders they elect are having to climb a very steep learning curve about the new game of post-cold war politics.   It's no longer good enough to lead by strutting our military stuff without thinking hard about where that will lead.   It is no longer feasible, because it's not affordable, even to lead by imagination backed by the power of the purse,  Marshall Plan style.  

Acting alone does not serve the U.S. interest, does not serve our global presence and does not win friends or partners or allies; it can win a mid-sized war but makes a mess of the peace that should follow.   Our imagination now has to be matched—more and more—by the willingness to listen, the capacity to consult, and the power to persuade.  It's a difficult style to master.  Much will depend on the quality of its mastery.  

Participant 

Dick, I posted my ideas about Iraq, not to talk about Iraq or Bush-leaders, but rather to expose for examination a controversial modern manifestation of "wisdom" which I sometimes find useful, or at least expedient—the opinionated sound-bite/paradox which triggers "ah-Hah!" in some people and discomfort in other people.  I think various forms of opinionated sound-bite "wisdom" have become an American tradition in the modern TV era. On the other hand, in many professional and intellectual circles the packaging of wisdom is becoming more smooth, thoughtful, informed, and intricate.  

Could it be that the down-sizing of America includes the reduction of information and analysis to news-bites and opinion-bites?  Are the kinds of wisdom displayed by psychologists, historians, economists, policy makers, and consensus leaders becoming a thing of the past?  Is it no longer effective to be graceful as sages, let alone as leaders in American politics?  If yes, how can we reverse these trends?  

Harlan, you suggested "Our imagination now has to be matched—more and more—by the willingness to listen, the capacity to consult, and the power to persuade.  It's a difficult style to master.   Much will depend on the quality of its mastery."  If that kind of grace is required on the international scene in order to return America to the Chair of the Executive Committee for Ensuring World Order, then I think Kip has pointed to two major trends which must be reversed inside America (my elaboration)—(1) the increasingly graceless wisdom-less behavior conditioning techniques used by commercial profiteers and (2) the apparent growing focus on authoritarian, materialistic, self-centered values in the schools, media, playgrounds, and malls.  

At least half the kids in the Los Angeles Unified School District drop out by the tenth grade.  They go “AWOL” as most draftees in Vietnam wanted to do.  My guess is that most of those who stay in the schools do so out of fear of authoritarian repercussions, along with a bit of received wisdom regarding the dollar value of going to college.  

What percentage of these kids will ever become involved with a "wise" mentor, or "wise" mentoring system, that listens, consults, and persuades gracefully?  And how many who do meet the sage-system will already be loaded with sound-bites and short attention spans that cannot abide the drudgery of long-term integration of experience, theory, experiment and interpretation which our global wisdom requires?  

I think there is a widening gap between the sound-bite populace and the informed, experienced sages.  If wisdom is to influence wise action and wise development, I think we need translators.

Richard Farson 

Thanks for that beautiful comment, Tony. Thanks also, Harlan, for a typical example of your combination of grace and wisdom.  Reading these entries gives  one the feeling that there is another dimension to wisdom, or to leadership, that is esthetic.  Tony is so right that gracefulness is currently an unrecognized aspect of leadership. But courage and grace and form come together in the work of great athletes and great bullfighters, and I believe in great leaders.  We should spend more time considering the esthetics of leadership.  

And your comments, Tony, about what goes on in education these days, are  telling.  We are moving away from learning experiences that might lead to wisdom--dropping the parts of the program that deal with literature, drama and the other arts, for example.  Young people cannot express themselves adequately.  At lunch yesterday with ILF Fellow Andy Kay, founder of KayPro computers, he told me that vocabulary measures of graduating UCSD students have dropped 50% since 1970.

Participant 

A brief comment during lunch: Yes, I meant downsize the whole US, as the percentage of total world GDP that belongs to the US shrinks, etc. We need to re-balance our wages and costs (and profits?) to match those of others (by "gracefully" I mean slowly, preventing disruption as much as possible at home and abroad, with the process being on balance more attractive and creative than destructive). I mostly agree with Harlan but think that selling weapons has not been part of the gracefully. It keeps the elites in other nations with a role of taxing and control in their countries. I would rather we had been the world's leader in (slow) disarmament and slow cutting back on arms sales (attributed to the US, as in "The US is selling X planes to Y country, when in act it is US corporations doing the selling).”

I watched companies build plants overseas and transfer tech for the benefit of the current US managers careers, but with rapid loss of any meaningful ownership. This has been "not graceful" because it costs us more in the US too quickly to allow for reorganization of our internal economy.

Part of the problem is, we have elites who are willing to move production and markets overseas providing they keep some ownership. Forget about American workers, consumers or even sources of investment capital. Basically they are leaving the country. I want the country to become increasingly attractive as we "downsize gracefully."

And what I really mean is to go down the slope of power without provoking, either by the US or others (Russia, China, Pakistan) a major war.

I met two years ago with a group scenario process in the Pentagon on the military's emerging role when chaos and asymmetry were enhanced. I proposed something like the above but was told "we won't consider any declinist (so said) approach."

So Harlan, while I mostly agree, I see that since the founding fathers, the official US policy has been expansionist, to get markets and prevent facing internal issues such as income distribution. The wise(sic) view has been that without increasing external reach, the US would have to face internal issues that would tear us apart. So while we have been doing some of what Harlan suggests, we have through these fifty years been doing everything we can to enhance the empire and the self serving reach of "democratic capitalism." In the process we have destroyed much of the positive evocations of the word "democracy."

Oswald Spengler (Decline Of The West) said basically that history will arrange one country to be the emerging empire, and that empire will move along the curve of tighter control and outward reach, till it collapses, and that there a near inevitability to this process.

Participant  

Here is a challenge to wisdom, link fixed

http://www.austinchronicle.com/issues/dispatch/2005-04-29/cols_ventura.html
Richard Farson 

Because I believe wisdom is so often counter-intuitive as it challenges "received wisdom,” elements of paradoxical thinking are bound to continue to show up. Nevertheless, it's time to move on, recognizing that there are many paradoxes in leadership to which we will no doubt return:  Every great strength is also a great weakness, big changes are easier to make than small ones, praise is not a motivator, individuals are almost indestructible while organizations are fragile, to achieve innovation we need to encourage more failure, etc.  

I'd like now to examine the concept that nothing is as invisible as the obvious.  One way that leaders, and others, exhibit wisdom is the ability to see and point to what others recognize at some level but cannot, or do not, articulate.  It is the familiar "elephant in the living room" phenomenon, where the elephant is known, but not mentioned.  This is the kind of perception often displayed by children, who in childlike innocence point to situations we have blinded ourselves to, or work hard to ignore.  "Look, mommy, that man has no leg!" Sometimes that perception can take the form of wisdom, as, for example, when children counsel their parents to stop smoking, eating and drinking too much, fighting, driving too fast, etc. 

For leaders to point out what a group is really wrestling with underneath an irrelevant conversation requires some courage, audacity and diplomacy, but it can be a wise contribution to a problem solving discussion.  I believe that kind of analysis and wisdom can be learned at any age.  

Participant 

I think we need to try to identify some specific tests, evidences, or proofs of wisdom.  Otherwise how do we know we are talking with each other about one and the same subject?  If you reply that tests or evidences  are impossible because wisdom is too abstract, or too subjective, or too varied in definition, again, how do we then know what thing or entity or notion we are talking about?  

An audacious (and brave) young member of the Yale political science faculty once said to me, speaking of both me and another colleague of my age,  "The two of you aren't really bright  the way, say, Isaiah Berlin, is bright; but both of you are very wise; and pol sci needs your wisdom just as much as it needs Berlin's brilliance.  Well, I have read Berlin, and I don't see that my colleague and I provide any quality of thought not provided in Berlin.  I think almost any reader would say he is both brilliant and wise.  

Still there are some people brilliant, say, in aphorism, of whom we would say that an aphorism (or some other identifiable contribution) is not evidence of wisdom—it’s just cleverness or wit.   So what do we require as evidence of wisdom—a  gray beard, a judicious manner?  Do we really do much more than attribute wisdom to people with whom, on complex issues, we agree?   Or with people who have a record of one or a few tough decisions that we think later turned out to be what we agree with, forgetting all the decisions they made that didn't turn out that way.  

Any chance we could move to some limited degree of agreement on what qualities (under the name of wisdom) we are looking for and, no less important, what evidence we call on when we want to say that the quality is present or absent?  It ought to be better evidence than a mere opinion that this person or that, or this decision or that, is wise.

Richard Farson 

Great contribution, Ed.  I think it displays wisdom, fits the criteria I might assign.  Your analysis takes the whole idea apart, digs deeper than most, says what needs to be said, puts a different perspective on the issue and questions the conventional.  Those are surely characteristics of wisdom, and I daresay you and the rest of our participants could submit others.  The question is, does it have to have an impact? That is, are the criteria for wisdom entirely socially derived? Or can it be wisdom without anyone noticing it?  Like the sound of a tree falling in the forest with no one around?  

As I have tried to make clear, I think we shouldn't buy into the idea that there are wise people, only wisdom. I'm sure that those we consider wise are more often not wise. But maybe we associate wise people with an ability to generate wisdom at a higher frequency than most of us can. Or have done it once or twice in such compelling ways ("Ask not what your country.....") that they are considered deserving of the label forever.  

Your comments about the stylistic aspects are so cogent.  Something said by a graybeard, or uttered as an aphorism, might be construed as wisdom, when it doesn't meet the other criteria, which I think for openers, must include presenting a different perspective.  Other things besides wisdom can alter perspectives of course--new information, for example.  

How seldom we hear wisdom from our leaders. It seems to me that a talk by a corporate executive or a State of the Union Speech is almost totally without wisdom.  That, I assume, is because wisdom is counter intuitive and a hard sell.  Wisdom doesn't always make friends or money.

Is truth spoken to power sufficient criteria—or, in order for it to be considered wisdom, must it be couched in diplomatic terms that increase the chances that it will be acted upon? Isn't it the better part of wisdom to refrain from saying all that you think?

Participant 

To that question, Richard, I would answer yes. And I would add in some cases to simply smile slyly, lean back, and rub one's beard...as I am doing now.  That is, as I think about the wisdom presented so far.

Participant 

I don't pretend to be on a par with those few of you who are carrying the ball for this discussion, but for that reason, perhaps the following comment will be useful.  

Participant 

Dick, you say that wisdom can be learned at any age. Maybe, but I doubt it.     But setting that aside, I would like to ask you—or anyone—if it can be taught.  In Wisdom 101?  If it can be taught, what is the content of the course or teaching experience? (If we  can't specify the content, again I wonder if we really know much about what wisdom is.) And if it cannot be taught, shall we just passively rejoice when we find it and regret when we don't?  Perhaps, even if we can't teach it, we can continue to try to recognize it when it appears, though even that may be beyond us.

Richard Farson 

I'm sure it's true, Ed, that we might be able to know a lot about some subject but not be able to turn it into practical training.  We know a lot about how children grow, for example, and yet no one knows how to grow one, even the specialists.  

I don't think that we can ever quite circumscribe the entire phenomenon of wisdom, but to the extent that wisdom represents particular ways of thinking (e.g. embracing the coexistence of opposites) yes, I suspect that it could form a curriculum and be taught.  And I would go further....it should be taught.  I don't think it too sacrosanct that it could not be approached in that way.  Indeed, I think that mystifying it has made it largely absent from leadership and other professional activities, where it surely belongs.  I am hoping that all of you will help me identify these ways of thinking....specifying the content for Wisdom 101.

For example, take law of unintended consequences.  It's not a law at all, of course, but we know that most action programs are beset with unintended consequences.  How old do you have to be to learn that?  Moreover, there are certain patterns to such an understanding.  For example, the application of technology very often brings about just the opposite of its intended results—widening a highway eventually increases congestion.  Couldn't that way of thinking be learned?

Just as I do not believe in parent training, but I do believe in parent education, I don't believe in wisdom training, but I do believe in wisdom education.  With respect to parenthood, I don't believe it should be taught as skill development, but as a way of understanding the role.  That is, I don't think parents should be taught, for example, to listen as a skill (even though Carl Rogers and I once wrote a little booklet titled Active Listening, which introduced that term into the lexicon of human relations training) but they should be taught that parenthood has changed through the centuries, that it didn't always exist in the sense that we think of it being a responsibility for raising children, and has changed not only over time, but is different in every culture, and reinvented every time one of us writes a new book or article, or introduces a new technology. THAT is important for a parent to know.  So we cannot train parents, but we can educate them.  

I don't think we can give people wisdom skills—that would surely backfire—but  we can give them an understanding of the ways of thinking that are associated with what we have come to regard as wisdom.

To say that men and women are different could hardly be considered wise.  First of all it is a common cliche, second it may not be true. Even saying a truth is not necessarily wisdom. It seems to me for it to be wisdom it must be illuminating something not obvious, the story behind the story, and maybe even the story behind that one.  Indeed, just knowing that there is always a story behind the story is perhaps the first step toward wisdom.

Participant 

Is wisdom manifest in the child breaking the silence and speaking about the elephant in the living room, or would it be the better part of wisdom to maintain the silence?  Is wisdom illuminating something not obvious, or knowing when to keep one's light hidden?  It seems that wisdom can exist in an enlightened mind, and perhaps in "common thought", unspoken.  

My fourteen- year-old daughter admonishes me daily for my penchant to analyse and articulate the story behind the story in the social systems and dynamics of her school and society.  Whether it is something obvious that she feels is not supposed to be discussed, or something obscure which she would rather not think about—I am constantly having to pull the plug on my illuminations.  Now, because my daughter is a gifted intellect, skilled communicator, talented stage performer, and beautiful spirit, I give her the benefit of the doubt and consider my insights to be unspeakable wisdom, at best.  

Ah-Hah! There is the title for a book I must write:  Unspeakable Wisdom.
Whether the products of our mind-work take the form of clever aphorism or elegant illumination, tedious pedantry or intelligent analysis, we do need to examine diverse sources of public reaction to help us determine how much wisdom abides in our thoughts and ideas. Unless of course we are satisfied to pass our days in the dull semi-contentment of an unexamined life.  

My father used to say that we are too intelligent and too aware of the world's problems to expect to live happy lives. He said that it may be better to know less and enjoy more; especially when you have no power to solve the problems you uncover.  

That also seemed like wisdom to me.  Still does.

Participant 

The Wikipedia has some good input on wisdom. 
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wisdom
This short excerpt seems particularly useful:

“. . .Traditionally, wisdom is related to virtue. It is tautological that it is wise to be virtuous. Some philosophers believe that virtues harmonize, that is, in order to succeed at any virtue, one must succeed somewhat at all of them. In this view, sages must have virtues such as humility, compassion, composure, and being able to laugh at oneself. Many liberals and religions select a wider set of virtues for sages, including impartial love, tolerance for dissonance, paradox, nuance, ambiguity and uncertainty.  

“Some people say that the most universally and usefully-wise sages sense, work with and align themselves and others to life. In this view, sages help people appreciate the intrinsic wholeness and interconnectedness of life.

Richard Farson 

Thanks for the link, Kip.  Good stuff.  Again, the various definitions offered do not seem to me to be dependent upon age, but upon having developed ways of thinking.  Or in the case you cite, of becoming virtuous across the board, certainly not confined to old age.  

Almost every careful description of wisdom refers in some way to its holistic nature, to its ability to see the larger picture, and respond to it.  

While wisdom can be recognized by social consensus, such social validation is by no means required, and can even be misleading.  

Tony, thanks for your treatise on the need for restraint and situational assessment before letting loose with one's wisdom.  All relationships require such judgment. Just as a ball player doesn't go for a home run every time.  There is a need for bunts and even seeming failures that are actually successes, such as sacrifice fly balls.  It's what is usually referred to as the better part of wisdom.  

Another aspect of wisdom is also a paradox—the wisdom of uncertainty.  One can get a lot of mileage out of the confidence that one is right, certainly right.  I remember the confidence I had right after getting a Ph.D. with Carl Rogers that we knew what needed to be done in human affairs and how to do it.  Needless to say, I no longer feel that way, but I see that attitude around me all the time.  I like what philosopher Alexander Nehaus has to say about it:  

"Uncertainty, the sense that you not only don't know the truth but that many complex issues are irresolvably ambiguous, is sometimes the most productive way of allowing you to act while at the same time respecting that others are not going to accept your view, approve your action or follow your example.  It produces a tentativeness that permits you to see many things from many points of view which is, I believe, the best definition of objectivity."  

Tentative statements usually reflect more wisdom, and are often more compelling, than declarative ones.

Participant 

Such a rich menu!  A few comments, before I go to a meeting in Washington tomorrow which is unlikely to produce nearly as much wisdom as this Conference already contains.  

1. I don't think we could arrive at a common definition of wisdom, as Ed Lindblom suggests. Of Ed's many wise comments, in writings over many years, this one strikes me as less persuasive.  Why?   Perhaps because it seems exceedingly unlikely.  

2. I like Richard Farson's emphasis on wisdom rather than on wise people.  Even people who are considered wise, present company definitely included, are not always wise about everything.   So what constitutes wisdom has to be situational -- collective judgments (even if some one member of the collectivity has come up with the agreed formulation), applied to a special situation (from which others may later analogize, but which is never exactly like any other.  

3. “How seldom we hear from our leaders. . .” (Farson). But isn't that because we're only listening to positional leaders?  Maybe we wouldn't be so disappointed if we listened to those speaking wisdom, even if they aren't standing on a platform as officials, corporate executives, or holders of academic degrees.  

4. As to whether “wisdom can be taught “(Farson), I think we make a start by exposing young people to the puzzles—and difficulties—of thinking about "the situation as a whole."   The need to think about ever-widening, more complex issues, which all of us experience as we grow through maturity to aging, is surely why older people are more often considered to be "wise."   I agree with Richard's comments–wisdom “is not a skill but a way (usually broader) of thinking;  and it tends to illuminate the non-obvious.  

5. “I also resonate with the notion that wisdom has an inescapable element of uncertainty.” (Farson).  And as for paradox, I've been impressed ever since my early exposure to Lao Tzu with the value (wisdom?) of being able to carry simultaneously in one's head two (or preferably more) contradictory propositions. 

6.  "How seldom we hear wisdom from our leaders. . . " (Farson).  But isn't that because we're only listening to positional leaders?  Maybe we wouldn't be so disappointed if we listened to those speaking wisdom, even if they aren't standing on a platform as officials, corporate executives, or holders of academic degrees.  

7. As to whether “wisdom can be taught,” (Farson),  I think we make a start by exposing young people to the puzzles—and difficulties—of thinking about "the situation as a whole."   The need to think about ever-widening, more complex issues, which all of us experience as we grow through maturity to aging, is surely why older people are more often considered to be "wise."   I agree with Richard's comments—“Wisdom is not a skill but a way (usually broader) of thinking;  and it tends to illuminate the non-obvious.”

8. “I also resonate with the notion that wisdom has an inescapable element of uncertainty” (Farson).  And as for paradox, I've been impressed ever since my early exposure to Lao Tzu with the value (wisdom?) of being able to carry simultaneously in one's head two (or preferably more) contradictory propositions.

Richard Farson 

Harlan, I love the idea of presenting young people with the puzzles and difficulties of thinking about the situation as a whole, which has been your conviction in most of your writing.  I can imagine a simulation or game that presents what seems like a relatively simple situation to be resolved, and then just as they think they've got the problem licked, the participants are exposed to the back story which complicates the situation and undermines their previous simplistic answer. Then that story could be further complicated by showing a deeper background story, one that shows a larger picture, and so on, until they realize that simple analysis will not suffice, that they must shift to interpretive, holistic thinking, putting a bigger frame around the presenting situation, and that they will never be able to get their arms around the whole thing, but will have to make approximating judgments on a combination of insufficient information and their own instinctive interpretations. I'll bet we could elicit a lot of wisdom that way.

Participant 

That would probably be a relatively easy game to develop for online teaching since it is pre-defined. It's not just the layers of background that contribute to difficulty in assessment, but also the continuous intervention of other people, other agendas, other interpretations.

Participant 

Excuse me because I'm playing catch-up here and so I hope I'm not too far afield with the following observations:  

I think that wisdom derives from the understanding of both people and situations.  A wise person knows that what works in one context won't work in another.  (Therefore, Harlan, I think the Cheshire Cat should not just ask "Where do you want to go?"  but also "Where are you?")  

Also a wise person has a good understanding of human nature and this usually comes from self-knowledge as much as it does from studying social science, theology, etc.  Dick, I've known lots of wise children—not just the ones who ask questions no one else would mention, but in many cases because they've experienced things and are not afraid of integrating their experience into their daily lives.  

I was giving a speech at Lawrence Livermore Labs last week and there was a panel of fascinating speakers before me.  One was a physicist, one a biologist and one a counter-terrorism specialist.  The biologist noted that the vast majority of cancer research over the past few decades has been a waste of money.  The real breakthroughs in cancer research have come from investments in basic science research—not the money invested in specific cancer research.  I think this touches on Harlan's observation about cross-disciplinary wisdom, and Dick's observation about paradox.  I also think it relates to the notion of teaching wisdom—focusing on the basics instead of the specifics.

Richard Farson 

Mary, your point about the wisdom of putting the emphasis on basic issues is echoed today on the Washington Post op-ed page in an article by ILF Fellow John Seely Brown, arguing that our intelligence operations would benefit more from the kind of basic research we did during the cold war rather than paying such close attention to the short range applied issues and ignoring the deeper ones.  Wisdom seems to go to fundamentals, to root causes.  That's why so many people we admire are not necessarily moderates, but are true radicals—interested in roots, which is the real meaning of radical.

Good point that children may be better than we adults are at integrating their experience into their daily lives.  They surely do exhibit wisdom at times.

Participant 

Integration across boundaries that define academic specialties in now quite the "in" thing, I believe.  Certainly Stanford is putting much of its current growth effort in that direction.  I wonder why it took so long?  I've the impression that Biology is seen as the central pillar around which other specialists are gathering.

Richard Farson    

There have been quite a few efforts through the years with degree-granting interdisciplinary committees at the major universities, but somehow the disciplines remain intact.  Today there is such a love affair with neuroscience that a number of disciplines, especially my own—psychology—are almost consumed by it. It’s a wonderful and exciting field, but attractive partly because it is so reductionistic—everything can be explained by studying the brain—economics, psychology, architecture, etc.  Wisdom is certainly the integration of fields, but also avoiding reductionism.  Situations are still determining--nobody smokes in church.

Participant 

Wisdom—this morning it looks like—: 

—knowing what people need, what they can hear, and to know the difference between symptom and cause, and that symptoms hurt more than causes, and being in the thick of it with them with humor and twinkle and a moist eye.

—knowing is critical. We don't practice it enough. So many think that having an opinion is thinking. Take the economy. Doing well, or badly? When did you take seriously a book or article with a really different framework and conclusions, and analyze it, think it through, make comparisons, charts, write down numbers and key ideas....

Participant 

Well, Dick, maybe I can agree with you that wisdom can be taught.  Or, more precisely, that some things can be taught that will help a person be wise if he already has, by birth or life experience, some other necessary components of wisdom that we cannot teach him (though some of them he learns from others who are not trying to teach him).  We could, for example, teach a him a good deal about human fallibility and his own,  about the nature of verification, about caution, about the size and complexity of the physical and social worlds,  and so on.   But, then again, doing all this, we might teach him not wisdom but judiciousness. A big distinction.  Perhaps a wise person is one who is judicious plus (and we do not yet much agree on what the plus consists of). . .

Richard Farson 

Impressive comments from Doug and Ed.  Thanks for them: Doug for the responsibilities connected to advancing wisdom, and Ed for making a nice distinction.  

Ed, I think you put your finger on a most important point, about what we can teach and what we cannot.  People learn from us when we are not teaching.  For example, children do not grow and change as a result of anything that a parent does deliberately as a parenting technique, but they are greatly influenced by what the parent IS.  That's what children really learn.  For example, if you buy your children a lot of good books, and read to them as the parenting books say, it has no effect on their progress in school.  But if you are the kind of person who has books around, and reads them, that does have an effect on their test scores in school.  And of course if you are a Catholic, or a Democrat or a tennis player or a wife beater or a hypochondriac or an opera buff, they are likely to be also.  

What is that special difference between wisdom and judiciousness?  Is it more like what Doug was describing?  

An op-ed article by a British clinical psychologist in today's NY Times gives us some idea of why we don't hear much wisdom from our CEOs.  She did a study comparing the personalities of CEOs with psychopaths in prison, and found essentially no difference.  "In fact, the business population was as likely as the prison and psychiatric populations to demonstrate the traits associated with narcissistic personality disorder:  grandiosity, lack of empathy, exploitativeness [sic] and independence.  The were also as likely to have traits associated with compulsive personality disorder:  stubbornness, dictatorial tendencies, perfectionism, and an excessive devotion to work....The executives were significantly more likely to demonstrate characteristics associated with histrionic personality disorder, like superficial charm, insincerity, egocentricity and manipulativeness."  

But they were all British.

Participant 

I'm intrigued with the Lindblom-Farson dialogue about the teachability of wisdom.   They seem to agree on the yin-yang of "wisdom" and "judiciousness."   Do they mean "judiciousness,"  or "caution"?   My experience leads me to believe that people who resist thinking "outside the box" are more likely not to have arrived at their resistance by judicious thinking than by worry that they haven't thought whatever-it-is through -- which produces a cautious reaction.  

Participant   

There is a parallel construct that comes to mind.  Consider the hierarchy of needs—the so-called higher order motivators don't kick in until those needs of the lower order are satisfied.

Wisdom doesn't kick in until growth in lower order mind development has occurred, such as knowledge, experience, skill at something or other -- maybe even judiciousness.  And of course in some people the lower order goals are never achieved.

Richard Farson  

I once figured out how to predict liberation movements. They follow the ways in which we assign primitive wisdom.  Take the old TV program, "Lassie," where the formula calls for the wife to be shown as wiser than the husband, the child wiser than the mother and the dog wiser than the child. That is the order of sequencing liberation movements--women to children to animals. It goes further, to inanimate things.  What could be wiser than Old Man River or mountains or oceans or redwoods?  Indeed a Stanford law professor wrote a book, Do Trees Have Standing?

Harlan's last comment on caution and thinking out of the box leads me to mention the importance of embracing failure to achieving wisdom.  Taking risks is the only road to  innovation--and maybe wisdom.  That means we have to encourage risk and accept, even welcome, failure.  Surely those among us who are considered wise have failed a great deal.  Gandhi must have failed dozens of times in between his acts of wisdom.

Risk is not just a personal issue, but is largely situationally determined.  A company like 3M is famous for its ability to embrace failure, and to capitalize on creative mistakes (Post-it notes, for example). Some cultures, such as Japan and most Asian countries, strongly penalize failure.  They are beginning to recognize that such a cultural penalty is the reason they are way behind in innovation.  The book that Ralph Keyes and I wrote, Whoever Makes the Most Mistakes Wins:  The Paradox of Innovation, has been translated into just about every Asian language, because the business and government leaders there are trying to change their organizational cultures.  

Yet, those cultures are historically known for their advancing wisdom.  Go figure.

Participant 

A few realms for wisdom:

    * advising young people on education

    * what to do with a corporation

    * the community and land use

    * how big a stand to take on the national political scene

    * dealing with a spouse as time goes on

    * personal relationship to media and art

    * the use of time

Wisdom is (in part) related to paying attention to what you can observe (using all senses, memory and media) about the outside world and paying attention to all internal cues that are stirred up by those perceptions.

P.S.: Hierarchy of needs. It is wrong.  It was very popular in business schools because it says only the successful can be spiritual and developed. In fact, the typical poor Mexican peasant knows more about love than the typical high level executive.

So help, is it just me, or does it seem we like to talk about wisdom in the abstract rather than facing it in actual situations?

Richard Farson 

Doug, I think that attempting to make wise comments about specific issues, such as those you suggest, can give us a better picture of what constitutes wisdom.  That's the reason I launched the separate item under this heading that deals with your concern about downsizing America.  But the problem for this conference is that if we discuss education or media or art or any of the important issues you name we risk being caught up in the content of those policy issues, and perhaps lose the focus on wisdom.  How can we reconcile these competing interests?

As to hierarchy of needs, I think the author of that idea in psychology, Abe Maslow, would say that one's position on the hierarchy is not fixed, that one moves up and down, but the up areas are more accessible if the lower order needs are met.  I think that he has considerable support for that position, particularly as it meshes with historians’ and economists’ interests in rising expectations.  But Doug is surely right in pointing out that any of the higher order activities can appear at any level.  The barriers between levels are not impenetrable.  My guess is that while the poor are deeply immersed in spiritual ritual, their interest in and ability to engage the higher order theological issues would be largely dependent upon their moving out of abject poverty, even though some of the great theological ideas have come from those in voluntary poverty.  

Beyond that, Doug reminds us that it is always a mistake to write off those considered to be at the bottom of the ladder on any dimension of human affairs.  Our WBSI participant-observer studies of skid row inhabitants showed them to be capable of developing strong bonds of friendship and compassion, greater than those typically exhibited in the upper classes.  I wonder now what an assessment of their wisdom might be.

Perhaps we can spend a bit of time examining the possible downside of what is considered wisdom.  

Wisdom is often associated with two styles that I tend to think may be at times counter-productive. They are strategic thinking and moderation.  Hard to imagine two aspects of wisdom that would get wider acceptance. Can we discuss these sacred cows?  

People who are good at thinking strategically are good at politics, at figuring out what is doable, and how to manipulate the system to get their agenda accepted.  Sounds good, but I have found strategic thinkers sometimes not to my liking.  I cannot trust them.  And their abilities to advocate and implement a strategy can be a zero sum game for those not in on the strategy.  Strategic thinking is different from goal setting and developing group support for a plan of action.  Karl Rove is a strategic thinker.  Is he wise?  

Moderation is also highly regarded, going back to Aristotle--"moderation in all things."  In politics it means heading for the middle, which I believe has been disastrous for our own democratic system.  As far as I can see, the strong plans (if you will, the wise plans, even if they are not strategic or moderate) are in the extremes of left and right and in third ways.  The programs and policies we now follow are almost totally dysfunctional, but they are in the middle.  Are people who follow Aristotle's advice our best people?  

Whatcha think?

Participant 

An article I just read is one of the best (I usually like what I've just read, so careful) at clarifying why the US is so prickly.

www.philosophersnet.com/magazine/printer_friendly.php?id=850

I think it helps explain why wisdom is not adaptive, good fit,  in the American context.

Participant 

I see no necessary connection between wisdom and strategic thinking.  There are unwise strategies, of course.  Strategic thinking is a skill; wisdom is something else entirely.

The hierarchy of needs isn't wrong, and the idea of a spiritual peasant doesn’t contradict it.

Needs are relative.  Often they are compared to the 'needs' of others; more relevant is a comparison with expectations.

A wise preacher once said, "If we would be satisfied with being happy, life would be simple. The trouble is, we want to be happier than others, and that is very difficult because others are not has happy as they appear."

The relatively poor peasant who has what he thinks he needs is living high on the hierarchy scale.

Richard Farson 

In my experience, strategic thinking is more a style than a skill.  Aspects of leadership behavior are often called skills when in fact they are more deeply rooted in personality and character.  To be a skill, it would have to be trainable, and while I'm sure that one can teach certain relevant rules and behaviors, I think that the personal qualities that get observers to credit a leader as having advocated a winning (or wise) strategy are not ones that can be taught.  I don't think what makes Karl Rove a top strategic thinker is a skill.  And I'm all too afraid that what really counts, in his case and in many others, is a willingness to mislead and manipulate, regardless of the damage done to others.  The British study I reported of the pathology of CEOs was quite telling.  I am made uncomfortable when I can tell that the person I'm dealing with is thinking strategically. Perhaps I have seen too much of it that is self serving.  

I do believe that strategic thinking is often confused with wisdom, and, as Ray suggests, probably shouldn't be.  But it differs from tactical thinking because it takes into consideration the long view and the bigger picture--two elements we almost always associate with wisdom.  

We have a curious phenomenon in psychology that seems to determine what psychologists are good at.  I used to think that the conventional wisdom was right, that mental health professionals should first be self-aware and healthy themselves.  Indeed, that's why personal psychoanalysis ("training analysis")is usually required. Then I got into positions where I was able to see many of them in action, and I realized that some of the most brilliant therapists were almost blind to their own behavior and very difficult for others to deal with.  I think that when a person grows up in an insecure situation so that every stranger is a potential threat they need to learn very early to read people, a characteristic that is certainly valuable in psychotherapy.  Those of us with benign childhoods don't develop that ability as well.  Something like that may be true for many leaders who are good at strategic thinking.

Participant 

1. Taoism - be like a leaf on the river

2. I Ching - see that the correct action is inherent in the situation

3. Zen - be aware in the moment

4. Bhagavad Gita - do what is required of you

5. Christianity - do unto others as you would have them do unto you

6. Sufism - accept the world without judging  

Perhaps "wisdom" refers to the ability to live those ideas with no particular effort? Certainly at the time those concepts were developed they were of great value. Are they still? Is there something about today's world, its rate of change and its levels of complexity that require something else?  

For whom are we to be wise? Should I be wise for myself and those I encounter, or should I be wise for everybody?

Richard Farson 

Kip, Doug introduced into this discussion a comment saying essentially that the exercise of wisdom cannot be separated from the environment in which it is being displayed.  He argues for creating a new future environment that would permit the display of wisdom.  

Surely you are correct in suggesting that the basics you cite from the various religions need to be considered in relation to the environment in which they are offered as guidance.  I suggest that some, if not all, of them would encounter resistance or debate in a system such as the one we follow and extol in the US—competition, capitalism, individualism, private enterprise, property ownership, militarism, survival of the fittest.  It seems to me it is less a question of complexity or rapid change than it is a commitment to ideology complicated by corruption.  

The question you pose about being wise for oneself or for everybody is exactly the issue.  Perhaps it illustrates the difference between strategic thinking and wisdom.

Participant 

Has there crept into our discussion—I think it came in early—an association of wisdom with the use of the mind for a better society--or at least for the values we share? Have we ruled out, say, the wise exploiter?  The wise man is always a good man?  If so, we may have made a big mistake, confusing some powerful mental capacities in a person with that person's capacity  to esteem our values or esteem the directions to which we want our society to move?  

I have enjoyed the discussion but must  withdraw now for 3 weeks of travel abroad.  Best wishes.

Participant 

I think that Lao-Tzu was strategically smart to accept the request of his followers and write a synopsis of his wisdom before he climbed on his ox and went up the mountain to die. Otherwise they might not have left him to go off alone. And I think he was tactically smart to record his wisdom in the Tao Te Ching in a fashion that stimulates broad, deep and ironic thought.  Otherwise his tome might have been seen as just another smart-guy's attempt at wisdom.  Underlying these smart-actions, however, is the wisdom within Lao-Tzu that had grown from a life of keen and reverent observation of the profound and delicate processes of the natural world.  

Could it be that we can be tactically and strategically smart about the workings of humanity, and wise when we expand to embrace the ever-changing universe?

Participant 

I think Charles has raised a question that should be examined. Personally, I think wisdom must begin with oneself.  

Tony, it seems to me that the challenge for each generation is  to apply the basic wisdom that has accumulated over the centuries. The costumes and setting may change but the play seems to have been pretty much the same for millennia.  

Richard Farson 

Ed (Charles) has pointed to a crucial distinction.  My answer is that the term wisdom should be reserved for advice or responses that actually consider larger consequences and serve humankind--or in Tony's terms, embrace the ever-changing universe.  There are other terms for advice that serves only limited or exploitative goals--strategic, clever, effective, manipulative, tricky, winning, etc.  So, yes, Tony, I think you have it right.  

As to beginning with oneself, as Kip suggests, we have a paradox again.  Most conventional wisdom suggests something like that—charity begins at home, for example. But the psychology of it is quite different. Charity is much more likely to happen at a distance, and only gradually makes its way back into the home, if ever.  I suspect that is true in the case of other values as well, such as honesty.  It may be that it is much more likely that wisdom will appear in the person's effort to benefit others, and far less likely to be applied to oneself…  The cobbler's barefoot children.

Participant 

I have read (skimmed) the contributions so far and find the discourse delightful and insightful! Apologies for such a late entry but (ahem!), apparently I may have been detained at Her Majesty's pleasure!  

I'll resist the temptation to pick up on specific (previous) strands unless Richard directs otherwise, however, I have an observation that may resonate with recent comments.  

"The answer is… 42"  (The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy')  

Perceived wisdom is contingent upon so many external factors, near and far from the source of the question – understanding the question (and what is or is not behind it) seems to be key?  

I'm comfortable with all applications of wisdom, since they compliment and lead one to the other—You are mankind? The context of wisdom giving and receiving is also pertinent; for example, how wisdom appears in the form of observation, advice, guidance or actions. The “value” of wisdom is contingent upon the perception and the readiness and willingness of people to act—or is the value just in knowing?  

Participant 

Dick,  your post about the CEOs and the prisoners is most provocative—underscoring the importance of systemic impacts.  The people who aspire to be CEOs are heavily influenced by the systems that they want to lead.  Until we rethink the way we design organizations, we may never have the number of wise leaders we'd like to have.

Participant  

Apologies if my earlier points appeared as a list of facts! I meant only to provoke.   

According to contemporary management learning and theory, the key role and responsibility of a CEO (and other management roles) is to 'satisfice' all stakeholders in their given market system/setting. The orientation of the market economy in which they operate will dictate which stakeholders hold the most power and therefore influence decision making the greatest. Nevertheless there is great emphasis placed on the wider environment.  

In the US of course it is a capitalist market context, in Germany more of a social market and in Japan a State orchestrated 'cooperation' market (apologies for simplification). CEOs are getting a bashing in this debate but, as Mary points out, they are managing within an external and internal environment and context that is a product of their society and culture. Organisations (especially in the US—other market 'types' are slower) will adapt to change in their 'market' environment –including public sector organisations.  

Wisdom may not be entirely appropriate for CEOs—given the wide range of stakeholders and their conflicting interests, but a perception of wisdom may be bestowed on them by the specific stakeholder groups with power in each market setting?

Richard Farson 

Welcome, Andrew, and thanks for those fascinating comments.  You help illuminate the knotty problem stemming from the fact that most, if not all, of what we can say about wisdom comes from the perception of it, and we surely know that perception is easily influenced by factors having nothing to do with the quality being appraised.  The perception of intelligence, for example, is shaped by all sorts of cues—chewing gum probably reduces one's perceived IQ by ten points (my guess).  Intelligence is something we consider inherent in the person, as we do wisdom, but we have no accepted measures of wisdom, as we do in the measurement of IQ.  Wisdom is closer to what is now being called emotional intelligence.  In this conference I have tried to focus on wisdom rather than wise people, which gets away from the inherency problem, but only by fiat.  

Your analysis indicating that stakeholders will assign the term wisdom to acts serving only their interests illustrates just how shaky the term wisdom is.  But if it is inherent in the person, is it like intelligence, does it show itself even when it isn't called for?  Is it a kind of intelligence?  It seems to appear in children and mentally disabled people, so it is not entirely dependent upon superior intelligence.

Mary, you begin to make the case for organization design to elicit wisdom.  We know that situations are the most powerful determinants of behavior, and that we can redesign them to elicit all kinds of desirable and undesirable acts.  What do you think we might do to arrange the circumstances under which a leader would be increasingly likely to exhibit what we have been calling wisdom—that is, serving the larger interests?  

Speaking of social designs, one of the strengths of democracy is its ability to elicit the wisdom of the group.  There is considerable evidence that group decisions tend to be wiser than individual ones. But while organizations pay lots of lip service to the idea of participative management, spend billions training people for it, and often experiment with it (some are glowingly written up in the journals, leading one to believe that it is the design of the future) few if any practice it systematically, company wide, over time, even though, for sixty years, its advocates have had a pretty clear shot at introducing it into management, since there has really been no competitive theory.  Years ago Frances Torbert, a professor of management at San Diego State University and a long time colleague of mine, took a sabbatical in an effort to study such companies and was unable to find one.

I had lunch with a woman who is wrestling with a situation in which she knows what is probably the right thing to do in a financial/legal/business/low risk sense, but is complicated by relationships that are more important to her than the money.  It reminded me that we often know what is right to do, but not wise.  Being right and being wise seldom are the same thing.  And it is much easier to be right than to be wise.  Usually it means foregoing the "right" course (justifiable, safe, profitable, sensible, popular, etc.) in favor of a wise one that at one level may not seem to be so right or justifiable or sensible, but nevertheless serves the larger, higher priority concerns.  

Also, we often talk about wisdom in terms of advice (I've done it here myself) but from my background in psychology I can tell you that few in my field would support the idea that advice is appropriate in most counseling situations.  As the saying goes, advice is cheap. It is also quick and easy like praise and other evaluations.  The more difficult, and more beneficial, behavior involves understanding, empathy and engagement.  With those operative, advice tends to become irrelevant. So even though we talk about "wise advice", it may be a contradiction in terms, an oxymoron.

Participant  

One definition says wisdom is "experience & knowledge together with sagacious judgement”—I guess wisdom is an inherent quality not a subset of intelligence or age—as Richard (and others) has already suggested. On your point about social design (democracy), it's also the perceived strength and benefit of team working and group learning (a demonstration of democratic principles as we are doing here). It has been mentioned earlier that there is great value and potentiality in cross/interdisciplinary group learning and collaboration. Is the typical outcome of this (team) process “wisdom”–or could it be characterised as the sharing and 'creation' of collective experience, knowledge, discovery and consensus? Wisdom may be present and arise within this process (subject to a perception')—or the process itself may be described as 'combined wisdom' of the group,  i.e., we each have a quality of wisdom to varying degree in different circumstances?  

Seeing wisdom in children, etc.,  is, from a personal point of view, perhaps more about the inherent wisdom that exists in each person,  the subsequent process of 'un-learning' people go through as they become adults and then the (sporadic) realisation or recognition of that wisdom when it appears or is confronted. Wisdom is recognised (perception again)–if one tries to create or generate 'wisdom' it becomes something else–a sound bite, intellect, knowledge, experience, judgement, etc.?  

A word not mentioned so far is 'insight'. From the discussion, it appears there are many types of 'wisdom' expressed in many different forms. I would term some of these examples as 'insights' – i.e. the ability to see within and beyond what is presented. Some might call this (insight) intelligent analysis and application?

Richard Farson 

Thanks, Andrew, for pointing out that insight is relevant to, and often referred to as wisdom.  As I have often said in this conference, I believe much that we call wisdom can be learned at just about any age.  That would apply to insight as well, although I know of no efforts to educate such a power directly.  

To show how insight might be learned let's take, for example, a subject that is a frequent topic of leadership interest--extrinsic rewards (awards, prizes, gold stars, A-grades, bonuses, etc. in contrast to the rewards intrinsic to the work itself.) Leadership and management are saturated by such so-called incentives.  As a former board member of the American Institute of Architects, I receive a weekly online newsletter that is dominated by news about the recipients of awards (all architects have them, some architects have them by the hundreds, believe it or not).  Practically everyone takes for granted the powerful incentives offered by such recognition.  

Now suppose we were to tell a group of managers that not only does the research on such rewards uniformly show that they are not just worthless but even counterproductive to innovation and productivity.  And suppose further that we suggested to our group that for every award there is a story behind the story--a motivation different from the presumed intent. ("Let's give him a doctorate rather than a fee for a commencement address" or "Let's give her a prize and use the award ceremony to keynote a fundraising dinner" or...well, you get the idea.)  There is always a story, almost all of which demean the award—“My   studio was able to put more money into the Oscar campaign" "I knew personally two of the judges"  "Our professional ethics won't allow us to advertise, so we use award publicity instead" "Actually I didn't do all the work for which I'm credited." And many find the awards to be not a blessing--as actress Julie Christie remarked about her Oscar success, "sort of a little mangy dog that's following you around, and you just can't get rid of it."  This applies even to the most sought after--the Nobel (which, of course, is famous for its jinx.)  

My point is it wouldn't take all that long to teach the group that things aren't    what they seem with respect to awards, or to any extrinsic rewards.  Moreover, we could go on to do the same with practically all such important subjects, illustrating that there is not only a story behind the story, but usually a story behind that one.  So now they know where and why to look, and when the subject comes up in the next meeting, they will be able to demonstrate an ability to see more into the process under discussion and explore further implications—which will certainly seem like insight to the others in the meeting, and, I suggest, will indeed be insight—a kind of wisdom. From that insight our learned person will be able to move on to making suggestions that could avoid trouble and improve incentives.  

What a wise person he or she will be!  Well, not really.  The kind of wisdom that undermines sacred cows is seldom believed, and never appreciated.  So it is seldom called wisdom, but I would nevertheless argue that it is, because it digs deep, illuminates important hidden processes, prevents trouble, and shows a better way--even if it isn't appreciated.

Participant 

Wisdom about the corporation: is the idea of having these "fake persons", from whose status the organization structure follows, wise? 

Participant 

I believe we need to rethink the idea of having a single CEO—or at the very least rethink the role itself.  There are some companies who have an office of the CEO, but usually there's really a CEO and a COO and there are distinctions with a pretext of teamwork.  Of course these people do actually work as a team, but they tend to parcel out the responsibilities according to what's external (CEO) or internal (COO).  

Dave Snowden and I are currently working on some research about leading in different contexts.  We're finding that leaders need to use very different style of leadership for different contexts.  So, for example, you don't use collaborative leadership in chaotic circumstances (e.g. when the building is burning down).  You tell people what to do (leave the building through these exits). The question we're working on is, can leaders be taught how to shift styles?  And of course the answer is some can, some can't.  Because when the crisis is over, there will certainly be situations where collaborative leadership will be enormously valuable.  

I'm rambling.  Here's the point.  We either need to stock a CEO suite with people who can bring different skills to bear in different situations or we need to make it clear that being CEO is not always about playing King (no disrespect to the monarchy, Andrew!)

Participant 

I have been following this discussion with pleasure but without any worthy participation.  

Although the following may appear way off the path, I offer it as of possible germane addition.  

It's place might be the following: Your theme is to understand and possibly increase the use of Wisdom through in-depth discussion as to its role in our civilization. My suggested place for what follows is the possibility that: wisdom is needed in a democracy to guide ordinary individuals (citizens. I am also suggesting that never before in our history has it been more important to review the place of citizens in a democracy.  

My best way of continuing this intervention is to suggest logging on to: www.fairvote.org  

I think that a matching of wisdom to the role of the citizen could be a most important contribution.  

If this is an unwanted intervention, please forgive.

Richard Farson 

Your participation is always welcome, Don.  Of course, that is the reason for the conference--to elicit or develop more wisdom not only from leaders (although that is our special interest), but from everyone.  It we can't, then democracy doesn't make much sense.  Checking out the web site you offer reminds one that eliciting wisdom, from both individuals and groups, is highly dependent upon the design of situations. Indeed, I'm pretty sure that it would account for much more wisdom being offered than would any approach treating wisdom as dependent upon skill training. We all must become social designers if we are to save this civilization.

For a breather from my exhortations, I submit the following list of proverbs, purported to be from a real first grade classroom exercise, where the teacher, with twenty-five students in her class, presented the first half of a well known proverb and asked her students to come up with the remainder of that proverb. Each child was asked to write answers for all of the 25 half-proverbs. The winning answers, as judged by the teacher, are presented below. Remember, these are six year olds. Remember too that most six year olds don't have a vocabulary to read words like underestimate and mightier.  It could be fake. Of course, they all could have been written by one student. Any wisdom in these?  

1. Don't change horses........................ until they stop running.

2. Strike while the..................................bug is close.

3. It's always darkest before..................Daylight Saving Time.

4. Never underestimate the power of....termites.

5. You can lead a horse to water but....how?

6. Don't bite the hand that ................... looks dirty.

7. No news is........................................ impossible.

8. A miss is as good as a......................Mr.

9. You can't teach an old dog new........math.

10. If you lie down with dogs, you'll.......stink in the morning.

11. Love all, trust...................................me.

12. The pen is mightier than the............pigs.

13. An idle mind is.................................the best way to relax.

14. Where there's smoke there's...........pollution.

15. Happy the bride who.......................gets all the presents.

16. A penny saved is.......................... ..not much.

17. Two's company, three's .................the Musketeers.

18. Don't put off till tomorrow what........you put on to go to bed.

19. Laugh and the whole world 

      laughs with you, cry and .................you have to blow your nose.

20. There are none so blind as.............Stevie Wonder.

21. Children should be seen and not ...spanked or grounded.

22. If at first you don't succeed ............get new batteries.

23. You get out of something only

      what you..........................................see in the picture on the box.

24. When the blind lead the blind .........get out of the way.

25. Better late than ...............................pregnant.  

Mary, I would think that a leader's ability to differentiate between situations requiring a changed approach (or for that matter, a group's ability to do the same and to alter its expectations of leadership) would be a measure of wisdom.  But is it a skill?  How do you train for it?  Perhaps the ability to display wisdom is based in part at least on one's not being trapped in some management approach, but set free by some dramatic learning experience, or even being given the license to behave differently.  Do you guys teach various specific ways of meeting certain situations, or simply try to release the natural responses of leaders by setting them free?

Doug, as to the corporation being treated as a person, are you asking if that is a wise situation, or are you asking if the person who thought it up was wise in introducing that invention?  I suspect it was seen at the time more as a clever maneuver than as wisdom, and we are paying the price now.

Participant 

Returning to the fray after a trip full of unexpected stimulation (and trying to finish this weekend a chapter of the memoir that keeps getting ahead of me),  I continue to be grateful that our leader, Farson, is leading so wisely.  

Special thanks to Richard for the proverbs allegedly completed by first-graders.   Full of wisdom—especially, for my taste, Nos. 1, 2, 4, 6, 7, 14, 16, 18, 19, 22, 24, and 25.   (#25, “Better late than . . . pregnant”  may have been contributed by a parent visiting in the classroom that day, or else the teacher supplied it!)  

What do these most relevant contributions have in common?  They are based on (a) experience and (some of them) also on (b)insight, or intuition, or inspired guesswork, or what some -- like me -- might call the holy spirit.   I have long defined wisdom, in my own thinking and writing, as a mysterious fusion of rational knowledge and nonrational intuition.  

The first-grade exercise suggests that least half of the six-year-olds were answering from experience ("If at first you don't succeed . . . get new batteries"), but some of these were reaching for some insight that sparkled just beyond the rationality they have been taught.  

Which suggests that, even if the quantum of wisdom grows greater with age (at least for people who learn to think beyond their rational "disciplines"),  there is the potential in every tot and youngster for flashes of wisdom—as long as the adults who presume to teach them avoid snuffing out their creative non-rational insights/intuitions.

Richard Farson 

I certainly agree, Harlan, that wisdom is some combination of rational thinking and non-rational intuition.  When I argue that we can teach ways of thinking that could amount to wisdom, I refer to the ways of thinking that most would consider non-rational--upside down, paradoxical, etc.  I don't think we can teach all that is intuitive, but maybe we can teach (or people can learn) much that is ordinarily considered non-rational.  By and large our education system focuses on rational processes--and the non-rational (non-Aristotelian) art and literature subjects are being dropped.  

As an example of the above I'd like to mention something I learned from the distinguished philosopher Abraham Kaplan, who spent a year with us at WBSI as  a Visiting Fellow, and with whom I often worked on UCLA leadership development programs.  He explained to me that most people approach difficulties as if they are problems, but most are not problems.  They are what he called predicaments.  A problem has a solution, a root cause, and if you can find the cause you can remedy it and remove the difficulty.  But most difficulties, especially in the area of human affairs, are predicaments--permanent, complicated, paradoxical dilemmas, where one alternative looks as bad or good as the other--and cannot be solved.  They can only be coped with. He would say, marriage is not a problem, it is a predicament. Ditto parenthood. As one climbs the ladder in organizational leadership, one is increasingly likely to be facing predicaments.  Indeed, some organization theorists such as our friend Charles Hampden-Turner refer to top leadership as the management of dilemma.  

Problems can be analyzed, broken down into elements and solved one by one.  Analytic thinking is necessary to deal with problems.  But to cope with predicaments requires interpretive thinking--seeing the larger context, putting a bigger frame around the difficulty, taking the long view.  

Being able to make that distinction has been tremendously helpful to me, and to many others that either he or I explained it to.  I think it passes for wisdom, and I wish that all our leaders, all our students, all our people, could appreciate this distinction, because treating a predicament, such as crime, as if it were a problem makes it worse.

Participant 

I just continue to be impressed with discussions of wisdom without much reference to the real issues of our time. While that may be the strength o this conversation, to me it is odd. Very, very odd. I spent the last week with two groups of non-Americans, one architects and the other environmental artists. The disdain for the US is so powerful, and full of fear turning to hatred. Bush's insensitivity to the feelings and dilemmas of others, his provoking tone, or tone deaf approach to "politics", stirs my need for wisdom.

A few Pakistanis were there, which led to a discussion of the role of Pakistan, but also of the US "creating" the Taliban, the nuclear Pakistan, Al Queda , and distributing American arms everywhere". The issue of the nuclear physicist from Pakistan, Khan, came up, as in "the damage has now been done. "From now on, say the Pakistanis, Pakistan is finished and nuclear war is nearly inevitable."

Richard Farson  

Doug, I think we have to separate the issues that need wisdom, from a discussion of wisdom itself.  But surely our current situation in Iraq demands wisdom, and we are hearing almost none.  As before, I wonder if we can generate wisdom in this conference on demand.  

If wisdom means the ability to learn from history, to understand the nature of insurgencies, to appreciate that all suicide bombers from the beginning of that approach to warfare have had only one goal, to drive an occupying power out of what they regard as their homeland, then maybe one could make a wise recommendation.  But almost everyone believes that the US should remain there, as if we could see it through to a democratic solution.  My own view is that we should leave now, using the excuse that we never intended to stay, the elected government is in place and that local security forces would have a much easier time controlling the violence if we were to pull back onto our ships and other bases elsewhere, staying in the area to return only if there is real cause for us to be there. Such a cause may never arise.  

The other night on Bill Maher's program Gore Vidal was asked why he was for an immediate pull out--wasn't he worried about what would happen?  He said, "We didn't care before we went in there, we won't care after we leave."  Was that a wise comment?  I thought at first that he was wrong, but then I thought about Vietnam, when our hated enemy drove us out and took over, and we never gave it any more thought.  Now it is a tourist attraction for us.

Participant 

There is about wisdom some soulfulness combined with bright eyes, twinkle, the awareness of self as part of the performance, and a care with language and more interest in how speech can help others than help self (which, in the view of wisdom, is less in need.). You can see in the face of the wise that they aware of themselves as participants. Wisdom leaves nobody out, and as we have learned from Chief Seattle and others, should not leave out the land as well as include past and future generations. Wisdom knows that most people treat ideas as reality rather than as monofocal snapshots. Wisdom is sweet, sad and optimistic. Even if all is lost. It knows that all the world's a stage, and new players will fill the empty boards.

I disagree with Vidal, but I love that he says it. Yes we should pull out, but only after an international conference where we ask for the opinions of others, and come up with a plan that our leaving does not simply lead to (more) chaos. Don't jerk your had away from  a strange dog you have allowed to sniff it. And we can't act like a cat burying its poop.

Richard Farson 

Thanks for that two part comment, Doug: Let me respond to the second part first:  Leaving Iraq. Taking the long view—Niall Ferguson, Harvard history professor and Hoover Institution Fellow, builds on the idea that while history shows that two-thirds of the battles between insurgents and occupiers have been won by insurgents, one-third have not.  The British won in that area before (of course they ultimately had to leave) but they had a ratio of military personnel to the population of 1 to 23, while our ratio is 1 to 174.  While Rumsfeld predicted the course of our experience there would total seventy days, Ferguson says he had the number right, but it should be years instead of days.  He says we need the same ratio of troops to people as the British did, which would mean about a million US military and a seventy year experience.

The second part of your comment just happens to coincide with what I thought should be our next step in this conference--what are the situational factors that seem to accompany wisdom, or what behaviors convey the idea that one is being exposed to wisdom.  Your detailing several gives us a good start.  I'd like to know what others think about those factors that are completely independent of content.  How often are we enthralled by the staging of the comments, and how often do we miss wisdom by its not being accompanied by the conditions we ordinarily associate with it?

To take the simplest example, I find it very seldom that the first comments made in any meeting are regarded as wise, while the last ones might be.  That may be, of course, because the speaker has the benefit of listening to the discussion before speaking.  And it may be that later comments tend to be more summary in nature than earlier ones, and summary statements may seem wiser.  But I think I have watched enough group process to note that many wise comments are made early, but not so regarded.  Could it be that simple positioning has readied the group to attribute, appreciate and receive wisdom?

In a face-to-face situation, can a junior person ever be credited with wisdom?  On the internet, where age is not a factor, some very young people can make wise comments and be appreciated for them.

Participant 

"Speaking" wisdom doesn't strike me as all that useful. People are deemed wise when we hear their words, follow them and reap a benefit. Having answers isn't worth much if nobody pays attention. Perhaps wisdom, then, includes the ability to communicate such that others listen and act on the wisdom.  

Or perhaps wisdom includes the ability to act in such a way that others cooperate.

Participant 

Thanks, Richard, for your reaction to your first-graders' proverb completions.  As far as you go, I agree with your prescription for teaching/learning about non-rational thinking.   What's teachable is, I think, not only non-rational ways of thinking (e.g., your favorites, irony and paradox),  but even before that,  the very notion that non-rational thinking is at least half of thinking.    Only when someone has internalized that thought (a heresy in our  scientific-rational educational systems),  can he/she start playing seriously with examples of non-rational thinking.  

Among examples of non-rational thinking,  I would beware of paradox as a lead horse.   Many paradoxical ideas are the product of thinking harder about some idea that doesn't seem completable without considering its opposite as part of the same thought.   But that may be—often is, I think—an example of more concentrated rational thinking,  not what we would call insight or intuition or inspiration or whatever.  

Was FDR's "nothing to fear but fear itself" non-rational, or just a persuasive example of a more complete rational thought than the conventional wisdom of his time?    JFK (alias Ted Sorenson) filled his speeches with apparent paradoxes,  mostly resolved by contradicting each other:  "Let us never negotiate out of fear, but let us never fear to negotiate."    "Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country."   You wouldn't call these true paradoxes, and neither would I.  They were great rhetoric, because they used apparently paradoxical formulations; but those formulations were essentially rational, not non-rational.

Richard Farson 

An interesting comment, Harlan, as usual; you make a very good point.  Half the battle is making it clear that much, if not most, of wisdom is not in the rational mode.  There are the plays on phrases, reversals such as Kennedy's "Ask not...", that are still close to rational, as you say.  A true paradox is a seeming absurdity that really cannot be resolved, because it is nevertheless true and must be accepted, embraced and coped with.  I'm trying to think of other kinds of non-rational examples of wisdom.  Surely there will always be that spontaneous, intuitive almost mystical thought that seems to come from nowhere.  Probably the largest category of what seems surprising to people is the counter-intuitive story behind the story, and that can be a source of wisdom that is not paradoxical.  But I would love to analyze a bit more of the non-rational dimension.  Help me here, please.

Kip, you pose the question as to whether or not there can be wisdom without an accepting social situation—like the question as to whether a tree that falls in the forest makes a noise if there is no one around to hear it.  Much wisdom is written in isolation, of course, where the writer never finds out if it is accepted.  But then it isn't recognized until it is "accepted" for publication.

Participant 

Richard, thanks for your evocation of Abe Kaplan's wisdom, which I learned to appreciate when he participated in the WBSI online exercises of the 1980s-1990s. I also found helpful his distinction between "problems" and "predicaments"—a word which, in his vocabulary, struck me as close to what Aurelio Peccei, founder of the Club of Rome, called "the global problematique," essentially the world predicament. But  Peccei tended to think of the "problematique" as something that could be fixed by wise human policies.   I always thought of it as a state of affairs that could be improved but never definitively "solved" -- because it was so complicated and had so many moving parts that would keep moving.   Maybe that's why I resonated so with Kaplan's way of thinking.

Participant 

I meant to pose the question of the usefulness of wisdom.

Richard Farson 

I hadn't heard about Peccei's formulation of "the global problematique" and am a bit surprised that a European would frame the issue as a solvable problem--an attitude that I think of as peculiarly American.  I doubt that an Asian would do so.

Good question about the usefulness of wisdom.  Must wisdom serve utilitarian purposes? Must wisdom be applicable to be considered wisdom?  Could wisdom be packaged, commodified?  

Some remarks or writings considered wisdom are not at all clear—buried in poetry, for example.  They may be confusing, disturbing and in shaking up existing patterns of thinking, may lead to the integration of thinking at a higher level, just because they shook things up. People have the ability to make sense of things, even if the things don't make sense. As Doug pointed out early in this conference, Chauncy Gardener, the central character in Jerzy Kozinski's book and movie, Being There, experienced that phenomenon all the time.  He was a television obsessed, hopelessly isolated gardener mistaken for a high brow savant, and when he would answer a question about politics with a gardener's answer, mentioning fertilizer, for example, his audience would think it a brilliant metaphor for a bit of wise advice, and he soon became a darling of the elite, a television personality, etc.  Each time his audience would interpret his mistaken gardening reference as brilliance, but it was they who were being brilliant in their interpretations.

Participant 

Invoking Pecci, Cleveland, Kaplan...thinking about the world, how while numbers are larger, events are smaller. Iraq compared to ww2. etc. lower levels of violence, so little things loom large. But what if there are no big events any longer? But by that I don't mean to exclude the tsunami quarter of a million, the Sudanese, Darfur, Rwanda, genocides. And the fact that so many are suffering for lack of a future or water or the ability to have reasonable family life for children. But the fact is, there are no large scale "events" in the modern world. The death of a few now get far more world coverage than the death of thousands, or millions, half a century ago. Is this a bad sign, or a good one?  Are we stabilizing, or just entropic and without meaning? This is the context, right?, for wisdom.

Participant  

Kip:  I have long thought of wisdom as rational knowledge rendered useful by being combined with non-rational thinking.   I'll apologize insincerely for quoting myself, but here's a paragraph from The Knowledge Executive (New York: Dutton, 1985), page 23:  

"Most knowledge is expertise -- in a field, a subject, a science, a technology, a system of values, a form of social organization and authority.  *Wisdom* is integrated knowledge, information made super-useful by theory, which relates bits and fields of knowledge to each other, which in turn enables me to use the knowledge to do something.   That's why wisdom is bound to cross the disciplinary barriers we set up to make the fields of knowledge manageable by the use of scientific method."  

Also in the mid-1980s, writing about information without mentioning wisdom,  Klaus Krippendorf (at the University of Pennsylvania's Annenberg School of Communication) suggested that information should be seen as "the organizational work a message enables its receiver to perform."   Again, the focus is on usefulness or usability.  

So, your intuition about "the usefulness of wisdom" is on the right track.  (Of course that's what I think because my intuition leads me onto a parallel track.   That doesn't mean we've found some ultimate Truth.   But at least there are two of us.)  

 Participant 

 Have any of you active in these exchanges read a new book, Blink, The Power Of Thinking Without Thinking, by Malcolm Gladwell, Little, Brown?  

The title sounds frivolous, but toward the end there are chapters that seem to fit the margins of your exchanges.

Richard Farson 

Yes, Don, Blink.  We will be dealing with the intuitive, instantaneous abilities Gladwell writes about.  

Doug, the world you describe is increasingly complex and difficult to understand.  Information is overwhelming.  It seems less and less easy to find the right directions, and to issue wise proclamations. So much that is happening destroys the human family.  We applaud the forces that erode community.  The one nation that is positioned to become a lubricant of relationships is squandering that role in favor of empire.  The wise among us are voices in the wilderness.  The forces of competition and greed and hostility and fear are overwhelming. Efforts to build understanding are waning, as literature, arts and social studies are losing out to more rational pursuits.  

Harlan's writings are so relevant here.  Thanks for sharing them, Harlan.

Participant   

Well, I'm certainly happy to be in your company, Harlan!  

Don, it's on my reading list for this year. I've heard good things about it.  

What I've been trying to articulate is that the world is full of "wisdom" - it's not in short supply. Living the wisdom is where the challenge lies. Chauncy didn't just speak, he also acted, and there was a convincing congruency between his words and acts. He was portrayed as being an "innocent" in the sense that he had no personal agenda, no specific goal, just a connection to the world around him. It's hard to describe his connection other than that it seemed real and not very self involved.

Richard Farson 

Chauncy had no grasp of the real world outside of television whatsoever.  On his first venture away from the mansion where he was the gardener he carried the remote control, and at the first troubling encounter with young hoodlums tried to change the channel.  

I suspect you are right, Kip, that few, if any, are able to live out their wisdom on any consistent basis, even those considered professionally wise, such as gurus.

Those of us who are being convinced by this discussion that wisdom has little, if any, place in today's corporate leadership will have an ally in playwright and screenwriter David Mamet.  Writing in the current Harper's an article titled “Bambi vs. Godzilla: Why Art Loses in Hollywood” he attempts to explain the behavior of corporations.  The piece is loaded with his pithy one-liners, but one in particular fits our conference:  

"For how may a corporation be wise? It may not. It may only be rapacious, which is its purpose."

As we discuss the usefulness of wisdom, we should bear in mind that probably the most insightful and potentially valuable wisdom is likely to be rejected—unwelcome for many reasons.  It can be jarringly counter-intuitive, asking people to radically change their thinking. It can bring a fresh perspective, but that often calls for disruption of existing plans and directions. And, as Mamet points out, it could shift the motivation from exploitative to constructive, from rapacious to humanitarian, thereby violating the basic tenets of the market system.

To return to assessing the ways of thinking that could be learned, enabling more wisdom, let me mention some of those we've already discussed.  We've stressed the importance of being alert to the story behind the story, to the difference between problems and predicaments, to the paradoxical nature of human affairs, to the coexistence of opposites--all of which are essentially mental postures that can be adopted.  

I'd like to suggest over the next days a few more, and I hope you will do the same—entering comments that illustrate ways of thinking you have found helpful, or witnessed in others.

Let's call one of these ways of thinking, the search for secondary effects.  The question is, in addition to the primary outcome of any action, what are the secondary effects on people or institutions that we might not have anticipated because we weren't looking.  I differentiate these from unintended consequences because the latter cannot easily be anticipated.  

One example is to always ask the question, what will be the effect on the enhancement or erosion of community?  I choose community because it is such a fundamental building block of society that without it everything goes wrong.  It is always worth asking that question.  So whether the proposal is to build a new Wal-Mart (that will put local stores that are community meeting places out of business) or divide a neighborhood with a new highway or install a new system for locating missing children (who are almost never abducted by strangers, but new programs to frighten parents about other adults in their community make parenthood excessively difficult and frustrating, leading to terrible child abuse and, five times a day, murder of children, mainly by their parents), it is important always to ask, what is the effect likely to be on community.  But the question also could be asked about the effects on other fundamental relationships without which we cannot survive, such as international relations, or relations with old friends or old customers, etc., etc.

Just listening to Cole Porter's  I Concentrate On You, there is a line, "When wise men say to me, 'Young dreams of love never come true,....I concentrate on you."  It is true that wise men are likely to paint negative pictures.  Pessimists always seem wiser than optimists.  Partly, they have life on their side.  Most things don't work out.  Eight out of ten new businesses fail.  Half of all marriages fail.  Charles Kettering, second only to Edison as a great American inventor, said that he would try a thousand things before one would succeed. So being pessimistic is really a cheap shot.  

But America needs more risk taking than we're getting, a lot more if we are to remain a leader in innovation.  That means accepting, even encouraging more failure.  So where is the wisdom?

Participant 

In answer to Richard's call to explore ideas about the 'mechanics' of wisdom, I tentatively offer the following. A (potentially) missing dimension to the discussion about the essence of wisdom might be exploring 'creativity' and 'creative mind'. It might be worthwhile considering wisdom as a subset of creativity or creative thinking / mind and vice versa?  

I'm not altogether convinced that 'wisdom' is a process. Invention and innovation are as much to do with exploration and discovery â€“Â connected to creativity than to wisdom? Of course, one can be wise about how one approaches inventing, but this takes us back to external forces and possibly to market orientation?

Participant 

What motivates the pursuit of wisdom â€“ the seeking and giving â€“ is an interesting point Richard refers to earlier. Does the dynamic of risk vs. benefit affect the judgement of wisdom or what is labeled 'wise'. Assuming that there needs to be motivation (which I don't!) in the process of 'wisdom', the risks and benefits are different in each context. Maybe that's why so much spoken and written 'wisdom' is seldom specific or conclusive i.e. it is risk averse! It often frames a context or predicament in a new, often more holistic and inclusive light â€“ but it is an invitation not a menu.  

Exploitative motivation is still motivation â€“Â and in one way or another, the pursuit of wisdom exploits some aspect of any situation â€“ whether it's an (elective or assumed) ethical or moral position on what is good or bad for humanity or a simple manipulation of perceived need (in a supply-meets-demand market scenario). Like any humanistic context, in this discussion there is an 'exchange relationship' â€“ which is the same fundamental principle of every market system?  

Looks like the Tsunami funds for re-housing in Sri Lanka are still being held back  â€“Â by local bureaucracy. Are they wise to deliberate on these decisions for so long (where to build the new homes etc)?

Richard Farson 

Andrew's calling our attention to the risk averse aspects of wise comments is fascinating.  It is surely true that many comments regarded as wise are delivered in ways that are general, metaphorical and nonspecific to the issue being addressed, almost cryptic in their challenge to be decoded. That certainly protects the giver from responsibility.  

Creativity is almost as poorly understood as is wisdom, but we do know a few things about it that demythologize it somewhat.  For example, it is often said that creativity flourishes in conditions of freedom.  While there may be instances where that is true, in organizations where there is great need for innovation, it turns out that the more levels of supervision involved and interested in what one is doing, the more likely it will be creative.  And as far as waiting for the muse to arrive, most of the evidence now suggests that discipline, not waiting for inspiration, is what produces the creative act.  Working several hours a day, even sitting looking at a blank page, is more likely to lead to creativity.  Whether wisdom is a subhead or a rubric for creativity is a question worthy of our consideration.  Surely both have an element of the mystical/magical in that bit of intuition that we cannot attribute to the process (or as Andrew names it, the mechanics) of either creativity or wisdom.

Participant 

Never give the enemy unnecessary territory. When Mamet says rapaciousness is the purpose of a corporation, he is giving it away. In fact the purpose of a corporation, well, two choices "the purpose of a corporation is.."

    * 1. to be rapacious for its owners and managers

    * 2. to organize people and capital to meet social needs

My guess is two wins overwhelmingly.  Those who think that the purpose if just to make money have taken a late state of corporatist thinking and treat it like it is the timeless legal frame. Those who are critical of corporations should be doing all they can to get corporate chartering back under state supervision.

Participant 

Richard's comments are full of wisdom, which is why I'm tempted to tweak them further:  

-Sure, wisdom is bound to be "jarringly counter-intuitive," calling for "disruption of existing plans and directions."   Maybe that's one way of judging whether what's said is wise, or merely "conventional wisdom."   Certainly bringing a "fresh perspective" is one of the distinguishing marks of wisdom;  indeed, that's what makes it "useful," isn't it?   Surely one of the best measures of wisdom is that it isn't following the polls, which are nearly always based on questions derived from the conventional categories in which "the people" (and consequently most pollsters, except of course Dan Yankelovich) are already thinking.  

-Several comments in this Conference have already illustrated a primary "way of thinking" we "have found helpful:"  expand the horizon of whatever-it-is, try to broaden the context in which whatever-it-is is being considered.  

-The criterion you (Richard) suggest—the effect on "community” –sounds  constructive, as long as "community" doesn't mean only the kinds of communities that have already been created, that all the decision-makers (and protestors) are already familiar with.   Some kinds of wisdom may require the creation of new, usually wider, kinds of communities.   (The displacement of mom-and-pop corner grocery stores by supermarkets didn't turn out to be all bad.  At least, most consumers adapted to lower prices, more choice, and more "serve yourself" processes with remarkable speed and enthusiasm.)  

- I don't think a history of wisdom, if such an intellectual feat were possible, would reveal most wise people as pessimists.   (Most forecasters are downbeat, but forecasters are not a subcategory of "wise people," and the commercial demand for doom-and-gloom produces its own supply.)   That's why I've been pushing "unwarranted optimism" as a sine qua non of leadership—with just as much emphasis on "unwarranted" as on "optimism."  

I certainly agree we need a vocabulary that translates "failure" as something more like "roads we've tried that didn't lead to where we wanted to go."   With all its unanticipated consequences, that's one thing the Scientific Method has contributed to civilization.   Let's hang onto it, even celebrate it.

Participant 

I've never met anyone participating in these ILF exchanges â€“ except for Walter Truett Anderson â€“ nevertheless there is a sense of community?  

Commenting further on 'community'; Richard and Harlan .  I look around and see new communities being created all the time â€“ but not requiring a 'warm body' or 'dependency' relationship and dynamic to sustain them. In many ways this is a more powerful relationship because it is totally elective and totally creative?  

The notion of 'community' today is indeed fluid, complex, fragmented and becoming much less 'manageable' â€“ like the web. Social and economic community and community of place is (more and more) being augmented by both wider environmental and more specific 'elective' communities; community of passion, community of practice, interest and so onâ€¦ So what does erosion of community mean when new community is thriving (albeit -virtually) and being formed 'on-the-fly'?

Richard Farson 

Such great comments.  

To begin at the end, Andrew points up the new arrangements for community that may supplant the eroding ones.  We have certainly found that online conferencing of the sort we have experimented with and used extensively at WBSI can indeed create a special kind of community.  One of the "community groups" we started in the early eighties is still going strong, with essentially the same membership.  And it endured several changes of venue when WBSI, during its dormancy in the nineties, could no longer house it.  So that group is coming up on its silver anniversary.  We have also found that some discussions online can be more civil and less polarizing than they would be face to face.  And of course, what we write about ourselves and our opinions when there is a chance to compose and edit our comments, we tend to dig deeper, and can become quite intimate. Surely the Internet has spawned thousands of romances and marriages.  Yet if you were to poll our ILF Fellows, I think they would probably agree that a combination of face-to-face encounter with the online interaction would be preferable, except in highly charged discussions.  

Moreover, Andrew makes the point that we just may have to adjust to these new arrangements of community. And I would add to that, new arrangements of family.  There is probably only about two percent of families that now correspond to the magazine cover family of a few decades ago--father working, mother at home, two children, the boy taller than the girl.  Instead we have all sorts of living together, childless, adoptive, second and third and sometimes more marriages, gay coupling, group residences, and so on to include all of the elective communities that Andrew mentions.  These are our new families, and they work better than most people think.  Children of divorce, for example, are not so bad off as some would argue.  Indeed, they are probably indistinguishable from other children.  

But I cannot help but long for the experience of community I have known where I accidentally encounter people I know in stores and cafes.  There is considerable evidence that when that kind of community disappears, where citizens can no longer identify each other and support and monitor each others lives to some extent, then the social indices of despair increase—crime, divorce, addictions, child abuse, mental and physical illness, suicide.  Wal-Mart offers a false economy.  

So what is the better part of wisdom?  Recognizing and accepting the new arrangements?  Fighting for the preservation of the traditional?   Or both?

Richard Farson 

Harlan's qualifications and elaborations are most welcome.  His descriptions of some failures as leading us down roads we didn't intend to take, and relating that to scientific discovery, is a valuable way to regard failure, and to regard science.  

His separation of leadership from pessimism is also valuable.  Pessimists do often come across as smarter, but they may not be our leaders.  The studies show that Harlan is correct.  Optimism is one of the central characteristics of the better leaders.

Doug's flexibility and wisdom is evident in his defense of the corporation and the market system, even though we know he can be its greatest critic.  Mamet, as an artist in Hollywood, no doubt finds the system most frustrating.  Yet great art does emerge at times, even in Hollywood. Quite often really, and even in the vehicles that he writes.  But what we might regard as high art, he might know lacks the full expression he intended. What he may not appreciate is the role of the editor in improving his work.  They certainly improve mine. I remember being invited to a screening of an early version of the classic, Easy Rider, before the final cut was taken away from Dennis Hopper, the Orson Wells of that production, and thinking it was just awful.  Then I saw the newly edited version, and it was so much better.  

To simply say that the corporation is organized to meet a social need is true at one level, but I think misses its more pernicious orientation toward creating wants, not meeting needs.  Did we need an automobile culture or could we have prospered with rail transportation?   The automotive corporation operated corruptly to rearrange our "needs" and do away with rail.  We have paid a huge penalty ever since.

Participant 

It is probably not only immoral but possibly illegal to break into this wonderful conference at this late juncture. I wont bother with excuses, and cut to the chase. Wisdom is what happens after people like you wrestle with its meaning and its expressions. So its not nature but nurture.  

Some asked if wisdom can be taught. The French keep trying. As General de Gaulle commented about the grads of the Grandes Ecoles, their trouble is that they know everything -- but they don’t know anything else. . . .

. . .which puts them fairly low on my own hierarchy, with data on the bottom, followed by information, followed by knowledge, and THEN ideally capped by wisdom—something as usual said earlier and better by Harlan. I also like pattern recognition as shorthand for the benefit of experience (euphemism for age).  

All I can say is thank you for the e-education, and I hope Dick can boil the wisdom about wisdom out of the building blocks of data and information and knowledge from which I have just so benefited.

Participant 

I like Lincoln's scale â€¦. It helps frame the concept of wisdom. If the scale were more detailed (at the peak) there would be an interesting debate around where to position some of the following (presumably above knowledge):  

â€“Â Intelligence (i.e. 'knowledge on the edge')

â€“ Insight

â€“Â Intuition

â€“Â Imagination

â€“Â Invention  

â€¦amongst others.  

Participant 

An interesting list, Andrew, so many in-words. It makes me think of the others, ex-perience, ex-pert, the balance between the inner and the outer.

Dick, I didn't think I was defending the corporations *as they are* but, to their horror, as they *could be* and should be according to their own rhetoric (leaving out those who think boards can be sued for failure of duty if they do not maximize profit.),  We do need an economy. But to reduce economy to a profit extraction mechanism is short sighted and lacking in humanity, aesthetics, compassion, and the creativity to create a humanely better world.


Participant 

Thank you, Linc, for the de Gaulle quote.  I thought that I had a pretty fair collection of quotes from General Charles de Gaulle, but I had missed that one.  

General de Gaulle has been widely maligned, not without reason, for his egotism, and for his preoccupation with "l'honneur de la France."   But many of the maligners are people who haven't delved into his truly remarkable writings about military strategy -- and haven't considered some of his commonsense political judgments such as France's 1962 decision to quit the unproductive fighting in Algeria.  (Vietnam was our Algeria, and we didn't exhibit such commonsense until a large majority of Americans,  and of the rest of the world, led our "leaders" to a similar conclusion about five years too late.)  

Anyway, le General's crack about the grads of the Grandes Ecoles—“that  they know everything—but they don't know anything else”—is surely widely applicable to other categories of people.   And each of us knows some of those people personally, n'est-ce pas?

Participant 

The antithesis of wisdom? Reminds me of some lyric in a Stevie Wonder hit "He's mister know-it-all" â€“ the subject of which (in the lyric) also displays an alarming parallel with a certain super-power leaderâ€“Â "Got a counterfeit dollar in his hand."  

Switching tenuously to Français and her wise leaders, Jacques Chirac's dream of an EU super-power seems now to be in great jeopardy. Perhaps there is an inherent wisdom in democracy?  

I can't see much wisdom emanating from Brussels so far except of  the “burying proverbial head in the ground” variety.  

From the BBC web site:  

"What is of crucial importance now is that we keep on working as we did before and that we do not get into a psychological paralysis," said EU foreign affairs chief Javier Solana.  

I fear a prolonged period of 'counterfeit Euros' in circulation! I wonder how long Blair will hold onto his? The trouble with retrospective wisdom (as highlighted in earlier comments) is that it can cost so much â€“ how is Blair going to chair (there's a couplet here somewhere!) the G8 (with the UK's much publicised poverty agenda) and manage the Presidency of the EU at such a time? Turbo-cooled wisdom?

Richard Farson 

So much good stuff.  Where to begin?  

Linc, so glad to have you back, and the de Gaulle quote (made me laugh out loud) is all you needed for complete forgiveness. I do hope we can boil all this down eventually into a coherent presentation, but for the next few days, anyway, I want to continue to plumb these depths.  

Andrew, the idea of democracy as wisdom builds on something for which we do have research evidence---the wisdom of the group.  By and large, and under the right circumstances, group decisions are superior to individual decisions.  That's the scientific basis for participative (democratic) management approaches, but even though they are continually legitimized through research and training programs, they are not practiced widely or systematically.  Apparently, there are many things more important in management than wisdom, or success, or productivity, etc.  For example, women were and are an untapped resource (and some think a less expensive one—but my friend Warren Farrell disputes that in his new book, Why Men Earn More) but keeping them in their place was more important to managers.  The decision to relocate a plant is made not on a consideration of all the factors, but what effect it will have on the lifestyle of the senior executives.  The maintenance of hierarchy is more important than tapping group wisdom.  Democratic management often results in the leader being challenged and sometimes abused—and that gets old.  

The more we discuss wisdom in the human organization, the more of a beating it seems to be taking. One wonders how it ever emerges.  

Doug, it wouldn't take such a beating in the corporate world you envision.  Glad to have you clarify, because I thought you had come to the defense of the status quo—which, by the way, isn't always bad.  One of the wise sayings is "If it ain't broke, don't fix it", but that quote doesn't reflect the current wisdom, which is "If it ain't broke, break it." As they say now, "If it's working, it's obsolete."  

Harlan cites de Gaulle’s courageous decision to pull out of Algeria.  The position taken by just about everybody is that the US would be making a grave mistake if we pulled out of Iraq.  Harvard historian Nialls Ferguson thinks we should put in a million soldiers and stay for seventy years.  He doesn't explain how we could absorb those costs.  What might be a wise course?  Is such a decision even in the category of wisdom for our leaders, or is it simply strategic?  

Participant 

Here is Teddy Roosevelt in his first message to congress on corporations.  

“It is based upon sincere conviction that combination and concentration should be, not prohibited, but supervised and within reasonable limits controlled; and in my judgment this conviction is right. It is no limitation upon property rights or freedom of contract to require that when men receive from government the privilege of doing business under corporate form, which frees them from individual responsibility, and enables them to call into their enterprises the capital of the public, they shall do so upon absolutely truthful representations as to the value of the property in which the capital is to be invested. Corporations engaged in interstate commerce should be regulated if they are found to exercise a license working to the public injury. It should be as much the aim of those who seek for social betterment to rid the business world of crimes of cunning as to rid the entire body politic of crimes of violence.  

“Artificial bodies, such as corporations and joint stock or other associations, depending upon any statutory law for their existence or privileges, should be subject to proper governmental supervision, and full and accurate information as to their operations should be made public regularly at reasonable intervals.  

“The large corporations, commonly called trusts, though organized in one state, always do business in many states, often doing very little business in the state where they are incorporated. There is utter lack of uniformity in the state laws about them; and as no state has any exclusive interest in or power over their acts, it has in practice proved impossible to get adequate regulation through state action. Therefore, in the interest of the whole people, the nation should, without interfering with the power of the states in the matter itself, also assume power of supervision and regulation over all corporations doing an interstate business.  

“I believe that a law can be framed which will enable the national government to exercise control along the lines above indicated, profiting by the experience gained through the passage and administration of the Interstate Commerce Act. If, however, the judgment of the Congress is that it lacks the constitutional power to pass such an act, then a constitutional amendment should be submitted to confer the power.“ 

It is amazing how far this is beyond current consciousness of the dependence of the corporation on the law that creates it.  

TR ( (I am reading the bio by that name) is a bully, but in that he is all for empire and war, it is for a fair empire, with concern for all (inside). I am reading it for Bush parallels, and there are many, but concern for fairness is not one of them.

Richard Farson 

As an exercise, it might be interesting for us to list the criteria we would use to determine whether or not a plan for exiting Iraq was wise or simply strategic.  I'll start with a couple, submitted for your criticism, and for your judgment as to which decision, stay or leave, it points to:  

Since our position of leadership in the world is crucial for peace, justice and prosperity (even though one sometimes wonders why), our move would have to enhance our standing, as to moral authority and economic and military power, with at least most other nations.  

The decision should be based on a calculation as to what would benefit most the people of Iraq and neighboring nations in the Middle East--whether, in terms of long term suffering and death, and crippling oppression, it would likely be better for us to leave or stay.

Thanks for the fascinating and timely statement from TR, Doug.  Where is he when we need him?

Participant 

Dick: in your exercise, I suggest that you try to make it bi-focal: I believe that half the modern world has equally difficult and important ideas about the U.S. For example:

   1) What would benefit most people: the US leave Iraq or stay.

         and

   2) What would benefit most people in the US and abroad: The US concentrates and spends money on making the US the most efficient and human democracy possible, or it spends much of its time and money on trying to make the world a democratic planet in its image?

Richard Farson 

Don, your formulation points up the internationalist/isolationist dilemma.  Do you think the isolationists would argue for an immediate withdrawal?  It doesn't seem that way, listening to Pat Buchanan, for example.

I hope we can find some benefit in trying to establish the criteria upon which we could make a judgment about the wisdom of action in Iraq, but I don't want to abandon our continuing look at the process of wisdom.  

Don earlier suggested we consider the point that Malcolm Gladwell makes in his new bestseller, Blink.  Fascinating stuff.  You probably already know his thesis, that we often have an instantaneous take on things that is correct and accurate, perhaps even wise.  Because we are taught that first impressions are wrong, and are reminded of that at times when we discover that our first impression is not our current one, we often dismiss automatically and immediately our valuable instant take on things.  

Life teaches us much that we don't realize we are learning, and that body of knowledge can serve us well, and it can also get us into trouble.  For example, we all form stereotypes of other people, shorthand ways of coping with strangers.  We all want to rid ourselves of some stereotypes because we know how unfair they can be.  But by and large our stereotypes are accurate. The problem with stereotypes is not that they are inaccurate. The problem is they are unfair, because some people do not fit the stereotype, and are penalized.  We are mostly made aware of the problem when we are dealing with racial or religious stereotypes, but we have all kinds of stereotypes that serve us. We probably couldn't get along without them.  

Many old introductory psychology texts show a series of photos of people along with a list of their professions, illustrating a study that proved how wrong our first impressions can be.  The compelling evidence is that the bank robber is seen as the bank president.  My colleague and co-founder of WBSI, social psychologist Wayman Crow took the findings and did an analysis of all of the judgments made by the subjects in the study, and found that they were largely correct, even though in that one case they were off.  

The lesson is that we must not ignore our immediate take, as we so often do.  It may give us the most important information we need to make judgments.  

When I was made dean of the school of environmental design at the California Institute of the Arts, it was an unusual appointment, a psychologist as dean of design.  I was ably supported by two associate deans who were top architects, so it isn't quite as unconventional as it seems.  We were interested in the social and political aspects of environmental design in the sixties (I still am) so it wasn't so crazy.  But I did have an interesting awakening there.  I used to sit in on the selection process for new students in all the departments, students who had submitted portfolios of their work.  I was always amazed at how quickly the fine artists on the faculty could make their judgments of that work.  I, on the other hand, would study the work, try to use what I knew about color and form and composition, make my analysis, which would take a relatively long time.  But over the months, as I continued to sit in on those sessions, I gradually realized that I too knew what was the good work, what was strong and powerful and beautiful, and I had known that immediately too, but had covered it up with my formal analysis--often distorting the final judgment.  

As a psychotherapist, one learns to pay very close attention to such immediate cues being sent by the client.  One of the most difficult parts of learning to be a therapist is to learn to respect those immediate, deep, visceral responses to the client that your body is sending you, because it is at that level one should be relating.  

Can you think of other examples, where our judgment and wisdom is impaired by our inattention to the immediate?

Participant 

Dick: In your 158 you emphasized isolationist-internationalist. I agree that is the place to focus.  

I made a mistake by focusing on staying in or withdrawing from Iraq, which I believe is a small blip on our current behavior seeking to boss of the planet.  

I recognize that what follows is not properly part of the protocol of this "Pursuit", but just to set it up as an eventual target might be useful.  

Am I in error to think that the last nation to seek this role was Soviet Russia, and that we fought with all our might to pull them off their desire for this throne. And am I also in error to think that we are the only nation today that is seriously seeking that role?  

It surprises and disheartens me that so little open attention is aimed in that direction. We don't even have the tools to address it intelligently.

I hope that The Pursuit Of Wisdom will eventually provide a 21st Century grade of tools for understanding and managing this current trend. If so,  it will be worth all the  hard work and intelligence that is being donated here.

Richard Farson  

To be fair to both the isolationists and the internationalists, their positions are sometimes more nuanced than the labels would convey.  Some isolationists would recommend responding to truly dire circumstances, whether for defense or humanitarian interests.  And some internationalists do not seek anything like empire.  Indeed, they would be quick to separate themselves from such a goal.  With both communism and democracy, there are those who believed their system should be imposed militarily, and those who believed it was an inevitable consequence of an increasingly enlightened populace.  And that division persists.  I assume that while our posture seems to communicate overwhelmingly that military might may be necessary, there are no doubt members of the administration who believe that better education or introduction of the market system eventually will bring about democracy in the Middle East without bloodshed. I'm not sure George W. Bush is one of them.

Participant 

On getting out of Iraq. Wisdom would want to look at the context and the players.  

On Bush, it may be subtle.

Bolton and the administration's real goal

I do worry that Bolton—and social security—are distractions from the fundamental shift of wealth, and the use of the federal budget for paying off supporters of the administration.  

There is also the issue of style. Taking a bully stand and not caring if you win or lose on the issue, solidifies your position (unless it comes undone through a real mistake). Even Iraq can be seen more as style than substance. The goal of such an administration might be to solidify a new economy managing elite as the country recalibrates itself against the world economy, where money can be made by aligned groups even as the country is losing wealth.  

But given the possible narrow Bush interests, is there a larger context? There are three at least useful, but interconnected, frames  

1. American image as economic driver

2. oil

3. military strategy  

Basically, we are doing well so long as we look like we are. Staying in Iraq says we have the power, our strategy we stick with, and we intend to be a power in the Middle East.  

On oil: all the obvious, civilization requires energy, and forces winners and losers.  

On military: let's say Pakistan is the real concern. A nuclear Pakistan is a kingpin to Eurasia. We were not strong enough to take it on directly, and we were being asked to leave Saudi Arabia. so we needed Iraq, then Iran, we have Afghanistan (and new bases in Turkistan, etc), then we can contain Pakistan and make a deal with the Chinese. Otherwise we lose out in the region and the deal becomes India and china with Pakistan.  

Given all this, wisdom tends to suggest it is like pickup sticks. Move anyone at your peril, but you can't opt out of the game.  

So my next wisdom thought would be, what is the next generation (2009 and beyond, and even the ‘06 elections) going to have in the way of talent and perspective?  

And to think through, is international cooperation recoverable and on the rise? (Chinese/Indian moves are promising)or are we going entropic? Does the French vote in the long run strengthen Europe as a more democratic region, or does it revert to right wing nationalism? That is, what is the emerging state of the world and the possibilities?  

Iraq is just one of the pick-up sticks. I sense that the real judgment call is, are we heading into much tougher times (oil, over production of things, crowding, rich/poor problems) or are we having actually less violence than ever (Iraq being so small compared to WW 1 and 2), good will is spreading (outside the US), the Bush admin is weakening, the world is more together on wanting sanity than ever. If the first, toughing it out in Iraq, or rapid withdrawal are probably both ok (but with important differences). If the world is getting more reasonable, the way we get out of Iraq (creating a true multinational discussion about what should happen now, imagine Japan, Russia, China, Brazil, Turkey, Iran, Egypt in such a discussion) could be very important.  

Participant 

I certainly support the thesis in Blink and your general observation, Richard, of a lack of attention to the immediate. Of course, as a design graduate and long-term communications professional I have long been 'in-touch' with the value and 'percentages' in favour of paying attention, not only to immediate thoughts but to immediate stimuli (what I call angel's voices).  

I think an interesting example where judgement and wisdom may be impaired by not listening to the immediate (and possibly the reverse in some cases) is in parental interaction with children, extending to the teaching environment. It clearly seems to make sense to temper or pause any immediate responses to children’s actions,  or responses that might cause alarm or distress with a degree of reflection and judgement, but the emotional learning process is then potentially diluted i.e. creativity and expression is diluted? There are of course automatic responses designed for protection etc. but this is a difficult example to navigate through.  

Does 'being PC', for example, dilute the expression of immediate wisdom with 'additional layers of processing' or is wisdom conditional upon a set of changing and prevailing  protocols.

Participant 

I should add that my own view is that I want to do everything to build up human morale so we can undertake the experimenting with how to use tech with the environment for human good, not utopias, but pragmatic environmentalism, design, and concern for humans throughout the life cycle. This requires interest, hope, love, beauty. War devastates for more than a generation.

Participant 

I'm hopeless at keeping up with who said what, but someone asked earlier:  "Are they wise [in dealing with the tsunami] to deliberate on these decisions for so long (where to build the new homes etc)?  

This is a perfect opportunity to give an example of what I mean by using context for (wise) decision-making.  When you are in a chaotic context like a tsunami, it could be very wise (based on principles of complexity and chaos theory) to try a whole bunch of different things, see what successful patterns emerge and then do more of those successful things instead of trying to think the whole thing through beforehand.  

So as a leader you might seed building projects in a number of different areas with some very general parameters on how these resources can be used and then see where the money/resources bring the best "return" in human terms and then put more of the resources there.  

Now if there had been a tsunami five years ago in the exact same place on the exact same scale, then you could apply "conventional wisdom" based on experience.  But the thing is, most of the contexts we face are un-ordered, not ordered.  Different approaches are required in different contexts.  

And Dick you asked earlier if Dave and I are prescriptive about what approaches to use.  No.  We provide observations and general ideas on how to read contexts and stories of things that worked in different contexts but no prescriptions.

Participant 

Reviewing the last dozen-or-more comments tempts me to tackle two issues:  One is Wisdom and getting out of Iraq.   The other is Wisdom and the French/Dutch no-votes on the EU constitution.  

Iraq first:  As it happens, I've just reviewed the history of the arguments about getting out of Vietnam.  It turned out that Senator Austin's (instinctive? intuitive?) suggestion that we should "declare victory and get out" was not only the sensible option but the option that appealed to a broad majority of the American people, and eventually (after huge additional casualties) the option selected by Nixon, Kissinger, & Co., though they did it so late that by then it proved impossible to "declare victory" and the fiasco goes down as a defeat in US military history.  

Iraq is at least superficially different.  In Vietnam we staked our sacred honor on protecting South Vietnam, then finally decided (after those multiple casualties) not to protect South Vietnam.   In Iraq we jumped in to prevent a dictatorial regime from using weapons of mass destruction.  We succeeded in toppling the regime without finding the WMD;  converted our purpose to the spread of democracy in the Middle East; and we're now stuck with trying to make good on our alternate purpose.  

It's hard to argue with the spread-of-democracy purpose, but it was deeply flawed by the opposition of most of the world's democracies.   Whether "fatally flawed" depends on what we do next.   If, having got there unilaterally, we stay there unilaterally for an indefinitely long time, it will be "fatally flawed" just as our insistence on conducting a unilateral war in Vietnam was fatal compared with President Truman's equally difficult, but UN-sponsored, decision to react to the 1950 North Korean attack across the 38th parallel in the Korean peninsula.   (We've "stuck it out" there for 55 years, with scarcely a murmur of dissent either in "world opinion" or in domestic politics.)  

Even though the US administration has managed to get us up to our waist in the Iraq quagmire, I think the wise answer is clearly NOT to "stick it out" unilaterally.  It doesn't require much wisdom to forecast that, sooner or later, the case against an armed American presence in the midst of the Middle East will be explosive in the Middle East, acutely embarrassing to our democratic friends in five continents, and unacceptable to the American people.  

So, if it is undesirable (I think it is) to quit cold,  as we eventually had to do in Vietnam, the only conceivable option is to build a global club of democracies that is willing (with our help and participation, of course) to stay in Iraq long enough to protect the prospects for coalition democracy there, which might indeed generate fundamental changes toward pluralism and more-or-less secular democracy in other parts of the region.  

Whether the Bush administration, with its unilateral instincts and its miserable record of post-hostilities planning, could make such a policy shift and make it work internationally,  is obviously debatable if not dubious.   But the only alternative is for the U.S. to withdraw unilaterally, sooner or later, blackening one or both of our eyes.   Is there another choice?  

It’s too late tonight to see if Wisdom can be applied to the status of Jean Monnet's 1945 European dream in the summer of 2005.  But a Eurocomment, wise or otherwise, will follow soon.

Participant 

Do we have a consensus on Iraq? Seems like it, withdraw but be sure to fill the vacuum with a multilateral agreement that is progressive and heartfelt.  

On the French/Dutch vote, I like the thinking that says Europe is stronger for it. the constitution was too technocratic elitist. We have the euro and no passport requirements inside, so there is much to build on, and local culture and national containers for democratic action remain. Building a federated Europe takes time, more time than the technocrats wanted, with their desire for central power. The danger is that, because of economic competition, Europe gets into trouble with protective tariffs. Friedman yesterday in the Times wrote one of those just terrible op-eds, basically saying hey France (and Europe) you need to work harder to compete with the Indians and Chinese. No irony, no questions.  

Richard Farson 

Well, you optimists must think that Condi Rice or John Bolton can persuade nations that have been falling away from us to join in a multilateral agreement.  Would that agreement include the commitment of military forces?  If not, how would the "mess" be avoided?  For that matter, how will the mess be avoided in the short range in any case?  

I'm afraid that even though there are positive signs of hope among the populace, it seems to me that the future looks grim indeed.  For a war, of course, the loss of life is small.  In WWII this amount of time would have cost us 200,000 American soldiers' lives, and millions of Europeans.  Unless we think that the war there is over, and that therefore this is the peacetime.  In that case it is a costly peace.  Nevertheless, we should not be there.  

I think we should create a massive new mission for democracy or peace in Israel or something else big and positive that would shift the focus away from Iraq, and then get out.  If we got behind the Palestinians (we just gave them $200 million, didn't we?) we would certainly put the Middle East in a situation of mixed emotions.  

Mixed emotions:  That's when your daughter returns home with a Gideon Bible.

Mary, thanks for the clarification of your approach. I see your effort to avoid the prescriptive, and while you do advocate a general posture toward chaos and complexity, you are not translating it into a formula.  If one did follow a formula, I don't think that could be considered the exercise of wisdom.  Your approach seems to leave enough room for insight, intuition and impulse that it seems to qualify it as a context for wisdom to emerge.

Participant 

Implicit in your approach, Mary, is that there is a vacuum within which experiments could thrive or fail. What I intuit is that it is hardly a vacuum, but rather over determined; that every resort center, multinational hotel chain and others, are (already has) scanning the destroyed land for opportunities to move in and seize the land free and clear and build before the small shops reestablish themselves. In this context (I've been talking to AID about this) experimenting is next to impossible, given the need for local politicians and bureaucrats to sign off, which they can't because they are already "employed.”  

In one small town where we were looking at the possibility of a cooperative, the issue was foreclosed by quick maneuvers within at the most a week of the tsunami. I m hoping this is not universal, but my gut tells me that pent up local forces are dense everywhere in the region.

Participant 

I incautiously promised a comment on Wisdom and the EU constitution.  Let's see what's now possible since only what's possible will be wise.  

The French and Dutch "no" votes effectively bury the existing draft constitution.  Did any of the voters read it?  Did any of us?  It's a ponderous tome, more like the constitutions of some of our States (if you want to build an additional ski-tow in the New York's Appalachians, you need an amendment to the New York State Constitution) than the US Constitution, which is admirably spare.  

Most French and Dutch voters seemed to be objecting to conditions (and political leaders) in their own countries, and to what they perceived as threats from laws to be promulgated from "Brussels."   Some of these "threats," such as the ability of people to migrate to other nations within the Union, are already pretty well established in EU actions pursuant to the Maastricht Treaty and won't be stopped or rolled back by the "non" votes.   The Euro is already established as a common currency, a pretty strong one, in most (not yet all) the 25 EU countries.  

What makes sense now is for the EU to ditch the existing draft of the Constitution, declare a period of reflection and renegotiation,  and draft a much shorter document that deals with the essentials (free trade and movement, common currency, procedures for making "European" foreign policy, developing a Rapid Reaction Force as already planned, etc.   And recognize that all powers not delegated to the central authority are reserved to the constituent nations.  

Then, the two most important things:  (1) establish European institutions (executive, legislative, judicial) that are genuinely democratic -- responsive to European electorates, not nations.   And (2) provide for a long period, probably several years, for the new setup to be discussed and debated and eventually ratified on a single day by the citizens of "Europe," not separately at different times by citizens of France, Poland, Slovenia, Latvia, etc.  

It may well be that the main visceral objection of "the people," as reflected in the French and Dutch votes (but not reflected in the parliamentary and other forms of representative ratification), was simply that "Brussels" seemed too distant, too technocratic, and too disinclined to consult with real people who (because they believe in democracy) think they should have something to say about their own destiny.  

If so, rethinking and reflection had better be the wise next step.  Otherwise, even the major moves toward Jean Monnet's vision that have already been achieved will also be endangered.

Participant 

Harlan sums up for me in one short presentation a theoretical Pursuit Of Wisdom for the EU. And at the top of his presentation he sums up a formula for judging it: LET'S SEE WHAT'S NOW POSSIBLE—SINCE ONLY WHAT'S POSSIBLE WILL BE WISE.  

Then follows, in five short and easily understood paragraphs, a formula for "rethinking and reflection" that ends up with  a ratification by all citizens "on a single day".

I hope that this gem of a summation will lead to further discussion regarding how possible this formula—a superb description of democracy in action—could be in an electorate that spreads across all of Europe composed of a very disparate collection of citizens and many different languages?  

I pose this question in no way to query the wisdom of Harlan's gem, but rather to consider the possible future of democracy in a newly created nation that is both complicated and large.  

Just as a start, it seems to me that the answer in large part will depend on the use of technology, brought up to date and beyond, such as the e-mail we are now using.  

Richard Farson  

I agree with Don that Harlan has contributed a splendid and concise and wise document on the EU constitution. And surely it makes sense to urge that wisdom be mindful of the possible.  But to place the requirement for assessment implicit in the phrase "only doing what's possible will be wise" as a condition or limitation on wise actions might stifle what could be important advances.  George Bernard Shaw has a few relevant quotes on that subject:  

"The reasonable man adapts himself to the world.  The unreasonable man persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore, all progress depends on the unreasonable man."  

"People are always blaming their circumstances for what they are.  I don't believe in circumstances.  The people who get on in this world are the people who get up and look for the circumstances they want, and, if they can't find them, make them."  

"All great truths begin as blasphemies."

I'm interested in the phrases used that often precede or signal a wise comment.  I already mentioned the comments usually made by the wiser among us when confronted with a conflict--"Well, yes and no"  or  "It's both" or Don's favorite, "Not either/or but both/and."  Now I'd like to get your nominations for others.  Let's start with these:  

"Compared to what?" is surely one of the wiser questions.  Compared to what is the mess we would create in Iraq by withdrawing?  Compared to the dictatorship?  Compared to our invasion and occupation and destruction?  

"It all depends..."  Looking at the circumstances, history, likely actions in response, etc.  

"Who says?"  or a related comment, "Consider the source."  I was recently at a conference of economists predicting the future of the construction industry, and what the audience really needed to know to interpret the radically different predictions was who was making them. That is they needed to know the background of the predictors. The Democrats were pessimistic, the Republicans optimistic.  Other factors to consider were what their previous published positions were, which think tank the predictor came from, was the predictor now a member of the administration, etc.  

What are some of your favorite phrases that serve to usher in a wise statement?

Participant 

I very much appreciate Don's accolade (in 1:172).   But I may have confused things with my comment that "only what's possible will be wise."  

Richard seems to interpret that to mean "only what's possible NOW or PRETTY SOON will be wise."   On the contrary:  I like, and agree with, his quotes from George Bernard Shaw.  But it's a question of the time-scale of "what's possible."   Shaw was implying that his "unreasonable man" will be trying to change the world in some unconventional or even some "unreasonable" way -- and thus to change "the circumstances."  

That's where wisdom should lead,  but Shaw wisely didn't put a time-limit on his memorable aphorisms.

Wisdom doesn't necessarily lead there right away, or soon, or in the wise person's lifetime.  

If wisdom, canvassing what's possible in the short run, judges that contemporary stupidities and reluctances may in time pass or be converted to brighter and less foot-dragging reactions, shouldn't a wise person be willing to advance an idea—even if it seems likely to take a decade, or even a couple of millennia, to attract the consensus that "what's possible" may require?  

If "what's possible" isn't construed in this time-flexible way, then most of the ancient prophets—to take an example at random, Jesus Christ—would have avoided recommending behaviors that were deemed "not possible" in the Roman Empire,, and still seem to be resisted by many (including some who profess to follow his ideas) in the 21st Century.  

Copernicus, Galileo, and even explorers like Columbus should have reined in their imaginations; it certainly wasn't "possible" that the world was a globe, orbiting a medium-sized star, itself only one of too-many-to-count in our "local" galaxy.  

And the history of "Western" science, built on "hypotheses" that were by definition "impossible" when first advanced, would hardly be worth studying.  

I could go on -- but, mercifully, I won't.  

Richard Farson 

Great clarification, Harlan.  And an important one, because the assessment of current conditions can always be discouraging.

Participant 

As they say in golf, "Timing is everything".  

I don't mean that facetiously.  Many values, goals, ultimate objectives, etc. in business and in politics are feasible only if time is taken into consideration, and generously.

I firmly believe that it is not possible for one person to gain to the detriment of another, if time is fully considered.  Life is not a zero sum game.

In business, whether you believe as I do that the customer's satisfaction (even pleasure) is of first importance, even above shareholders and employees, doesn't really matter all that much in the long, long run.  Ultimately, every stakeholder must be satisfied, or the game ends.  If the customer isn't happy, the game ends early!

Richard Farson 

"Timing is everything" is one of those pre-wisdom phrases, right?  And your thought about life not being a zero sum game is provocative indeed.  Very interesting, Ray.

I returned last night from a meeting in Mexico City that involved government, a for-profit corporation and a nonprofit foundation.  It struck me how different the values of these organizations are, and because we are discussing wisdom, I couldn't help but wonder if wisdom is more appropriate in one than the others. The nonprofit has as its goal the betterment of society, while the for-profit has as its goal a financial return to its investors. Is it possible that wisdom would seem less out of place in the nonprofit?

Participant 

Richard, I would hope that we wouldn't attribute wisdom just to nonprofits.  I've worked in and with enough different kinds of nonprofits to resist the idea that wisdom inheres in their “nonprofitness.”  

Besides, don't we want for-profit enterprise also to reach for wisdom?   It's true that many corporate executives find in "financial return to investors" a comprehensive justification for what they do—which, in extreme cases, means focussing so much on quarterly returns (or even daily stock prices) that all the wider public purposes of treating corporations as if they were legal persons get lost.  

Haven't ideas, philosophies and doctrines developed, over the last generation and more, that broaden the acknowledged purposes of business activity?  

One of these is the "social responsibility" push by such investment houses as Calvert.   Another is the spreading idea (which Ray Alden reminds us) that there are other stakeholders beyond shareholders:  notably the company's customers, its employees, the communities its policies affect, and even the nation it symbolically represents.   ("Coca-Cola" and "Ford" are widely regarded as American no matter where their products are produced or marketed.)  

So I would hope that you (and we in ILF) won't assume that "the betterment of society" is a purpose appropriate only for nonprofits. In the for-profit world, there are certainly some who think "profit" is a purpose.  It is a necessary means to an end, for sure, but the purpose is or should be "the betterment of society."  

The well-publicized greed that too often sullies the business pages of our daily newspapers must not be, or become, the definition of "for profit."

Richard Farson 

I do realize that there are companies that have embraced the idea of social responsibility, and even investment funds that make it their identifying purpose. But I believe that is a relatively small minority of companies.  Almost all companies feel some obligation to make contributions to the communities in which they do business, and have funds set aside for such donations.  But I think that is more in the public relations category than in a "betterment of society" goal of their business.  As you mention, the argument I hear is that the popular idea of social responsibility is a diversion from their main purpose.  They  believe that the way to discharge social responsibility is to make the market work, because when it works well, everyone benefits, all boats rise.  To think otherwise, to suggest even that the real contribution is giving money to charity, is to denigrate their main work, which is to build a strong economy. Of course, since the eighties, it hasn't worked in the US to benefit the working classes, but that doesn't seem to have changed their rationale.  

I certainly agree that plenty of nonprofit board members fail to exhibit any wisdom whatsoever, but the structure and goals of nonprofits at least legitimize the idea that the larger good must be embraced. The CEOs I've seen on nonprofit boards do not carry into those board meetings the same values or expectations they apply in their own board meetings.  A priority for social responsibility is hardly true of the corporations, and maybe it shouldn't be.  I think I'm for regulation of corporations, to rein in the greedy and competitive and destructive impulses, rather than working to get them to become socially responsible as a main goal. Rather than expect executives and board members of corporations to consider the broader implications for society, I think we need to work with the professions they hire—architects, scientists, etc—to be able to redirect their thinking, to be able to say no.  If we could rely on business to build a better world,  why have nonprofits? In a capitalistic, market driven society (which I think most of us support because it appears the only way to have a successful economy and therefore a population capable of democracy) we need an independent, tax free, nonprofit public sector, along with governmental regulations, to help compensate for the brutality of the market.  It would hardly be fair to expect corporations to pay taxes on work that is only for the betterment of society.  

The private sector is in the business of commodification, turning things into commodities.  Entirely appropriate for gadgets, foodstuffs, etc.  But when it gets into the semi-sacred--science, art, or the professions of education, medicine, architecture, etc. then it becomes dangerous.  I guess we can't expect companies to make that distinction, but we can expect the professions and the nonprofits to do so.  Perhaps that is why we expect wisdom from those groups, while we don't expect it from corporations.  

Help me with this, please.

Participant 

"the argument I hear is that the popular idea of social responsibility is a diversion from their main purpose."

"I'm for regulation of corporations, to rein in the greedy and competitive and destructive impulses, rather than working to get them to become socially responsible as a main goal."

Those words distress me!  Greed is newsworthy; social responsibility gets very little press attention.

Why do you suppose many (maybe most, but I don't know that) large corporations have matching programs to encourage their employees to give to charity?  Is that just PR?  I don't think so.

"If we could rely on business to build a better world," Of course we should not rely on business.

"we need an independent, tax free, nonprofit public sector, along with governmental regulations, to help compensate for the brutality of the market."

I agree, strongly!  Maybe just for different reasons.

Richard Farson 

Ray and Harlan, I think it is important to recognize the fundamental differences between the private sector and the public sector. To believe that the private sector will behave in socially responsible ways is nothing short of dangerous, no matter how they portray themselves.  Wal-Mart spends two million dollars a day on public relations, mostly touting their charitable contributions, while they abandon three hundred of their stores after they have wrecked the communities in which they were built.  

Trusting our health to the private sector has been a disaster, with 45 million people uninsured.  The insurance companies have to increase profits, and the only way to do that is to find healthy people to insure, and to deny insurance to people who are not. They may give money to charities, but to think that constitutes social responsibility is illusory.  

The beauties of capitalism and market orientation do not reside in that kind of social responsibility.  Our most important human concerns--health, education, art, science, welfare, clearing slums, protecting the environment, cannot be trusted to the private sector. You may not like the language I use to explain the differences: greed, brutality, etc.  but they are the ones used by other observers besides me.  

To say that the evils of the private sector get more news coverage than its social responsibility is not reflective of what really goes on in business.  What isn't known by the public is the social irresponsibility of the private sector. I assume you refer to the recent coverage of the corporate scandals (which are surely only the tip of the iceberg).  But those are about cheating shareholders or fraudulent activities. Those aren't the problems I'm referring to. The private sector generally puts shareholders first. That's where the social irresponsibility really resides. Social responsibility is simply not a value of the market system.  It goes for wants, not needs.  The needs have to be covered by government and the independent sector.  

Do you think wisdom, in the way we have been defining it as consideration of   the larger effects of decisions on the welfare of humanity, is part of the planning at Wal-Mart? Except, of course, their belief, not unfounded, that building a giant business can be a boon to the economy, and thereby a service to humankind.

Richard Farson 

Ever notice how wisdom is arrived at through questions not proclamations, and approached through learning not teaching?  So it's learning to ask the right questions, perhaps.  What might they be?  I have suggested a few:  Compared to what? etc.  I'd like to know a few more.

Participant 

I found a piece by Harlan in the Grading Nations discussions of possible relevance to the discussions here in Pursuit of Wisdom. To my surprise, I found that few of us have read it.  

Harlan's entry states that the recent trends of huge payments to top executives are a flaw in our economic system and should be challenged and reduced. Ray  added an important comment that there is no way that "business" leaders are likely to change this trend. I added a possible alternative for reducing top salaries by government or private pressures: by initiating a deeper understanding of what the results will be if this trend continues.  

I don't want to take up more space here when this may not be relevant to the current flow. But I do urge that at least Harlan’s piece in Grading Nations be read.  

Richard Farson 

We pretty well know that these super-rich CEOs aren't being paid for wisdom.  Wisdom doesn't pay well—it’s too upsetting. The wisest are emaciated little guys, half dressed, sitting isolated on mountain tops.

Participant 

As has been noted throughout this discussion, a characteristic of wisdom is to elevate the viewpoint of any situation to its wider context? Whilst it is beyond doubt that inequity, greed and brutality are features of corporations in a market economy context, these are also evident in governmental regimes (Africa, Middle East etc) as well as cultural traditions (Saudi Arabia etc). Sadly, the worst human traits appear to be embedded and designed in organisational structure and control systems! I would venture to suggest that even humanitarian organisations display some of these traits, in their fierce protection of identity and existence, fund-raising tactics etc.  

I'm not disagreeing with the views expressed about social responsibility – just pointing out that it's people that run organisations and that hide behind “constructions.”  CEOs indeed are not paid for wisdom–but who is?

Participant 

A very good point, Andrew!  Thank you for reminding us that greed and brutality are not corporate problems, they are human problems.  We are not yet skilled enough to design institutions in such a way that human frailties can be reliably curbed, but we try -- through mandatory transparency, audit trails, etc.  Not good enough, yet.

Richard Farson 

To lump all organizations together as sinful because all are made up of flawed humans is a dangerous way to think about human behavior.  The fact is that behavior is largely determined not by personality, character or genetics, but by the situations and environments in which one functions, the nature and structure of organizations, and social and cultural expectations. That is why we must be very careful about the design of organizations and systems, because we can pretty much produce what we want.  Army boot camp is very different from YMCA summer camp, taking the nicest kid on the block and producing a killer. The torture at Abu Ghraib was not due to a few bad apples. The design of corporations leads to corporate behavior, employing very different values, which legitimize very different behaviors.  I'm not suggesting that nonprofits are pure, but the likelihood of behavior that is directed toward social responsibility is much higher.  Greed and competitive brutality are indeed consequences of the the political framework, market system and corporate design, even if they sometimes appear elsewhere.  So, yes, Ray, they are corporate problems, not personal problems.  

But the reason that you cannot curb such behavior in corporations is not because audit trails or transparency is weak, it is because the incentives in corporations, indeed the whole idea of corporations and the market system are beating competition.  A few weeks ago I was talking to Mr. Tyson of Tyson Foods, the largest food company, I think, and he said the he liked to knock over competition and then kick 'em while they're down.  Ray Kroc of McDonald's said if he encountered a competitor he would want to shove a hose in his mouth and turn the water on full blast. That kind of talk is not what I typically hear at nonprofit meetings.  If we want capitalism and the market system, then corporations should behave in ways not too different from that.  That's the system.  It needs regulation, but not redirection.

Participant 

Agreed, Richard.  It certainly isn't my intention or view (and I'm sure the same applies for most here) that businesses should be lumped together in this way, that organisational failings should be defined in such a simplistic manner or indeed, that wisdom cannot prevail or emanate from corporations. NGOs and non-for-profits of course have social responsibility at their core essence. I guess I'm defending (in the context of wisdom) the 'silent majority' of businesses and business leaders – the so called 'SMEs' (Small-to-Medium Enterprises). For example in the UK between 2/3 and 3/4 of revenue is generated by SMEs and over 3/4 of the corporate tax and local business tax burden is carried by SMEs. My experience is that a fair representation of both wisdom and leadership resides in these organisations–along with a fierce determination to remain independent from the nationals and multi-nationals.  

Whilst I acknowledge and have empathy with much of Naomi Klein's work for example (referring to 'No Logo –not 'Fences & Windows') I cannot see the 'victim' scenario as clearly as she paints it. Government (at a national, international and even local level) appears to me to be walking hand in hand with corporation in the decisions it makes–and with what mandate? (Blair/New Labour attracted less than 25% of the eligible vote and most would argue it was only so high because there is no credible alternative). People seem to let it happen–which appears to give shareholders (and politicians) a clear conscience!

Participant 

I dictated this after reading to Richard’s post—“Ever notice how wisdom is arrived at through questions not proclamations, and approached through learning not teaching.  I'd like to know a few more.”  Some has now been covered.  But, to at least have raised my hand…

I have greatly enjoyed this conference…as a reader.  There is so much knowledge here about wisdom that I would conclude there is wisdom about wisdom…that is (wisdom) 2.

I feel inadequate to contribute at the second order level, but I can ask a few questions.

Is wisdom a function of context?  Or is knowledge raised to wisdom a function of those doing the raising, or the situation in which it is raised? 

I dictated a comment a few weeks into this dialogue when I had breakfast at what, in the race track days we would have called ‘the kitchen,’ a very homey, down-market Tucson café called Jerry Bob’s.  Sitting next to me was a couple with a young child.  The mother had on a t-shirt with a martini glass on the front.  She had tattoos on both shoulders.  The father had on an industrial cap.  They were in a specific context of life…different from that of this dialogue.  Not less than or better than, but certainly different than. 

 They smiled more than me.  Sitting with them in a high-chair was a young lady, who I learned as I was leaving was 20-months old. 

They ordered for their young companion scrambled eggs.  She made one attempt to eat her scrambled eggs with her fork.  Most of the eggs fell off.  She then glanced at both parents, held her fork up high in her right hand, and proceeded to eat the eggs quite effectively using her left hand.  I wondered about wisdom; her knowing the context, and her decision to not bother trying to use the fork, but still satisfying her instructors by holding it up for them, while still getting the eggs into her mouth on her schedule.

At a much different level, I just returned from wonderful meetings in which Dr. Farson participated, where issues almost identical to those raised in the last few comments here were on the table.  Clearly, the wisest person in the room on those topics was Dr. Farson.  He articulately presented the case for the private sector being viewed as the private sector we know, or should know.  He championed the public sector as responsible for the deficiencies in the agenda of the private sector.  His case there and here is compelling, and I agree completely.

But still, I ask, what if the context were different?  What if we in this conference were in the business of “self-fulfilled prophesizing?”  Could we prophesize a more responsible private sector?  Where “more responsibleness” would come from the private sector viewing itself in a larger context…part of a world in deep trouble.

I suspect in this group a number of you saw the film What the Bleep Do We Know? where multiple realities were reviewed in “wise ways.” 

 I would enjoy using the multiple reality wisdoms of this conference to create a…

As a postscript to my previous comment, I would like to raise both hands; this time to applaud those who have participated in this conference.  To me, it has been some of the very best of what “a think tank” should think about.  Particularly my congratulations to Richard Farson..

 Now having said that, as Richard occasionally points out to my associates, “Carl is often trying to convince me to convert our think tank into an ‘action tank.’”  That is a true statement.  This is so good, it seems to me there should be some evidence of it “out there.”

So, Dr. Farson, how about a corporation that is, say, 51% publicly owned.  The private sector would then be invited to invest in that up to 49%, in dollars and in efforts of their expertise, experiences, etc.?

The public sector would see that the agenda always included the wise things we have discussed.  The private sector could nudge towards greater profitability, not demand.  The public sector could provide incentives, perhaps like municipal bonds.  Maybe there would be a different tax status, or funds from this new type of corporation.  As demand grows, the public sector could create many such corporations.  One day, a community might even trust the private sector, having learned so much, to control (of course only as a test) one of the new kinds of corporations. . . .Carl

Richard Farson 

Interesting idea of balancing, Carl.  Balance is absolutely necessary because neither unfettered capitalism nor unfettered socialism (or communism) has proven able to create a humane, democratic atmosphere for human growth.  Yet some marriage of the two works pretty well, as we have what is called a partial welfare state in the US, and an even stronger one, however still democratic, in Scandinavia--where they seem to win the quality of life competition.  Now whether that balance should exist within private enterprise is the question.  I tend to lean toward a combination but separation--government and nonprofit programs in defense, health, science, education, architecture, etc. with none of the professions market oriented, including some infrastructure such as highways and rail transportation, and on the private side generally a green light for business to make the most of a market orientation for things that are appropriately commodified--widgets, food, automobiles, services, travel, most housing, entertainment, etc.  Some things will require both--cultural activities that cannot be supported by the market, public media, and the like, but still most of that can be privatized.  To serve its basic purposes, journalism and other professions would have to be completely free of market influences, which does not happen much now, certainly not in TV.  

So I worry that trying to combine them under one tent, the private enterprise tent, would give us neither a powerful market orientation nor a socially responsible orientation, sort of like what now exists in TV journalism, a sell out to the market, and the disappearance of wisdom in that medium.  Remember when there were commentators in TV news, like Eric Severeid and John Chancellor and Walter Lippmann, public intellectuals making wise analyses?  The market has taken that away.  And marketers need a green light as much as the nonprofits do.  But maybe there is a design that would make it work.  You have suggested some interesting innovations.  Whatcha think, folks?

Participant 

It's too late tonight (even for me) to throw a spanner into these works.   But having argued for more than thirty years (since a 1972 book, The Future Executive) that it's a mistake to try to draw too thick a black line between the "private sector" and the "public sector," I am even more convinced by this conference that it IS a mistake.  

Try and find a major corporation that isn't doing some "public" business, because it's been contracted out by some public agency.   Try and find a substantial "public" agency -- government or nonprofit -- that hasn't found ways to lighten its load by getting some for-profit company to help in pursuing its "public" function.  

Our economy is, as they say of ethnic distinctions in Hawaii, "all mix up."   That means that every executive is in some degree a "public executive."   So none of us, no matter how we characterize ourselves (or society categorizes us),  can escape the reality that we are in some degree responsible to the public-at-large.  The people's outrage thus sets the behavioral line we cannot cross with impunity.  

This way of thinking seems so different from Richard's clear distinction between "private sector" and "public sector" that I don't know just how to proceed from here, especially since I resonate so with much of "Dr. Farson's" thinking in other contexts.  Shall I just quietly remove my spanner from these works?  

Participant 

Harlan, this conference should operate a cut above most conversations or arguments.  At its best it should be a dialogue, where differing points of view are welcomed and examined and honored as worthy of consideration.  Sometimes we will find ourselves surprised and convinced by new interpretations, and change our minds about issues we thought were comfortably imbedded in our way of thinking.  And sometimes, as happened with you, the evidence presented that might counter one's previous views actually reinforces them.  And the beauty of it is that instead of simply writing off the opposing point and dropping out, you take the time to explain the reasons and evidence for your way of thinking, which in every instance I find compelling.  

I have had a true awakening in this discussion to the concept that the appearance of wisdom, like so many other human behaviors, may be overwhelmingly determined by  organizational culture.  I don't know why I wasn't fully alert to that before, but somehow I thought wisdom should be fundamental to leadership, wherever leadership is exercised.  But as we began to define wisdom as the consideration of the larger implications of actions, implications that could affect humanity as a whole, I was stunned to realize that the fact that we rarely put the word wisdom in the same sentence with the word leadership may be because in the case of business leadership (which is what most books on leadership are about) it may not belong, may even be counter-productive.  

I'm sure I have known all along that there is a place for obsessive single mindedness--in the creative act, in athletics, in pursuing romance, in many human endeavors where thinking about all the implications of one's acts can rob them of their power.  Indeed, one can be paralyzed by such analyses. I hadn't applied that to the place of wisdom in the conduct of highly competitive business.  I can now see how wisdom could be dysfunctional in that context.  It gave me a new appreciation for the way in which the market has to work, and why we need more than ever to both liberate it and restrain it with wise regulations. We may be expecting too much of it to expect it to exercise self control.  But would that then give the private sector license for irresponsible behavior?  Or does it already have that license?  

When I opened this conference I thought the outcome would be that we would find reasons and ways to incorporate more wisdom into leadership in all instances where leadership is exercised.  I certainly didn't expect to entertain the concept that wisdom, rather than being a universal good, has its place.  And that place may not be in competitive, market-driven business.  And I would ask again, if we believe there is little difference between leadership in the public and private sectors,  that both should have as their goals the betterment of society, why business is taxed, and WBSI isn't.  

But let's keep talking, because I realize how disagreeable that idea is to most of you.  And I suppose....well, it's hard to believe....that I might be wrong.

Participant  

On the comments beginning on l.179, Adam Smith is a good foundation.  " It is not from the benevolence of the butcher and the baker that we get our meat and bread."  The social mechanisms by which we broadly gain from individual selfishness are far from perfect (and need the kind of government supervision that Dick endorses) but they are powerful and have demonstrated all over the world that they bring greater benefits than over ambitious mechanisms that, in principle,  make everyone responsible for the public good.  I suspect that we are near unanimity on that.  

But we are tempted to ask corporate executives to temper their pursuit of gain (useful as it is) with a concern for the public good, which they can indeed greatly affect.  Who is to define the public good?  Who is to choose among innumerable  versions or models of the public good?  On that big question, I don't trust anyone, neither a CEO nor a president nor a prime minister.  The best we can do is set up and maintain political or government processes for continuing debate and peaceful resolution of it from time to time.  To the extent that decisions have to be made from time to time, we choose the decision makers or their supervisors.  That is a long way from trusting such decisions to persons who are prominent because of their business talents and whose political philosophies do not reflect the people their decisions affect.  

Participant 

 I'd go very far in the direction of 'the business of business is business" and in so far  as we don't like the results then rewrite the rules (ever changing anyway)  of the market game rather than encourage business people to over rate and over play their talents.

Richard Farson 

Ed, it's great to have the world's authority on politics and markets weigh in on this issue.  

Is it foolish or even dangerous for us to increasingly expect business, on its own, to behave in socially responsible ways?  

You make a telling point in insisting that there is no ultimate authority on the public good, that it must be a matter of continuing debate, translated into inevitably changing regulations and limitations.  Perhaps the best we can do is what we are trying to do here in the ILF, include leaders from all sectors into consideration of the major policy issues, without any pressure for consensus, or for conforming behavior.  Or am I possibly wrong about that too?

Participant  

I just returned from a week in Sonoma County. House prices moving upward fast, median over 400,000. What one senses is a kind of interlocking of expensive pieces of land, and that interlocked "map" gets larger, including more and more. The result is pricing people out, who then have to move. We see this happening all over. We have enough wealth in this country for everyone to live quite well, but the distribution, and its trend, is terrible. Yet much of our  conversation here continues as if an executive, a leader, could act differently, or a corporation could change its own rules.  

Two years ago I argued here that distribution was a problem, and some powerful voices were slightly outraged, preferring to stick with the idea that trickle down and rising boats metaphors were sufficient to justify the ongoing events.  

Wisdom, it seems to me, requires taking an issue deeper, till we reach pain. The pain might come in realizing that most of are on the winning side of this game, and we want technology and markets, but are not willing to face the systemic consequences that technology, even such as our beloved Internet, is a concentrator of wealth.  

So far the single concrete issue we have discussed is the euro vote, which is remote enough that we don't have to feel the pain of the intense discussion in Europe about  the constitution, and social democracy and the social contract.  

Wisdom comes into play when vital interests are at stake. We are taking down the culture of nuclear deterrence, we have a president who lies about important things, we have a level of government largess to defense contractors that is extensive, maybe the worst since the civil war, the fed prints 5 billion extra dollars a week, and young people are more demoralized (I spent some time a few weeks ago with the head of the youth arm or one of a regional Presbyterian church,  and we was shocked by the state of their youth in terms of lack of enthusiasm for anything. And their alienation from each other, the small number of personal friends even among student "leaders".)  

We need to ask some tough questions.  

On business, no nonsense—the existence of business depends on charters and the charters should hold them to standards of community/regional/state/ national meaningfulness. The law has been used to undermine state charters, and to undermine the interstate commerce clause of the constitution. this is inexcusable. Just wrong. Clinton even signed off in I think 1995 on getting rid of the interstate commerce commission.  

Wisdom would seek out the root causes, in Locke and Hobbes, Adam Smith, the pressures of empire and war, the needs of power, the invention of asset based accounting...and then put some passion into it.  

Participant  

In answer to your two questions, Dick:  

Yes, I think it foolish and dangerous to urge and permit corporate executives to define the public interest (except to give their opinion, an option open to all).  As I see it, in  Western societies there are two groups of great movers and shakers—in effect two sets of rulers—those in government and those in business. For maintaining popular control of the first group, we have a variety of devices, of which elections are the most important, as everyone knows.  For the second group, we have an ingenious set of controls (basically our options to buy or not buy); but they are a narrow set; and while they can compel business people to produce many of the kinds of things we want,  they give us no control over business people who use their funds, etc. to try to define the public interest or pursue causes they prefer for society.  Rather than encourage an enlargement of  their powers, I'd like to reduce business executive political power and influence to the level of  everyone else. Cut their participation in politics so that they exercise the personal political powers of a citizen rather than use corporate funds to play a larger role the rest of us cannot play.  For example, make it illegal to use corporate funds to subsidize either propaganda or research on social problems.  

On your other question pertaining to the usefulness of such continuing debate as these  seminars provide, that kind of discussion is of course precious and needs to be enlarged.  But research and discussion never reach all the way to a decision.  What is always, always, always required is an exercise of power to choose one or a few of many competing possible solutions—all the more reason not to give any group powers not defensible on democratic grounds.  (At best, wisdom produces some alternatives, but power makes the choice among them.)

Participant 

Charles, I want to push back a bit, since you have spent so much time and thought on these issues. Am I off course with the following?  

When consulting much in Washington in the 90's I noticed that those near the top of government agencies, say GSA or commerce, wanted to deal with peers - that is, IBM, when it came to buying computer systems. They didn't want to deal with a small company, even if technical advice from their IT staffs said that it might be a better path. Little things like this are big, and align interests. Then we need to look at how much business in the US is really selling to government, or doing government outsourcing as an extension of government activity. I love the idea of two elites, but it seems to me they are as intertwined as the two halves of an amoeba.  

Certainly the history of the west is of tension between property (or commerce) and government. In China, by contrast, there has not been a tradition of property independent of the state. The West's tradition came about, I think, because of the unused wealth after the collapse of the roman empire providing an independent base for new towns and commerce independent of state decisions.  

Such pluralism is important, because it gives rise to tensions, nit alignments. Traditionally that included church and universities - and press - as independent interests with their own hierarchies. That is hardly the case today.

Participant 

 (Enter stage left: another spanner).  

I've been trying to construct something to cut through to the essence of this current strand of discussion – about the rightful place from which wisdom about the public interest should emanate or be sought. Something meaningful and constructive yet sensitive to the range of views and eminence of the participants of this discussion–but I can't–so I'll trust in 'stream of consciousness'!  

(Tightens nuts with spanner, centre stage)  

I'm beginning to struggle with the abstract references to 'the public'. It's easy to say or refer to 'the public' or society. Who and who is not 'the public'? Why is there so much apparent differentiation (particularly in terms of defining public interest) between people that work for business (the majority of people in the West I believe), government agencies, professional services (so called), education, NGOs etc? Who is 'the public' if it isn't people in these groups (apart from unemployed, retired and children)?  

Surely there will always be a perceived polarisation of purpose and values as long as entities and their activities are perceived as being separate to the whole – separate to the public interest if you like.  It isn't just corporate funding that supports political agendas–voters are employed by corporations and public organisations are funded by tax payers who are paid by corporations. As Charles says, corporations have an ingenious built-in mandate—take it or leave it! Governments have a less robust (although 'democratic') mandate (take or leave Bush? Yes please!) and a greater range to exercise power. CEOs and corporations also operate within the boundaries and limitations set by governments and by social, ethical, professional etc contracts (of varying degree, type and range) – as do lawyers, architects, medics, academics, charities etc. I would venture to say (to promote discussion) that there is pluralism because we say there is and it suits us to keep it that way!  

With so much complexity, fragmentation and change in all aspects of life and society, is it even practical to suggest wisdom can be applied generically to 'the general public' – whoever they are!  

(Exit stage right.)

Richard Farson 

People populate all of those groups you mention, but the situation in which they find themselves is largely determining of their behavior.  They behave differently in church, in stores, in doctor's offices, in government leadership, in private enterprise.  Each of these situations elicits something different from them, from us.  So we need to identify what characterizes these situations, these cultural institutions that makes them distinguishable.  I suggest that a board of directors' meeting in a business will be importantly, and predictably, different from one in a nonprofit charitable foundation.  We shouldn't lump them all together because they are composed of the same people.

Participant 

It seems to me to that it’s unwise to expect of corporations that they will, in general, exhibit wisdom or a lack of same. I don’t sally forth into the world expecting wisdom or anticipating foolishness from people. To do so would be foolish. Any given person (or corporation) may at any given time in any given situation behave wisely or foolishly. Even people who are sometimes seen as especially wise in a particular arena are seen as lacking wisdom in other arenas. A person may be wise about timing today and foolish it about it next month. Neither people nor corporations are, in general, static enough to be predictable with regard to wisdom. Sometimes, when you least expect it a person or corporation will do (or say) something astonishing (wise or foolish).  

This capacity to “astonish” is, perhaps, a hallmark of wisdom (or foolishness). Conventions, formulas, past success are all set aside and in a sudden burst something completely unexpected is done. It may prove to be foolish or it may prove to be wise, but in either case it is the sheer unexpectedness of it that captures us. If wisdom were predictable it would be run of the mill, common, pedestrian.  

If there is some 'condition' to be associated with wisdom perhaps it is the capacity to be simultaneously astonished and sufficiently discriminating. Wisdom may, like beauty, be in the eye of the beholder.

Richard Farson 

But there are situations which are more likely to produce wisdom.  It isn't randomly distributed.  

I think Andrew makes an important point in suggesting that it may be impossible to apply wisdom to some "generic" public.  I'm not sure about that, but I can certainly see that decisions or actions may seem to be wise for certain groups, but not for others.  As an exercise, let's use a matrix design which with practice could become a mental matrix.  Imagine a piece of paper across the top of which are listed all the people represented by liberation movements: blacks, Chicanos, Native Americans, Asians, women, men, fathers, mothers, children, old people, gay people, those incarcerated against their will in mental hospitals, prisons, nursing homes, schools, the physically handicapped, etc.  Down the side of the paper would be listed the basic dimensions of our way of life, our institutions:  communication, education, government, housing, transportation, public health, business, recreation, law enforcement, etc. Drawing lines separating each of the headings would form a matrix, each cell representing the intersection of a particular liberation movement with one of the basic institutions, e.g., women and housing, black and public health, children and law enforcement.  There would be important implications for every cell in the matrix.  Then imagine that for every institution and every movement there are social, political, psychological, economic and environmental factors to consider.  What was two dimensional now becomes three dimensional.  Complicated as it is, it doesn't cover all the possibilities, but it does create a discipline that could result in wiser policies and designs.  Of course there is always another liberation movement waiting to be recognized, and for which our wisest decisions will seem insensitive when we awaken to the movement's message.  The matrix shows us where taking steps for one group might work for another, such as improving mobility and other designs for children would also benefit older people and the physically handicapped.  Or actions taken for one group might harm another.  

We need such mechanisms to make the many invisible and ignored forces that shape our lives more visible to us.  It gives us a kind of check list as we try to redesign society.

Participant 

The 3D matrix you describe, Richard, is a useful conceptual tool as well as a rudimentary model for analysis of the near and far external environment on which (wise) decisions could (should) be based. Current management learning materials use two dimension systems diagrams to map external environmental factors. I appreciate Richard's point about the differences between organisational remit and context – it's self evident, but in a way, the matrix idea does “lump them (organisations) together" and provides a useful holistic 'public' context which is less abstract. Such a model could form a standard educational tool for “'managers /leaders” in all organisational contexts – modified to include an optional dimension of stakeholder power for each context . Analysis is essential, however stakeholder power to decide or influence decisions or perceived wisdom is ultimately the key defining factor as mentioned by Charles (1:200)? At least the level and impact of stakeholder influence over decisions can then be identified and separated from the matrix and perhaps used as a tool to instigate strategies to change stakeholder influence balance or behaviour.  

In an electronic version of such a 3D matrix each cell could link to an updated information resource relevant to the topic of each cell – with cross-referencing etc. This idea is similar to the mind-mapping concept discussed by 'The Knowledge Forum' when searching for new ways to facilitate cross-disciplinary research and publishing.  

Kip's point (1:204) I think is spot on – wisdom is recognised and is contextual i.e. pulled not pushed.

Participant 

As a lurker in this group, I have read virtually every response submitted. While I admit that my background and abilities do not qualify  me as a productive participant, the following questions from an "average" citizen might be useful:  

* Assuming that full agreement can be reached by the designers of this Wisdom search, specifically how will it be used?  

* What part of our complex world will it help?  

* Who will be in charge of its use, how will it be kept up-to-date,  to what extent will others outside of this small group make use of it?  

* Wouldn't it be useful to call time out for further invention for a short time and play a game of using what has been produced thus far in a specific "game"?

Richard Farson 

Well, Don, it is rather difficult for those of us with credentials that clearly testify to our status as founts of wisdom to have to deal with someone like you, who only was president of the American Arbitration Association and longtime head of its research institute, president of Planned Parenthood and longtime analyst of population issues, a member of the Council on Foreign Relations and a longtime student of politics and international affairs, plus holding countless other board memberships in social and cultural institutions.  How did some inferior person like you ever get to be an ILF Fellow? But we will lower our standards, and try to respond.

You ask good questions, Don, hard ones for me.  If our mission in the ILF is to communicate wisdom to policymakers on the great issues of our time, that is, if our product is wisdom, then I thought we might try to get a better fix on what wisdom really is, how it differs from strategic thinking and just being smart, why and how and where it appears, what makes it usable, and how we might do a better job of generating it, and communicating it.  

I think it is impossible, and probably undesirable, to be able to be sure we know how the wisdom we might generate will be specifically used.  We probably can be much more specific than a fortune cookie, because we will be dealing with specific policy issues.  But given what we have already explored about wisdom in this conference, it may have very different receptions depending upon the kind of organization to which the recipients belong, and it may be used in ways we would never imagine.  

If we develop the resources and can count the ILF Digest as just one avenue of communication, augmented by interviews, press conferences, speeches at annual meetings that are covered by journalists, articles on the op-ed pages of our major newspapers, magazine articles (I've already been asked by the Harvard Business Review to do a piece on the subject of this conference) appearances on Jim Lehrer's PBS News Hour and other talk shows, then I think our impact will affect high level policymakers in the same way that such activities and appearances by the Fellows of the Heritage Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, Brookings Institution, Hoover Institution and the like manage to do. These are the organizations credited with moving the US strongly from the middle to the right politically.  If we could have anything like that impact, we should be very proud.  And maybe if we get a better handle on what this wisdom business is, we will be better at dishing it up in usable form.  

If you were referring to the social matrix I described, I offered that only as a mental exercise, not really as an analytic tool that needed to be fleshed out and updated.  But now that you mention it.......  

You will have to make a paragraph or two out of your sentence about creating a game with what we have done so far, because I don't quite know what you are referring to.

Participant 

Dick: To answer your last question: you have worked your way to answering it better than I ever could. Just pretend that you were asked by one of the organizations (e.g., PBS News Hour or Brookings Institute) to present to your audiences what you are now working on. Even without full understanding of much that has been discussed and speculated on here, I feel that you could make a good case for being given a chance to do this.  

BUT you would need to express your ideas with language that the average scholar could understand. I am not suggesting that you should spend much time on this detour. But I suspect that even a brief attempt might clarify a lot of the difficulties of explaining to others—even scholars—to what you are up to.  And possibly such a brief attempt would help you to clarify some of the ambiguities that keep popping up.  

In closing this detour: I am suggesting that unless you can find the language to wet the appetites for your list above, much of the value of your hard work will be diminished. And if you already have the ability to communicate to such groups, I admit my ignorance -- but still urge you and your colleagues to take a crack at preparing a brief description of The Pursuit Of Wisdom.

One final thought which may sound facetious but which I have seen work: Instead of getting the whole group to "play this game", see if you can get two or three teams of just two people each to write no more than one page to submit to an organization of their choice from your list. The subject would be: Out line of a one hour program on The Pursuit Of Wisdom is now being discussed at WBSI.


Participant 

The Heritage Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, Brookings Institution, Hoover Institution and the like all have specific goals and a target audience. They rely upon their target audience sharing certain beliefs and values (e.g. America is great, a chicken in every pot, men only marry women, church is fundamental, etc.) Those institutions are pretty good at framing all public issues such that there is a clear goal that directly appeals to the beliefs of their target audience.  

The parents of Terry Schiavo and their supporters completely dismiss the ‘facts’ of the recent autopsy that revealed, among other things, that around 40% of her brain was physically gone, and she was completely blind. They dismiss the facts in favor of their beliefs, and the groups you mention take advantage of that mind set.  

Conventional wisdom would probably say that the ILF could develop a core set of beliefs, determine the demographics of the people who share those beliefs, frame the issues discussed in past conferences in terms of those beliefs, condense them and disseminate them more extensively to the targeted audience.

Richard Farson 

Kip is right in making it clear that ideologically oriented think tanks have the advantage of a consensual offering of a set of beliefs. We can seldom do that with the ILF because even among the liberal thinkers we do not have agreement, as this conference attests.  I regard that as a  strength, not a weakness.  But how to communicate effectively?  

Don, the way I see the communication working is that the ILF Fellows would be interviewed or write about what they think.  I know it wouldn't follow a party line, because we don't have a party line (except in rare circumstances such as our conference on war crimes, now available in the ILF Digest).  But I will take my chances presenting our Fellows who have participated in a discussion, no matter what they decide to say.  I can see the value of your suggestion that we set up two teams to digest the wisdom of this conference, but I have a hard time imagining that it could be done, given the differences of opinion.  But as we add staff, we will certainly attempt to identify themes and examples of wisdom emanating from these writings.  I may take a crack at the HBR article, but by and large I see you guys as the communicators.

Participant 

The think tanks, and much else, are oriented toward *managing the future*. Wisdom and management are often uninvited to the same party.  

What I feel I've learned here is that *wisdom* is a response to a heart crunching dilemma that raise fundamental issues of life and death, loyalty and disloyalty, love and hate, fate of empires and peoples. Management uses its body English to avoid these issues, so wisdom is not a welcome guest.  

That means to me that before discussing wisdom, we have to admit that we face deeply anguishing decisions.  

For example: to pull out of Iraq, let it collapse, and blame the democrats for forcing a pullout.  

…or how about this from Greenspan:."The income gap between the rich and the rest of the US population has become so wide, and is growing so fast, that it might eventually threaten the stability of democratic capitalism itself.

Is that a liberal's talking point? Sure. But it's also a line from the recent public testimony of a champion of the free market: Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan [...]  

Greenspan's comments at a Joint Economic Committee hearing last week were typical, for him. Asked a leading question by Senator Jack Reed (D) of Rhode Island, he agreed that over the past two quarters hourly wages have shown few signs of accelerating. Overall employee compensation has gone up - but mostly due to a surge in bonuses and stock-option exercises.  

The Fed chief than added that the 80 percent of the workforce represented by nonsupervisory workers has recently seen little, if any, income growth at all. The top 20 percent of supervisory, salaried, and other workers has.  

The result of this, said Greenspan, is that the US now has a significant divergence in the fortunes of different groups in its labor market. "As I've often said, this is not the type of thing which a democratic society—a capitalist democratic society—can really accept without addressing," Greenspan told the congressional hearing."  

OK, so, a problem. Any proposed solution? Open wealth surgery without anesthesia?  

Richard Farson 

If we were to take a page out of the programs of nations who are dealing more effectively with this issue, say in Scandinavia, we would institute radically progressive taxation, and bring some of the major costs to the working people, such as healthcare and higher education, under government sponsorship, to make them free.  Those nations tax heavily, but the remaining funds for the family are truly discretionary. Then I don't think we would need to limit the private sector's compensation packages, but tax them heavily.

Doug makes an interesting point that wisdom has to do with the most heartfelt issues in life.  Could it have to do with less consequential issues? It seems to me that he may be right, that wisdom transforms an otherwise trivial issue into one that has deep human interests.  For example, advising a bride and groom not to be caught up in the commercialism of modern weddings, but always choose do the things that will deepen the relationship and make it more lasting.  So the trivial issue may be the catering or photography, but the wisdom has to do with more heartfelt concerns.

Is wisdom that is not implemented still wisdom?

Participant 

Are the people in Scandinavia, in general, happier, more content, more enthusiastic, more hopeful about life than those in the USA?  

I ask because it seems to me that there are some general themes in the belief systems of USA citizens that are important to consider when talking about social structuring.

Richard Farson 

I don't know the research well, Kip, but, yes, on measures of the quality of life those nations occupy the top four spots.  The US is eighth.  On your point, as you know, Norwegians have a reputation for being like the weather in Oslo, often grim.  But that may be a false impression.  Children tend to get better treatment there than here, and I think that is pretty much the case with all social groups. Partly it is the fact that they don't go bankrupt over medical costs, or suffer from an inability to send their children to college, etc.  I don't know to what extent, if any, subjective measures are used.  But while subjective measures are easy to get, they are seldom valid. For example, contentment is valued, of course, but most societies don't build their case on the achievement of contentment, because of the paradox that the better things are, the greater the discontent.  It's true across the board on subjective matters.  Happiness is not a state of being, but a passing event.  Enthusiasm may exist in people with bipolar disorder.  Those people who complete psychotherapy almost always report marvelous changes in themselves, but when you ask their friends and associates, they say "Seems pretty much the same guy to me."

Participant  

Thank you, Don for your comment. The intellectualism of the exchanges is indeed intimidating.  I wrote, suggesting that creating a new type of organization of both public and private sectors would be a wise thing to do.  It did not seem to spur much excitement.  With yours now, and in a context of a game, perhaps it will.

 As a “game,” let’s use all this wisdom to design a new organization that has more ability than either government or business to ‘nudge’ the world’s current environmental pathway a bit towards a positive trip.

 Some background:  I have noticed in my interactions with CEOs of major corporations  (I have had quite a few) that as the CEO accumulates years and looks towards the end of his/her tenure, he/she has a propensity to evaluate what their contribution has been…and wonder. 

 A good case I know is Paul Austin, Chairman of the Board of Coca-Cola in the ‘70s.  Paul took Coca-Cola from mostly a U.S. company (albeit they were already overseas to a great extent) to a truly international organization.  He changed the structure significantly and rewards to shareholders were great.  When Paul and I were flying in his Gulf Stream II, a drink or two would pass, and after discussion about the meaning of it all would occur.

 With pride, Paul would tell me about his favorite new project; the development of two new nutritional drinks, primarily headed towards the undernourished parts of the world.  One was based on cheese-whey as a protein source, and the other soybean.  He told me how they would first be introduced in the Philippines by Coca-Cola bottlers, and then beyond.

 Sadly, not long thereafter, Parkinson’s disease and Alzheimer’s caught up with Paul.  Bottlers did not make as much per drink of good nutrition, and the individual Paul had picked for his replacement did not win.  Thus, the last time I sat with Paul, shortly before he died in Atlanta, we reminisced about old times instead of looking to the future.  The new head of Coca-Cola had quickly dropped the nutritional beverages, and the Coca-Cola Company remained the Coca-Cola Company we know today.

 Let me now quote from a business publication, Walking the Talk, by three prominent businessmen; Charles O. Holliday, Jr., Chairman and CEO, Dupont; Stephan Schmidheiny, Chairman, Anova Holding AG; and Philip Watts, Chairman of the Committee of Managing Directors of the Royal Dutch/Shell Group of Companies.  In discussing sustainable development, they state:

 “…sustainable development is partly about social justice…It cannot be achieved in only one sphere, such as the economic sphere.  It will require types of partnership never before witnessed in human history,” (p. 13).

Why not, as our game—this wise group—create a model for never before witnessed partnerships.  Let me use a relatively unknown company as an example.  In Baja California, where the border of Baja California del Norte and the Baja California del Sur transit the peninsula, there is the town of Guerrero Negro, built by a company.  Exportadora del Sal (ESSA) is the largest solar salt company in the world, and it is 51% owned by the Government of Mexico and 49% by Mitsubishi.  ESSA generates well over $100 million per year of income.  It could have generated a little more net profit if ESSA had not also built the community of Guerrero Negro.  The roads there are concrete because they last longer than asphalt, and ESSA is not leaving town.  There are a number of good schools, numerous recreational facilities, all built by the company.

 Let’s make our never before witnessed company intentionally 51% public sector, 49% private. 

 What if Paul Austin had had the wisdom of this discussion?  Paul wanted his dream to last so he had formed a partnership with the Government of the Philippines for nutritional beverages; 51% Philippines, 49% Coca-Cola.  The mission of the Government, the marketing skills of Coca-Cola?  And as part of our game we ran the scenario where it became tradition that to be CEO, CFO etc. of THE Coca-Cola Company an individual had to have served in the same position in the minority owned Nutritional company?  And have done a good job? And...?

 I remember well when Dr. Farson explained one cannot teach children by telling them things.  The powerful mechanism is by one’s example; who you are.  New companies in business as examples, with the responsibilities of the public sector, and pressure of profitability from the private sector.  The game might catch on, at least as an example for a while. . . . Carl

Richard Farson 

Have you ever heard the saying, "There is no money to be made in the revolution."?  There needs to be a revolution, a redirection of society's goals and interests. Agreed. When entrepreneurs see the power of a massive social movement, they think there must be profit in it somewhere.  But there isn't.  Not in the revolution.  Maybe later, when services and products are wanted. But not while the basic work of change is going on.  

I love the idea of games, and of redesigning our basic institutions, including both government and the corporation.  I fear, however, that the 51%/49% public/ private split will favor the private, because the measures offered by the market are so compelling.  I can imagine an argument in the board room that too much of the company's financial resources are being spent on basic research and development.  Will the public half be able to go to the taxpayer for that money? Wouldn't it just be easier for the government to fund its own institutions for that?  

Carl, I share with you the perception that there is a giant power to be harnessed in the private sector if it can be redirected to healthier goals, but maybe that will always go the way of Coca-Cola's nutrition drinks. We have to reinvent the economic system in which both government and the private sector operate.  If we could change the system in just one way, so that quarterly reports were less important for example, that would go a long way toward permitting companies to take chances on more beneficial products and services.

Participant 

As someone who has spent some time in Scandinavia, one of the most notable things is that their original ethnic composition is still largely the same. Without getting into a discussion of the pros and cons of the increasing ethnic diversity of the US, I think this is at least a condition that has an impact on the virtues we are seeking here.  

Thank you, Carl, for recognizing favorably the challenge posed in my suggestion for experimenting with a game, and especially for putting some meat on my initial bone!

Participant   

A good look at the rules would be a great project. Exec compensation, accessibility to cheaper cash, regulatory policies that favor big organizations, and hundreds of little transaction cost differentials that support bigness and the low of money toward those who already have lots of it. Rethinking the old interstate commerce commission and state charters would also be a part of this rethinking.  

Then there are accounting principles, which count some things but not others.  

I've often thought that some organization like world watch, but instead of looking at the material side, look at the institutional (and cultural, social, justice side), of the world. This would allow models such as coke going or nutrition, an amplifier.  

But what worries me is that such a coke would compete with the way poor people get nutrition now, weaken local armors and intermediaries even more, handing more o the world's production into the hands of multinationals. Note that the coke example is providing a big corporate production model to individual consumers. The circle is not drawn—that our workers are our customers (and why have workers anyway, when so many people want to be independent?)  

Participant 

Dick said: "If we could change the system in just one way, so that quarterly reports were less important for example, that would go a long way toward permitting companies to take chances on more beneficial products and services."

That, my friends, is an example of wisdom!

Now take it one step further:  Put a long time factor into every decision.  Most of the conflict would then disappear.

Participant 

Referring to Richard's (wise) suggestion, and to Raymond's (wise) augmentation; these are indeed characteristics of  a "Bet your Company" culture (Deal, T. and Kennedy, A. [2000] 'The New Corporate Cultures', London, Texere) and "Role Culture" (Handy, C. [1998] 'Understanding Voluntary Organisations', Harmondsworth, Pelikcan) seen in many bureaucratic structures. Such a culture is rare (if it exists at all these days) in US and UK market-oriented organisations but is a feature of Far East commercial organisations and, in hybrid form, Scandinavian and German organisational culture.  

Unfortunately, culture is the most difficult facet of organisation to change. Nevertheless, if public sector/voluntary organisations took the lead (more aggressively than now) in the agenda for partnership and change (which I believe, in a legislative, policy and wider environmental context, just about reflects the relative power balance) an incremental shift in planning and evaluation culture will possibly occur.  

Games that model these possible futures will have tremendous value in this process? They sort of take the risk out of talking about change? Don't current 'Futures Studies'  departments deal with this already?

Richard Farson 

One psychological phenomenon both enables and impairs the exercise of wisdom.  That phenomenon is what we call compartmentalization.  There is often confusion about it.  When the public couldn't understand how Bill Clinton could continue to function as president when he was under daily attack for the Monica Lewinsky affair, they attributed his ability to compartmentalization, a psychological process by which the mind closes the door on certain events or beliefs.  I don't think that was the right diagnosis in his case.  I think it was a measure of character that he was able to get up every morning, knowing what was being said and done to him, and still served the country rather well.  But compartmentalization does function broadly in our society.  I would like to suggest that our religious superstitions are compartmentalized in most people who are called upon for wisdom.  And these superstitions are shared by most Americans, not just the religious fundamentalists.  

The US has become one of the most churchgoing, God fearing, nations in the world. We are more devout than nations having a national religion, such as Catholic Brazil, France and Spain.  A University of Michigan study reports that 44% of Americans attend church at least once a week, compared to 21% in France, 4% in Sweden, and 3% in Japan.  96% of our population believes in God. Closely examined, such seemingly harmless beliefs are usually accompanied by beliefs in other aspects of Christian dogma (or the dogma of Judaism or Islam) that can only be considered superstitions. For example, 85% of Americans believe in heaven, 82% believe in miracles, 71% in the devil (up from 63% in 1977).  

Evangelical Christians make up only a third of our population, if that, but according to a Gallup poll 55% of Americans believe in the Adam and Eve story of creation, that the earth is therefore less than 5,000 years old.  Another 34% believe that God directed the creation, but it took Him longer. Only 11% believe, as most scientists do, in a process of evolution that does not require a divine authority as an explanation for our development.  

Countless others among the moderates literally believe in stories such as the virgin birth (91% of Christians), resurrection, bands of angels, raising the dead, feeding the multitudes, and other miracles, let alone the Old Testament stories of the Exodus, Moses, Abraham, and other tales for which there is no archeological evidence.  

These moderate Christians (and religious others) who make up the majority do not regard themselves as remotely connected to the radical evangelical movement. Nevertheless, because of the many beliefs they share with these fundamentalists, they create a most hospitable environment for their work. The majority Christians, not just the evangelicals, are the ones to whom our politicians direct their righteous "God Bless America" closures to every speech.  

Having to honor and protect aspects of their own faith, ranging from a belief in God to belief in a variety of miracles has immobilized moderates in the necessary struggle against superstition.  It prevents them from isolating and challenging a fanatical, ignorant and dangerous element in our society, one that is crippling education, science, and social progress, one that has contributed to our failure to bring about peace in the Middle East, one that has led partially to our dreadfully misguided adventures in Iraq.  

Can we mount serious efforts to protect our environment when 89% of Americans believe that a divine being is creating nature?  Can we make social progress when the Bible calls for the derogation of women, blacks and gays?   Can we educate our young when we must teach evolution as a competing theory to creationism?  Can we elect a president that will serve all of us when those who install him believe God chooses him?  Can we plan for the future when so many of our people believe the Second Coming of Christ, the end of the world, is near?  

Can people who believe in such challenges to rationality exercise wisdom?  I think the answer may be a qualified yes, because of compartmentalization of these superstitions.  

What do you think?

Participant 

There are environmentally sound Christians, and much of our progressive tradition is really Christian in its origin.  

Feeling the spirit in everything seems to me a legitimate perspective (kind of Taoist), so the human desire to feel it is strong, as is the human tendency to project our own being onto imagined gods. If these are fairly natural phenomena, we probably need a social future that can live with these, even claim them as their own. This might prevent the perversions of hard assed religious zealots who want authority and hate the world.  

The spiritual minded hates the materialist, and the materialist scorns the spiritual. Both do so to avoid life, for real life loves the spirit in all things, and loves the sensuousness of material for all its variety. *materialism* is part of a complex spiritual landscape of repression. Santayana had some good thoughts about this.  

What I sense is that bad religion is in part a reaction against a kind of rationalism that ignores (or is contemptuous) of anything but economics and power.  

Participant 

I was about to respond explosively to Dick,  but am now subdued by Douglass's response.  Thank you Doug!  (Others here thank you, too.) <g>

Richard Farson 

A phrase like "*materialism* is part of a complex spiritual landscape of repression." needs a few more explanatory lines to help me understand.  

And surely you don't think the world is divided into spiritualists and materialists.

Participant 

Richard, I think the American psyche is firmly rooted in the pursuit of being happier, more content, more enthusiastic, more hopeful. Americans believe that it’s important, even critical, to achieving a successful life. Look at all the self-help books for example. It’s how Americans define themselves, and it’s hard to imagine that they will change any time soon. If so, then any platform for change will have to either change those underlying beliefs or demonstrate that the proposed change would nourish the beliefs.  

If, as you say, it’s when things get better that people clamor for revolt, maybe  this administration is damping down the American sense of those beliefs being fed. The Clinton era was very enthusiastic, people believed they were happy, content, etc.

Participant 

I think Dick's is the most accurate and courageous description of modern U.S. that I have seen. It deserves publication and the ability to withstand a lot of criticism.  

Douglas is right that there are "environmentally sound Christians" but he is understandably reticent to address the impact of Dick's quoted percentages of those who believe more in superstition than in science. And if in Doug's opinion I have phased this poorly, I apologize. I deeply respect the depth of knowledge that he has brought to us here.  

This is a very sensitive and serious, but little openly addressed, difference of opinion in our nation today. I think it would be right and courageous for ILF to consider it more deeply, but with great care not to disintegrate into name calling and disrespect for deeply held feelings and thought.  

It is also the matrix for many other sensitive and poorly addressed disputes: e.g. abortion. I can't imagine a more useful and correct focus for a group like ours.

Richard Farson 

In its popular image, wisdom is seldom associated with wealth, but often with poverty.  Those reclusive monks who take vows of poverty and others whose poverty is not voluntary but whose lives are devoted to art or some other discipline are more likely to be seen as wise.  

Nobel economist Robert Fogel puts a different slant on that subject.  He argues that we need to increase people's incomes so that they are free to enjoy life and learning, to focus on the virtuous aspects of one's nature, to pursue social projects free of economic necessity, to engage their curiosity and self-knowledge or their political values.  He doesn't mention wisdom, but certainly emphasizes its precursors. He laments the economic insecurity that prevents people from exploring life's larger questions. William Greider, in the current Nation, cites Fogel's work, and supports it with descriptions of older people who are not hurting financially and who are engaged in civic matters--"becoming counselors, critics, caregivers and mentors equipped with the special advantages--the time and freedom to act, the knowledge and understanding gained only from the experience of living."  

Historian Theodore Rozak, in an optimistic 1998 book about the aging baby boomers, America the Wise, writes, "More than merely surviving, we will find ourselves gifted with the wits, the political savvy, and the sheer weight of numbers to become a major force for change....With us, history shifts its rhythm. It draws back from the frenzied pursuit of marketing novelties and technological turnover and assumes the measured pace of humane and sustainable values.  We may live to see wisdom become a distinct possibility and compassion the reigning social ethic."  

Sure enough, the reigning social ethic is Compassionate Conservatism.

Kip, the pursuit of happiness and contentment and success is very different from reaching those goals (just as is the pursuit of wisdom!).  Americans are obsessed by success, but people who are successful don't feel successful.  It's like power, when you have it, it isn't enough.  

Do you suppose anyone ever FEELS wise?

My friend Warren Farrell, who was interviewed on CBS Sunday Morning show on Father's Day about the ways in which media portray fathers (as doofus), and I have been having an email exchange in which I mentioned my belief that liberation movements follow the lineage of how we assign primitive wisdom (remember my Lassie example?) the wife wiser than the husband, the child wiser than the mother, and the dog wiser than the child.  I went on to inanimate objects, like redwoods.  He said that if wisdom is acquiring longevity and free rent, redwoods and roaches certainly have it.  I wrote him saying that he was the first I knew to specify the kind of wisdom a redwood might have, but I wish he hadn't included roaches.  He wrote back, "Yes, we're both suckers for beauty. but into the tough life of the ugly creeps wisdom."  

We often associate wisdom with having survived hard knocks.  Is it true that those among us who are ugly or deformed are also likely to be wiser?

Participant 

By "*materialism* is part of a complex spiritual landscape of repression",   I meant that there is a group of Americans (and others) who are materialists either of the cash and consumption brand of "materialism", or the other group believing that science is just about things, and all there are is things. These two groups tend to fear and are contemptuous of love, sex, sensuality, ecstasy, and tend to extend that to a fear of poetry and art.  

A true materialist loves the world of material, its differences, its expression in art and culture, textiles, architecture, alloys for aircraft wings and rubber tires that can go 100,000 miles, loving them all with deep appreciation.  

The true materialist (who loves material) can be differentiated from the abstract obsessive materialist who seeks safety in remoteness from the feel, smell, and radiance of real things. The true materialist is not aghast at the idea that each thing, each material, has a spirit to it, and is in a kind of dialog with our experience (which is always, despite denials always a blend of inner and outer, since the distinction is false).  

We were discussing "rationalism". The very idea that there are different kinds of rationalism undermines the "rationalist" approach which assumes that everything can be known, and known coherently by a single rational structure.  

I wish Americans were interested in peace and happiness. My view is many would rather be miserable, angry, vengeful and controlling. We tend to be suspicious, shoot first, see the world in terms of winning and losing, and loving that there are losers.  

The idea that a father would be smart and wise raises the possibility, which the media hates, that he might think, raise questions, tell Fox what he thinks of them. Its the same problem as wanting wisdom and leadership in a corporation without realizing that it such talent would question the system. If you want to be promoted you have to accept the taboos, and fit in the wall street journal editorial page framework. Ideas like poor people are at fault for their poverty, more wealth for the wealthy just helps out everybody, ideas such as these, whose very texture cries out for some criticism, but that would spoil the group's cloying fawning socialization. (I bet you've been in those conversations. I sure have.)  

Fortunately lots of business leaders are better than this, but Elizabeth Drew has a great piece on how the Bush admin has cowed the business institutions into supporting social security "reform". See  

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/18075
This is disgusting stuff, but the business leaders cave in. Buffett, Soros  and Gates and a few others may be creating a new model.  

Steve Jobs' commencement address at Stanford is quite beautiful.  

http://news-service.stanford.edu/news/2005/june15/jobs-061505.html
"Wise" by the way is not translated into other languages easily. It is old English and maybe related to the Germanic. Score one for old English.

Participant 

What I've been struggling to say is that telling Americans what is wrong with the system (health, education, corporations, environment, etc.) isn't an effective motivator. We should instead tell them how successful the systems are but point out that other countries have drawn close to us - too close for us to relax. Some may even have surpassed us in some small ways. If we want to continue to feel happy, hopeful, enthusiastic, etc. we need to push harder - and in very specific ways.  

I think that's a big part of why Bush has been able to sell so many of his policies. He has packaged his policies to appeal to a particular view. 'America is great we just have to step up to the plate again and deliver another home run.'  

Win it (the war, tax reform, oil, etc.) for the Gipper–ourselves.

Richard Farson 

The ILF as a propaganda machine?

Participant 

Kip, that is like George Will's column of a few weeks ago where he argued that France can't go to sleep, it has to compete with India and China. "Work harder". The owners would love it. The sacrifice in this economy and this war has been for the poorer (the bottom ninety percent now shown to have less of the nation's income than ten years ago, and the top ten, one, .01 vastly increasing towards the ever narrow top. This has real consequences as my discussion of Sonoma County showed, where real estate is in fewer hands of larger parcels.)  

The only home run Bush wants is for the military, and old line business (oil, lumber, cattle, ..). he is an anti-entrepreneurial anti-technology president. He has done a great deal to weaken the value of the American brand.  

So my question is, *who* should push harder? The guy who has three kids at home, a wife who works at Wendy's and he works at office depot in the day and as a waiter at night?  

I agree we need to do something, but increase the number of hours worked to compete with Asia is a losing game. I think we need an entrepreneurial high tech green strategy in every community and region (counties, river watersheds, states...). The purpose is not to compete with Asia, but to meet needs here. If we do that the value of our exports will be in line with the world's needs. Right now we have very little product of any kind, with the exception of agriculture. But our agriculture is moving toward techno-mega farms with zero employees, and owners who live in charming places on the sea side.

Richard Farson 

Surely the first requirement of wisdom is facing the facts.  The basic problem we have is that almost nobody knows the facts.  We here, who pay almost full time attention to such matters, learn something new every time we have a conference.  

People who are alive now, and living in the present, think that they know what that present is, because they can look around and see.  But the fact is that the present is almost entirely invisible, to all of us, some more than others.  That's why wisdom can be so childlike, pointing to something that we are all ignoring, or blind to.  Our job here in the ILF is to make that invisible present visible.  That's why Kip's suggestion is such an anathema to our mission.  

Winning the war?  More important for us to explain that wars against insurgents take many years at best (generations), are usually lost, and are always eventually lost as colonial powers fail. I doubt that those facts are known by 1% of our population, even among the 60% who now indicate that they no longer support the war.  

Participant 

I seem to be unable to make myself clear. Don't misunderstand me, I'm not advocating that Americans should push harder, I'm simply observing that if you want to motivate somebody to undertake something it's more effective to motivate them in terms of their goals and beliefs rather than your own.  

If you want to pass on some set of values to another person you need to do it via their existing values and beliefs - not by telling them that they are a mess and you know what is best for them. I wouldn't call that propaganda. It's just  effective packaging.  

Many people just don't seem to respond to facts. The Bush administration has been very effective in understanding just this. So was Kennedy, for that matter.

Richard Farson 

Thanks for the beautiful explication, Doug.  

And an interesting interpretation of why the media wants the fathers to be cowed.  

Kip, should we take a page out of George W. Bush's book, probably the most deceitful president in history, as our guide?  How is that different from propaganda? Are you saying that the ends justify the means?  

I am moved to impose on you my lecture on the hidden danger of deceitfulness:  

One of the aspects of deception that psychologists tend to be aware of is that the harm done to the deceiver is possibly greater than to the deceived. When one successfully deceives another, one’s respect for the person being deceived, and perhaps even for people in general, tends to erode. While there is a way for the deceived to be informed or debriefed, there is no way for that to happen to the deceiver, because the erosion is so subtle.  

Many years ago, a study led by social psychologist Alex Bavelas and his doctoral student Richard Kite at Stanford illustrated this phenomenon. These researchers gathered a series of small groups of strangers into a room with a one-way vision window and had them discuss a topic in which no one could be an expert. They then measured, with voice activated microphones, the amount of talking done by each member.  

After about fifteen minutes, with the explanation that they were trying to learn how to improve discussions, the researchers put in front of each person a small box into which only the participant could see. In the box were one red and one green light.  The subjects were told that the judges sitting behind the window had heard this topic discussed so many times that they could tell almost immediately when a participant was likely to make a significant contribution to the discussion, and when not.  They then explained that the subjects’ green and red lights would be lit when, in the opinion of the judges, they were, or were not, going to be able to move the discussion forward. In effect it was a classic study in psychological conditioning, rewarding the desired behavior, and extinguishing the undesired.  

What the researchers actually did, however, was to pay no attention whatsoever to the content of what was said, but simply gave the richest diet of green lights to the participant who had spoken least in the previous 15 minutes, the one who had been the mouse. (In those days it was not considered unethical to conduct such deceptive experiments, if the goal was honorable.)  

The conditioning worked and the experimenters were quickly able to move the mouse into the position of a lion, into the highest participation.  Because the mouse tended never to say anything, it was often necessary to light the green light for behavior such as clearing one's throat or leaning forward in the chair.  

The interesting and surprising finding, however, was not that it was possible to condition that person, but when the members of the group were individually asked to rate which of its members made the most helpful contribution to the discussion, they rated the mouse/lion as tops.  When that same question was given to independent judges who did not know the design of the experiment, they did the same.  But when asked the same questions, those researchers who conducted the experiment did not. They knew they were fooling the person. So while they were able to see the increase in quantity of participation, they failed to recognize the increase in its quality.  

Their deception had blinded them to the respect that should have been accorded that person's contribution, illustrating the real danger of deceiving.  It backfires, corrupting the deceiver.  

Participant 

Gee, I’m embarrassed that I'm expressing myself so poorly. I'm not at all suggesting deceit. It certainly seems that Bush has framed deceits and lies in a certain way to appeal to the beliefs of people, but that doesn't make the method invalid. It seems to me like a question of form and content. Bush is effective in form but weak in content. Why not be effective in both? I mean, it's the honey vinegar thing.  

For example, framing global warming in dire predictions of disaster and calling for sacrifice hasn't proven effective as a way to motivate significant numbers of Americans to change. Rather it's contributed to polarizing the issue. If people have the belief that personal happiness, enthusiasm, etc. are fundamentally critical then why not frame global warming in those terms? Help people to understand how taking certain steps to deal with GW fits their belief system. Create a vision that inspires people based on what they really want. A clean, healthy environment can contribute to people feeling happy. Describe the goal in a way that engenders a sense of enthusiasm. Instead of waging war on drugs let's wage a righteous war against pollution and contamination. Let's be the good guys where it matters to us personally. We don't have to do that by casting stones, we can do it by exciting people about the joy inherent in living in a clean environment.

Participant 

I find the exchanges in the last few days of great interest. What we really have been discussing, in my opinion, is how best to discuss an important and very complex issue in a way that will recognize that there is neither a complete win or loss, but only a solution which is not perfect for anyone but results in the best combination of gives and takes that the participants can reach.  

In my experience, which has been largely trying to do the above, one formula for doing this is simple to say and difficult to get people who are trained to be adversarial giants, to adopt:  

1: seek agreement that this is an issue of great importance for all participants.  

2: agree that the next steps should not be to find solutions but to seeking understanding and agreement of the facts, definitions, and visions of the future. This often takes more time than many participants will accept. BUT in my opinion it is a SHORT CUT for reaching a common understanding to help reach agreements.  

3: take as much time as necessary to get agreement on 2 above. Incidentally, in the course of getting such an agreement I have often found a diminishing of hatreds and a growth in mutual understanding -- sometimes even respect.  

4: only after taking as much time as necessary to do 1-3, turn to seeking and agreeing on finding a fair compromise.  

My request: before discarding this as a rehash of things I have said here before, ask yourself if something like this might have improved some of our recent discussions.  

Again I need to emphasize that this is not  disrespect for the great exchanges I have been privileged to witness here, but a concern of weakness in our national habits for seeking solutions and agreements.

Richard Farson 

Kip, I'm sure you want the best for everyone.  But it's a slippery slope. Marketing, which is what you're talking about, is too often a form of deceit.  Responding to wants rather than needs.  Coloring the truth. Ignoring the harsh realities. As it succeeds, respect erodes. Marketers do not hold high opinions of their target audience.  

Professions should not market.  Not at all. It is one of the most pernicious developments in modern society.

Don, I certainly appreciate your mediation.  While I'm not sure it belongs in a conference on the pursuit of wisdom, I can endorse the importance of the issue Kip and I are discussing.  And on point 2, my interest was in explicating the dynamics of the issue.  I'm willing to give it the time.  But on point four, I see no way that we can compromise our professional posture in the ILF by adopting a marketing strategy.  

So, what can I yield on?  I think that Kip may only mean that we need to find ways to be sure we understand the frame of reference of the people we are trying to communicate to, and to see if there might not be points of connection.  Certainly there is no harm in mentioning the positive when it exists, as long as that doesn't become an emphasis when the true message should be radically different.  But as we think strategically, we are in dangerous territory.  I would not want to be treated in the way Kip has so far described.  

Participant 

Some president once said that he'd rather be right than be president.  Dick seems to fit that frame of mind—marketing is inherently deceitful; "I see no way that we can compromise our professional posture in the ILF by adopting a marketing strategy."

Personally, I'd rather cause a useful result than be "right" intellectually and cause nothing..

Don't tell me that makes me a marketing-type person.  A whole generation of my associates would deny it!  <g> 

"Marketing, which is what you're talking about, is too often a form of deceit.  Responding to wants rather than needs."

Yes, but . . . I've heard marketing criticized as persuading people that they "need" things that they really DON'T need.  Right?  Suppose they don't recognize what they really DO need?  Is it deceitful to educate them?  And which of us is going to decide on that distinction?

Participant 

I find it hard to discuss wisdom if we are not engaged in a real problem. (I am subtly aligned a bit with Don here).  

The flowers bloom and the sunrise is always interesting. So ok, but the human enterprise is, as always, in difficulty. For many in the world daily life is truly brutal. Yet we are numb to it. I can't stand that we are surrounded by so much awareness of violence. I want to stop it. It isn't good for us.  

In my mind we had World War I, World War II, and the problems that caused them are still with us. Yet we act as if in 1945 all really crucial issues were solved, and the end of the cold war solved the few remaining. Now it is just mop up work. I actually like this view, but I think it is wrong. I think the issues that led to ww1 and 2 are still with us. Like living next to a volcano—the last burst delays the next but doesn't eliminate it. Why are we so bland, so desiccated, so etiolated?  

We read the press for signs of the Good. One recent example is debt relief for very hard pressed poor countries who are paying more each year in interest than the value of the "loans" they receive, and we most of us felt relief. But then I read  

"To understand how the London agreement works, you have to follow the money. Next year, for example, Rwanda was due to pay at least $4.5 million in debt service to the Bank and the AfDB and a further $2.9m to the IMF. Assuming the G8 proposal is passed and implemented promptly, Rwanda will no longer need to do that. However, the loans or grants it receives from the Bank and the AfDB in 2006 will be “adjusted” (i.e., cut) by $4.5m, the same amount it saves on servicing its debts to them. So in the first instance it will have just $2.9m extra—the money it would have paid to the IMF—to spend on health care, education and so forth."

Pasted from http://www.economist.com/finance/PrinterFriendly.cfm?Story_ID=4079154
It tuns out on reading the whole that it is just book keeping. Nothing real happened!  

What drives me nuts is that so many of my friends think that having an opinion is thinking. They know Shakespeare is great, but don't read him. They know that science is interesting but don't stay on the edge, they know that history is important but haven't read a critical history or good biography for ten years. Adam Smith, great, but read the book? No. .Learning a new language beyond a few phrases for the trip to France or Italy?  

What is our goal, what is our strategy, what is the time-line?  

As the wise Arab said, "Wake up, my beloved.”  

Participant 

Dick: I appreciate that your comment seems to be aimed at my comment, but I cannot follow the relevance. I was not knowingly talking about mediation other than possibly some structure to a mediation attempt. And when you say "I see no way that we can compromise our professional posture in the ILF by adopting a marketing strategy" you completely lose me.  

This is a good example of when, if ever. If we wanted to pursue it, we would first seek to "understand" differences in understanding where your understanding obviously differed from mine of what I was trying to say.  

My first three points is an attempt to make the words and targets we are using understandable to each of us. If there are differences (as there surely are here) we would attempt to iron those out. Not until point 4 would there be anything like mediation—which by definition does not interfere with anyone's position without agreement. Nor is there any attempt to so. All that I was attempting was to help common understanding of the goals and, if possible, agreements that the process might provide. Our present strategies for doing this, as we all have experienced here, could benefit by improved procedures for accomplishing common understanding and agreements.

(Apologies for increasing misunderstandings rather than to diminish them :)

Richard Farson 

I guess I have to admit that my long lecture didn't register.  I have always regarded that as one of psychology's more important studies.  

Ray asks, if we think we know what people need, but they don't know, would it be deceitful to try to tell them. No, it would not be deceitful. It might be rejected, but not deceitful. To be deceitful, it would have to be misleading (such as making the cereal box look like there is more in it than there really is...or, in your field of telecommunications, making long distance calling seem cheaper than it really is.)  

Making the decision as to when, how and whether to tell them is a matter of personal or professional judgment, but in the case of the subject matter we deal with, I hold that it should not be a marketing decision.  

Well, moving right along....  

We certainly get no help from the media in making us any wiser.  There have been literally thousands of segments on TV news about Michael Jackson, but as far as I could tell, not a word about what pedophilia really is.  Do we know a single thing more about it than we did before that trial?  

The media has also taken on a major role in scaring parents about strangers. Well, it backfired for poor little Boy Scout Brennan who was lost for four days even though hundreds of volunteers were scouring the area.  But when he saw them, he hid...because, his family was proud to report, he had been well schooled in "stranger danger."  

You can find out the facts about what the real dangers are for children by checking my article in the commentary section of my personal web site: 

www.wbsi.org/farson

Participant 

There are issues of interpretation and sensitivities around understanding and meaning within any group…but it's not bad considering the 26 characters we are using!  

Marketing has generally become (perceived as) deceitful… however in essence it is only a process. The messages and strategies deployed are often deceitful. The process itself has been formalised to promote sustainability and growth (if appropriate) something that is very humanistic. It is complex and contingent upon perspective and specific circumstances… but it isn't about 'sales'  that would be called 'sales', an element of marketing process.  

Does there exist any type of organisation, if it is to be relevant in any way,  that can or should not to be aware and respond to the near and far external environment in which it operates? My understanding is that this is the foundation concept that underpins 'marketing'.  

Some of the most successful (I mean appropriate and with integrity) marketing strategies require an organisation to nothing but go about its business professionally , positively and consistently… to tell the external environment what it is doing when asked. It's amazing how word can spread once external champions of the organisation are ignited. In this way, an organisation progresses from being known, known for something, known for something good, trusted, gaining loyal advocates and loved!  

Example: The spread of Christianity (something like 2 billion today?) seemed doomed to oblivion until Paul's (Saul's) conversion in 34 AD and his subsequent systematic networking across 10,000 miles over 12 years–he selected the larger community hubs for his focus. He understood also that the barriers to Judaism had to be lowered (circumcision, food laws etc) to make the new faith more accessible and transferable to other cultures (apologies for the familiar tale – I like it as an example!).  

Today this would be classified as network marketing, and the product has been designed to match the 'needs' of the far external environment. Call me cynic! Other examples are presented superbly in Albert-Laszlo Barabasi's (2002) 'Linked', Perseus. I like the subtitle–"How everything is connected to everything else and what it means for science, business and everyday life". Very Buddhist!?  

It is the specific market orientation and culture of the organisation that influences its strategy – but also it's tactics. A high risk 'macho' culture (typical in the US, for example) in which a highly materialistic (in the 'wanting' and 'greed' interpretation), status and promotional rewards system is linked to performance,  may result in deceitful practice. We all agree this is abhorrent…I would argue however that it's not the only way and that deceit is not an integral part of the marketing process.

Participant 

Richard: Relying on the 'media'  for wisdom (or even facts) will indeed be a fascinating topic to discuss! Does wisdom exist at all in 'the media'?  

I believe Donald's suggestions have some merit. A degree of structure and process may be the catalyst for a higher degree of participation from members?

Participant 

I rather like the definitions that I was taught quite a long time ago: The function of sales is to get customers to buy what the company has to offer. The function of marketing is to get the company to offer what the customers want to buy.

Simplistic, of course, but not wrong.

Does wisdom exist at all in the media? Sometimes I encounter it on the op-ed page, or at least there sometimes appears there what I think to be wisdom.  Leonard Pitts, Jr. comes to mind.

Richard Farson 

That was a very helpful and careful description of marketing, Andrew.  My son-in-law is a marketing executive, and we often talk about that field.  I have high regard for it as a business strategy.  Ray's definition, "getting the company to offer what the customers want to buy" seems to fit.  Do you believe that should be the posture of our ILF think tank?  Should science take that posture?  In most of its history, WBSI has been a research institute.  Would that be a correct posture for a research institute?  There are such research institutes, of course, that have their ear to the ground trying to find out what the government or corporations will pay for--RAND, SAIC, SRI, etc.  Very profitable businesses, but just as I wouldn't want WBSI to be an ideological think tank, I wouldn't want it to be a market-oriented think tank.  We should be goal oriented. I find that distinction crucially important.  

Please understand that I got derailed by Kip's suggestion that we needed to be more positive and enthusiastic, and used, as his example, George Bush, who is surely the most fear mongering and deceptive president we have ever had.

Participant 

Raymond's definitions of course still apply, however it's a question of emphasis and context. These definitions are dominant in many organisations that deploy 'marketing department marketing' as opposed to adopting a 'pan-company marketing' orientation (the more contemporary approach). Increasingly however, organisations are 'market-oriented' – adopting marketing as a management process. They have a more holistic approach with 'customer-orientation'  at the core of decision making and strategy in which customers are defined as any internal and external stakeholder. The scope of marketing extends from defining the purpose, values and aims of an entity/organisation through defining and managing customer relationships to monitoring and evaluating the internal and external environment in which an organisation operates. I like Bill Packard's (Hewlett Packard) suggestion (in Piercy, 1997);  

"Marketing is too important to leave to the marketing department."  

So, getting closer to answering Richard's question… 

Using market-led ideas in a not-for-profit, public sector or 'community of interest/passion/practice' organisation often requires a fundamental shift in philosophy, attitude or culture (and sometimes all three!). But this is not necessarily detrimental to purpose, values and aims. An interesting view is put forward by Kotler (Drucker, 1992);  

"Most people think that marketing is a tool, but for governments and not-for-profits it is a way of thinking. It goes beyond selling and advertising, it is a mindset that puts the customer first and ensures that the organization's philosophy is 'without consumers there is no organization'."  

It's very much then a question of your perspective on what marketing is and how it fits with the context of ILF.  

My answer would therefore be; "Yes," however, the context of this answer is "Who are ILF's customers and consumers?" and what is the nature of the 'exchange relationship' i.e. clearly there may be an element of financial transaction in the form of subscriptions (apologies, I am not familiar with the WBSI/ILF governance), but what is the key value proposition i.e. what characterizes perceived value in the relationship between ILF and its customers /consumers? If I may answer these for the purpose of illustration:  

– ILF's customers are it members and collaborators

– ILF's consumers and stakeholders comprise every entity that influences or is influenced by the activity and purpose of ILF

– ILF's core 'product/service feature is 'high-credence' and its value proposition is 'product leadership' (Treacy and Wiersema, 1996).  

Should Science take this posture? I think it does—apart from the Institutes you mention, academic research serves the purpose of it's benefactors and the 'publish or perish' market imperative (I'd be happy to expand if required!).  

Richard Farson 

 The question for me is what ethical corruptions take place sort of invisibly as a result of the mental gymnastics necessary to adopt a marketing approach, to give the consumers what they want.  And what constitutes deception.  

The fact that science does often take this posture is widely thought to be its weakness--serving pharmaceutical benefactors, for example.  The publish or perish model makes a mockery of scientific investigation—billions of studies conducted with the wrong motivation, a whole publishing industry that is mostly junk.  The average scientific article, across all fields, is read by only seven people.  I think that is largely because of the publish or perish imperative.  

The ILF is lacking in at least four major areas, all of them due, I believe, to a lack of staff and money:  1) We don't have the staff to manage and facilitate adequately the network of eighty Fellows who need, but do not receive, frequent attention, information and support; 2) We don't have the experienced and well-connected staff to conduct a communication and publishing effort that would put our Fellows appearances and their wisdom and ideas into mainstream media worldwide; 3) We don't have a research staff that could support and advance our intellectual and policy interests (for example, a staff that could be currently assisting Ray in studying the kinds of values that have been proposed in other efforts to establish criteria for evaluating the performance of nations); 4) We don't have the financial resources to hold an annual meeting, or regional meetings, of our Fellows, which would do much to motivate and solidify our membership.  Of course we have other needs too, for general administration, hiring consultants, conference leaders, program directors, etc. but if we had those four covered, I think our Fellows would see that the ILF was having an impact, and that in turn would increase their participation.  Ultimately, Drucker is right, that an organization unable to connect with its intended consumer cannot be considered a complete organization. But I do not see that anything I have just listed could be considered marketing in the corporate sense that it is usually intended, that would distort our message, or corrupt our thinking, or challenge our ethical posture.  

Marketing is enjoying a very humane description from some of you, not undeserved certainly, but marketing is also about getting market share, playing hardball, destroying competition, and as you admit, plenty of deceit.  Business is about competition, professions are about collaboration.  The blurring of these distinctions is not healthy.

Participant 

The 'pursuit of wisdom' is indeed collaborative not competitive. The points you have raised above are entirely consistent with my understanding of what marketing is. As I mentioned in 256 & 254, having defined its purpose, values and philosophy, an organisation then sets about it's business in the best and most appropriate way it can to achieve its purpose. If that purpose (business, if you like) is the pursuit of wisdom on an invited/permission basis amongst a peer community then this will dictate the methods it deploys.  

However I don't agree that ILF is not 'competing'. ILF is in fact competing for it's member's time with a plethora of demands from other commitments—professional, social, family, interests etc.—it surely needs to be relevant and beneficial in some way (exchange relationship) to be sustainable? I'm not suggesting it isn't, by the way, just observing that the four points you raise are essentially consistent with the issues and challenges of marketing of most 'high credence' organisations. It's a matter of perspective. Maybe the term 'marketing' is getting in the way?  

I certainly support Richard's comment regarding the effect of  “publish or perish”  has on the quality of scholarly publishing–I've been involved in trying to get this cycle broken for years. Unfortunately “cultural resilience” is strong in most traditional communities of practice!  

So where is wisdom coming and going to come from? (Apart from ILF conferences, of course!)

Participant 

Personally I don’t much care for marketing. I prefer a very straightforward call ‘em as I see ‘em approach. But if I really want someone to do something and I really believe it is important for them to do it, I try to put it in a way that they can relate to, that has meaning for them.  

America is a society of many diverse cultures, each with a vocabulary, a general set of experiences and a general emotional state. A very large number of Americans are immigrants or second and third generation immigrants. People immigrate to America for opportunity, for the freedom to pursue their dreams for themselves and their children. Often they have fled countries where they are told what to think, what to believe and what to do. Often they have fled societies that wouldn’t allow them (because of race, gender, tribal affiliation, social caste, etc.) to realize their potential. They came to America, willing to work hard, wanting to succeed, thirsting for education, for freedom, for a chance to be more.  

From within all of the diversity of cultures in America there has emerged an “American Culture”. It’s big and bold, daring and stylish. It’s brash and raw, and unabashedly commercial, and it has some very kinky undertones. It’s enthusiastic, opportunistic and competitive. I’m not suggesting that the ILF should be like American culture (bold, brash, etc.) but to be effective I do think the ILF has to take into account that this constitutes the environment in which it will speak, and the character of the audience.  

The image that comes to my mind is a “neon light” culture. To speak to such a culture I think one has to avoid even a hint of saying “the lights are gaudy – turn them off”. What might be said is “These lights are good, but they aren’t up to snuff, we can do better than this.”  

For all that the rest of the world claims to dislike this neon America it is the most copied culture in the world.  

It seems to me that if you want to have an impact on ‘the people’ of America you have to make your case in a way that recognizes who the people are – that speaks their language, uses their symbols and includes their beliefs. You have to speak to the commonality among them. If you want to have an impact on a particular group (a subculture) then you can choose a more focused and narrower language, symbol and belief set.  

Bush isn’t simply fear mongering; he has chosen specific fears that are related to the common background of many Americans. He speaks to their fear and offers them palliatives that they understand. His cures may well be snake oil,  opiates or even slow acting poison, but people understand them. On some level what he says resonates with themes that are common to many of the cultures that comprise America. Personally I disagree with the policies Bush promotes and I don’t like how he exploits the common background of the culture. But his misuse of the common background is no reason for the common background to be ignored. If one can say about Americans “Oh, they just want more,” and if that is true then what needs to be done is to focus them on the “more” that is intrinsically worth wanting. I don't believe that the American background can only be used to achieve ignoble ends. Washington, Monroe, Madison, Roosevelt and Kennedy spoke to this same background and achieved noble ends.  

Last night I read Lincoln's inaugural address. He spoke to the American dream. It was a deliberate, subtle yet passionate, affirmation of the best America.  

Whoever you want to impact, at the very least, you simply have to “speak their language” as it were. Unless you happen to be in a position of authority over other people you also have to be aware of and address their agendas, and their desires – especially if you’re asking them to share in the cost of a particular venture.  

I don’t see that as marketing or as propaganda. I see it as part of the role of leadership. If I ask someone to change I have to communicate to them that I know there is a cost associated with that change. I have to help them understand why they should pay that cost – what the potential benefit is to them. And I have to do it in the terms they understand – not simply in the terms I understand.

Richard Farson 

Thanks to all of you who have written on marketing.  You've given me much food for thought.  

In my earlier request for phrases that seem to set up a wise comment, I didn't receive any nominations.  But I have added a few of my own.  I think these phrases are often likely to be followed by wisdom, yours or someone else's:  

Something tells me….

Well, yes and no….

Compared to what….?

It all depends…..

If I hear you correctly….

I have a hunch……

Let’s try turning that idea upside-down….

Are we forgetting about…..?

What really matters is…..

Wait a minute…..

I hope my obituary will mention….

My six year old told me...…

Sounds like a predicament, not a problem…

I hadn’t thought about it that way….

The elephant in the living room is….

It may work in just the opposite way….

Are we thinking big enough…..?

Fifty years from now….

Do we have the courage to….?

What do you really think?  

Perhaps now you can add a few.

Participant 

Let's get some new perspectives from those who don't agree with us, nor we with them—"yet".

Richard Farson 

With regard to experience contributing to wisdom, I've been reading a great book, House of Cards.  First of all, Benjamin Franklin didn't say, "Experience is the best teacher."  He said, "Experience is a dear teacher" by which he meant it was an expensive one.  The book goes on to show that experienced psychotherapists are no better than inexperienced ones.  The problem, of course, is that we don't learn from our experience because we don't confront the real issues in failure or success.

Participant 

As a practical matter, the best teacher is someone else's experience.

Participant 

Some things are only learned through experience (e.g. riding a bike). We all learn some things from experience. In those instances someone else's experience is useless. Sometimes one person can try something and fail, while another person, observing that experience, can do the same thing and succeed. We all fail to learn some things from experience (but often that failure is  perceived as failure from someone else’s point of view). Some people do confront the real issues sometimes. Many times experience itself is modified by previous experience. I would add to the above list "Let's be careful about sweeping generalities".

Richard Farson 

While we tend to think we learn from our failures and other people's successes ("Tell us how you became so rich and famous") it is probably the other way around.  We tend not to learn from our failures ("I'll never do that again"...but we do) but we learn from our successes, and other peoples' failures, as Ray may have indicated.  Nothing is quite so interesting (and encouraging) as examining some famous person's failures, even though we think we learn only from their successes, and pay a lot for them to tell us about their achievements.  Either way, success and failure are mostly luck, but that lesson is seldom learned.  

And, as Ray says, it is surely less "dear" (as Franklin would put it) to learn from others' experiences, so much more practical.  Learning from one's own experience, especially one's own failures, is difficult indeed.

Participant 

How is this possible—"The book goes on to show that experienced psychotherapists are no better than inexperienced ones."? I am sure I am better than when I was younger.  I have a much richer and more nuanced sense of what is possible for a person and take the clients quite radical goals , to be more loving, to be more creative , much more seriously .  If any is “ish” and we're not to get better by practice I would then have to look to see how they came to be able to play any music at all.  To discover that that process stopped when playing began would be very peculiar.  Is the implication that the achieved  capacity for wisdom reaches its maximum before it is practiced?  

Part of my own wisdom is that success is highly overrated .  And is hardly a good measure of a good life.  While it is true that some successful people are profoundly happy , many are quite miserable , better , and  despairing .  If this is true, what is the wisdom ?

Participant 

Surely the value of experience (an ingredient of wisdom in most descriptions I've encountered) has nothing to do with judgement i.e. good/bad, success/failure, happiness/misery etc. Isn't it about gaining perspective through observation and reflection—wisdom is then applying concepts aided by the perspective achieved through experience?  

Of course, not everything is learned from external observation and direct experience – as has been discussed earlier (children etc). Most of what we experience we know already – we just re-discover that we know it! But that doesn't always mean we know what to do with it – which is where experience gains value i.e. it adds understanding of context and perspective.

Richard Farson 

The 1994 book, House of Cards by Robyn M. Dawes, University Professor at Carnegie-Mellon University, blows the cover of much of the mental health profession, and squares with studies we did in the sixties at WBSI, where we compared professionally led therapy groups with leaderless, self-directed groups and found that they were essentially indistinguishable. As Doug no doubt knows, much of the practice of psychologists who use Rorschach and other popular diagnostic tests, is based upon completely invalid instruments.  Forensic psychologists continually make unfounded judgments and predictions.  Working with children and adults with respect to possible child sexual abuse produced the most horrendous injustices (which our ILF Fellow Eleanor Goldstein was one of the first to challenge with her books on false memory syndrome).  We have known for many years that beginning therapists as a group were no better and often not as good as chemists and secretaries who were simply told to see if they could help people whom they were to interview.  Dawes cites hundreds of studies that show, for example, the craziness of licensing mental health workers, something I have long argued myself. And among the studies are many that indicate that experience does not seem to improve one's therapeutic competence.  

These are statistical studies, Doug, which of course doesn't mean that you and I don't learn and improve with experience!!

Well, we've questioned, and I think possibly undermined to some extent, the idea that wisdom is a product of age and experience (of course both play a part, but with major qualifications). How about the third leg of the myth--education?  We know that in the US, education has been turned into training, and pretty much ignores the arts, humanities, and social sciences, where most of what we might call wisdom is taught.  What role does education really play?  We've taken a few swipes at what passes for scholarship in the "publish or perish" industry, but maybe there is wisdom being generated by some educational and scholarly endeavors.  Anyone care to make that case?  Certainly secondary education ignores it almost completely.  Are universities doing what we might call higher education?  Much of their freshmen year is spent in remedial training in writing and other basic skills.  We know that what is in the curriculum is not remembered well enough after a few years (actually after a few weeks) to get a passing grade, even by Ivy League seniors.  Is there something else going on at universities that will contribute to the graduates' wisdom?  Extracurricular activities?  Informal relations with professors (few and far between for undergrads, I'm afraid, as much of the relationships are with graduate teaching assistants.  

How about people who are avid readers?  Voracious readers?  Single-minded scholars pursuing some esoteric field?  Could they be wiser?  I'd like to think that education produces wisdom, but I'm having a hard time finding the evidence.  

When you think about your own expressions of wisdom, where do you think they came from?  Really.  I think mine came from learning to challenge conventional thinking, and I believe I learned to do that from several professors who became working associates and good friends--Carl Rogers, who had the courage to go against the grain of most of the professional thinking of the middle of the last century, Alex Bavelas, who taught me that human affairs could be best understood as paradoxes, and Abe Maslow, whose take on human behavior was so fresh and original, and so in contrast to what others were dishing up.  And then there were the exciting WBSI Fellows (which included these three already mentioned, but quite a few more) the faculty members and Fellows of the WBSI School of Management and Strategic Studies, which includes some of you, and now the ILF, from which I learn at least one major idea in every single conference.  (Just sign into the current interview with three of the top researchers in the field of marriage and family if you want your head turned around.)  So I would say, it comes from associations with people who don't buy into the status quo, which seems to be a characteristic of the people we have assembled.  But how many people have that opportunity?  Damned few.  And almost no college students.  

How about you?  Where does your wisdom come from?

Participant 

Family, teachers, maybe genes.  Those influences made me receptive, so the rest comes from a thousand places.  All that assumes, of course, that I have any wisdom.  I'm really not sure about that part.

It was way back around responses 210 - 225, I think, that we talked about leadership motives, and Dick made much of the contrast between what he calls "professional" vs. "market oriented" objectives.  In the May 28th issue of The Economist there is an exposition on this point by Ian Davis, worldwide director of McKinsey & Company.  It seems to support my view on the absence of such a contrast, so naturally I think it's pretty good.  Maybe someone who knows how can produce a link.  All I can offer is a quote:

"Social pressures often indicate the existence of unmet social needs or consumer preferences.  Businesses can gain advantage by spotting and supplying these before their competition.  Paradoxically, {You'll like that, Dick! <g>] the language of shareholder value may hinder companies from maximising shareholder values in this respect.  Practised as an unthinking mantra, it can lead managers to focus excessively on improving the short-term performance of their business, neglecting important longer-term opportunities and issues."

Wisdom perhaps?

Of course there is much more "meat" than this in three tightly-packed pages of observations by Ian Davis.

Richard Farson 

Looks like a good article.  I like the quote.  I'll try to read the whole thing.

I haven't been able to find the article yet online, but I do want to make my feelings about that clear.  I'm not opposed to business becoming more socially responsible, or incorporating wisdom into their planning.  I just don't think we should burden them with that expectation.  As you pointed out early in this conference, Ray, asking that of business leaders is inappropriate.  Now maybe they will find merit and money in doing so, as apparently has happened recently in Portland, Oregon.  

The Sunday edition of the New York Times Magazine carries a story about a new development now being built in Syracuse NY that is the biggest ever, 20 billion dollars, no use of fossil fuel energy, a research center on alternative energy, and other features that the developer believes will make it the most popular attraction in the world.  Well, we'll see what market driven goals will do.  

I just returned from a meeting in Pittsburgh (chaired by ILF Fellow Jim Cramer) where the Pittsburgh Cultural Trust is trying to develop an area in downtown to bring residents to their new cultural district.  We debated there whether the Cultural Trust and architects should run the project or should it be run by experienced developers.  I resisted the idea that it should be turned over to business.  Business does not have a good record in protecting or developing community.  We need business to do what it does to build a prosperous economy, but it must be reined in to prevent any overly brutal consequences.  

Mostly I'm concerned that we not confuse business and professions.  If professions cannot make the right decisions for society if they become market oriented (which I certainly believe is true) why do we think that market oriented business can make the right decisions?  

I would like to see wisdom and leadership linked in all institutions, but I have been disabused of my earlier beliefs by the discussion we are having.  Could our economy prosper if wisdom were the first requirement of business leadership?

Participant 

Certainly!

I resist the temptation to elaborate, since I'm in the mountains on a dial-up connection.

Besides, Dick, you and I have been over that subject enough.  We should spare the audience! <g>

Richard Farson 

We have talked a lot about the need for wisdom in leadership, but of course we need it everywhere in our population--parents, professionals, couples, workers, children, etc.  So the systematic development of wisdom, if that is indeed as possible as some of us have argued here, should be in our educational programs.  But, tragically, it is not.  Just as we rarely see the word wisdom in the same sentence with leadership, we also tend not to see it in any connection with education.  Not only is there no direct effort to develop wisdom, there is a major move to eliminate those subjects in the arts and humanities that might provide the fundamental structure for such wisdom development.  It appears that once again our love affair with skill and technique rather than knowledge is winning.

Participant 

Richard, your last sentence seems to suggest that knowledge and wisdom are the same thing. Is that your intent?

Richard Farson 

I think Harlan's formulation that we move from data to information to knowledge and finally to wisdom is probably the correct way to think about how our intellect is organized. Knowledge may be almost indispensable to wisdom, but not the same thing.

Wisdom tends to reveal some truth that is not evident until it is pointed out.  So it helps to have two strengths, but actually requires only one.  It helps to have the accumulated knowledge of history, philosophy, politics, and social development. But it requires the ability to see beyond the established knowledge to sense the ways that things really work, to grasp the effects of the human element in all life events.  If one has that latter ability, as some children do, we can legitimately  call it wisdom.

Richard Farson 

We have made passing reference early in this conference to the wisdom in one's immediate, instantaneous reaction to some event.  Conventional wisdom holds that first impressions are not trustworthy, but the evidence cited in Malcolm Gladwell's new book, Blink, puts the lie to that concept.  Many times we know quickly what we are seeing, and then cover it over with knowledge, belief systems, prejudices, etc.  

I may have already mentioned three such examples, but I'm reluctant to search 277 previous comments to see. So forgive me if I repeat myself. First is the concept of erroneous first impressions.  Introductory psychology texts often cite a study in which subjects were shown pictures of peoples' faces, including a banker and a bank robber.  To show how wrong our first impressions can be, it reports that the banker was more often seen as the bank robber.  But my colleague in founding WBSI, Wayman Crow, studied all of the responses and found that the immediate judgments, while wrong about the banker,  taken as a whole were usually correct with the other calls.  

Our first impressions are often guided by stereotypes, which we need to form if we are to get through life.  We are often made aware of how harmful stereotypes can be, when used, for example, to discriminate against race or gender or age.  But stereotypes are not statistically inaccurate, just unfair.  That's why our first impressions are usually right, but may be harmful if they lead us to misjudge an individual who may not fit the stereotype.  

When I was dean of the school of design at California Institute of the Arts, it was considered quite a departure to give that assignment to a psychologist.  And when I sometimes attended the portfolio reviews of the applicants to design and the fine arts, I was made aware of just what a departure that was.  I was amazed at the ability of the other deans and faculty members to come to judgments so quickly about the work they were looking at.  I would study the work, trying to apply what I knew about color and form and composition...it would take me forever, and then I would not feel comfortable about my judgment, and would often not be in harmony with the others.  After a few months of this, however, I discovered that I too could almost immediately tell what was the strong work, and had been able to do that from the start, but always covered my first impression over with my commitment to formal analysis.  

Have you had similar experiences?

Participant 

Thinking about first impressions and stereotypes, I'm impressed, again, at the explanation offered by Jeff Hawkins, in On Intelligence, on the way the mind works.  Thinking, intelligence, is all based on memories, their auto-association, and the formation of invariant images that underlie (unconsciously, for the most part) every thought and action, and are the "standard" against which sensory input is compared.

Extending that reasoning just a bit, I suspect ('though Hawkins doesn't say this) that most invariant images are formed early in childhood and become the foundation of our "first" impressions (thereafter) and our personal formation of stereotypes.  Their "truth" is therefore necessarily subjective and dependent on early life experiences and exposures.

Richard Farson 

Interesting comments from Jeff Hawkins.   Memories are seldom, if ever, invariant.  We revise memories constantly, making them conform to adult values.  That's why we seldom remember our own childhood in any but the most fragmentary ways. Almost all of it is gone, except for a few images, and they are malleable.  Yet, what is experience, if not memory?

In one sense wisdom is perhaps among the highest qualities of which humans are capable. Without it we would be lost, directionless. It is regarded as rare and valuable, and the assumption is made that anyone and everyone would aspire to be wise.  

But is that even close to the truth?  If we offered a course, Wisdom 101, would anyone attend?  Do most people even consider the possibility that they might offer wisdom in their lifetimes?  Is it so out of the realm of possibility for most people, even leaders, that it simply is never considered attainable?  How would it compete with other human qualities--health, beauty, wealth, intelligence, sex appeal, athletic ability, personality?  Would anyone want to be labeled wise?  Would it amount to a constraint? A burden? Is there a market for it?

Participant 

I doubt that Wisdom can be taught.  There are many human skills that contribute in the aggregate to an attribute that we call, when we see it, "Wisdom".  The skills can be taught, surely; to some extent they may be learned over many years.  But I doubt that their accumulation can be taught or learned.  Inspired, maybe, by association with wise people.

This conference will be difficult to summarize, but very worthwhile to make the attempt.

Participant 

Wisdom is a balance taking into account the current situation , human nature in its fullest reality, and an appropriate time scale .  There is some market for this but not much because so many of our organizations act in a way that leadership already know is not consistent with their own perception of these three .  

Wisdom can be modified.  There is cynical wisdom, and Cool wisdom, flip wisdom and profound wisdom .  There is also a dimension of operationability where some wisdom is about tactics to achieve values and some is weak on the implementation.  Wisdom is not a simple one dimensional fixed material.  

Wisdom operates  at different levels.  When I think of what's good for the country I'm thinking in a different realm than if I think of what to do with my family.  The two are interrelated but the wisdom issues are different .

Participant 

I think wisdom can be taught.  The contemporary American philosopher Richard Rorty has written that if the City Council has been reading novels and they then have to discuss for example gay marriage they will do better than if they had not read those novels.  The connection is not logically tight but the influences profound and real .

Richard Farson 

I hope we can continue this part of the dialogue because I think it important to know what if any aspects of wisdom can be learned apart from age and experience. It's important for education, and if we think it so sacrosanct that it cannot be taught then we are at the mercy of other stronger forces. As Doug and Rorty point out, reading literature could be helpful.  Which literature?  And are there other avenues to wisdom?

After seeing the new edition of the ILF Digest which presents a peek at our conference, scheduled for our next issue, my friend Philip Douglas (Mary's son) writes about "the property of wisdom being seen as> almost antithetical to leadership. I remember a story from Spain, but can't remember the names of the protagonists. Someone was staring hard at the fish in a goldfish bowl, and could get them to go to the left or right by an act of will. 'The bigger intellect can control the lesser,' he explains to politician X. Who is later found opening and shutting his mouth, bug-eyed in front of the same bowl."  

Participant 

I greatly appreciate reading “the wisdom” of those who are having extensive exchanges in this conference. 

I truly do not (and there is no modesty involved here at all) feel competent to add significantly to the dialogue.  However, in the morning, I occasionally glance at a poster on my bedroom wall that was given to me by a friend (bought at a university bookstore) and think of your discussions. 

The title of the poster is “What Is Life?”.  It is a series of quotations.  There is one by Amy Candy…who I do not know and cannot find on the Internet:

“You should always learn, with life comes wisdom and with wisdom comes the courage to live your life selflessly.  The more you learn about yourself and the experiences surrounding your life the more opportunities you have to make your life better and more fulfilling.”  

 Amy says what I think about wisdom.  That is, if you live long enough and you continually learn, you should become wise in the areas in which you have focused your learning efforts.  And, if you add to that the part about living life selflessly, then that is about where I try to go. 

 Now, to add a bit of diversity beyond Amy’s philosophy, also from my bedroom wall:

 “Life is pure adventure and the sooner we realize that, the quicker we will be able to treat life as art.”  --Maya Angelou

 “I say, if your knees aren’t green by the end of the day, you ought to seriously re-examine your life!”  --Calvin, from ‘Calvin & Hobbes’

 So, back to planting seawater irrigated forest.  But, first, thanks to all of you.

Richard Farson 

I'd like to examine the conditions which elicit or inhibit the exercise of wisdom, such as social roles.  For example, do women exhibit more wisdom than men (as is the formula on TV programs).  They do demonstrate a decidedly more liberal political posture. That might not be considered wisdom by some, but if we were to take the red and blue election maps and plot the location of top universities (seats of wisdom?) the major research centers, the most respected publications, journals, newspapers, etc., they would almost all fall into blue states.  Can we judge that voting liberally is associated with wisdom?  College faculties, especially in the departments we associate with wisdom, the humanities and the social sciences, are overwhelmingly liberal.  After two generations of exposure to the modern women's movement, and even when it began in the sixties, women were already in corporations and at least as well educated and prepared as men, is the fact that there are almost no women in CEO positions indicative of the hypothesis generated here, that wisdom is seldom welcome in the executive suite?  

What about other social roles?  The male role calls for decision and action, but probably not for wisdom.  The child role certainly does not. We do have a pundit role, but do the op-ed pages or the TV talk shows display their wisdom?  Occasionally, perhaps. We used to count on wisdom from public intellectuals, but they seem to be a dying breed.  We don't have the John Deweys, Walter Lippmanns, Hannah Arendts, Eric Severeids and Mary McCarthys anymore.  The market took over, and now we have Hardball and Crossfire. Is there a chance for wisdom to emerge on television, given its requirement for sound bites and fast pace? Perhaps on public television, if indeed we are able to keep it.

Thanks for all that, Carl. We have not talked much about the distilled wisdom we get from such quotations.  I have at least a dozen books on quotations, and our colleague, and my co-author, Ralph Keyes has written several books of and about quotations. Those books of brief quotations and homilies that we find at the check out desk of bookstores do sell well, and I'm sure are influential. They just can't compete well with the other forces in life.

Participant 

It probably is not fair to compare the best of the past With the media mediocrities off today. The very best of today are very good. Martha Nussbaum, Richard Doherty, Bruno Latour, Simon Schama, Michael Mirowski, John Berger, Chalmers Johnson, Theodore Zeldin. This is just take a few I've tried to read every day. .

Richard Farson 

In what media do you read or watch them?

What about ideologies?  Is it possible to be wise if one is beholden to any such belief system?  Or are they organized wisdom in themselves?

Participant 

It seems to me that wisdom that arises from any given belief system is limited by and to the belief system itself.

Richard Farson 

If it served only the belief system, then I would think it only could be called strategic thinking, not wisdom.

We have an interesting irony—as little wisdom as is generated, it is a great deal more than can be acted upon.  I have always been interested in the fact that the people I have known who were capable of offering great wisdom were seldom able to reflect that wisdom in their own lives.  Psychotherapists are a good example, but so are academics like philosophers, etc. Abraham Kaplan says it this way, "Being human requires both wisdom in the arts of life and courage to live as wisdom directs."  Few of us have that courage.  

It's related to the story about the old farmer's remark to the young government agricultural agent, "Son, I already know how to be twice as good a farmer than I am."

In this age of experts, we assume that there are right and wrong ways to do everything, and some expert knows the right way.  As Kaplan says it, expertise "becomes less trustworthy as we approach the basic human quandaries, which turn on the question of just what is worth doing."  Then he adds, quite interestingly, "We are increasingly preoccupied with technique as we lose our sense of worth."  

As to the question of whether there are teachers of virtue, Socrates says he's never been able to find one...."When I glance at any of those who profess to educate people, I am horrified."

Sometimes there is knowledge that, in the real world, does not translate into action.  For example, we know a great deal about how children grow, but no one knows how to grow one. Wisdom generated in that area has to take into account that knowledge of child development is largely inapplicable.  So it is not just the charlatans, but even those with great knowledge, who are not expert in actually rearing their own children. Indeed, believing that the knowledge is applicable, that it can be translated into technique, even by the experts, may only confuse, distort and ultimately backfire.

Participant 

In my experience, the individuals who are most interested in their own wisdom are seldom the ones who are skilled in using it. Perhaps I should have introduced this thought with the preface: EXCEPT FOR ILFers: ---

Richard Farson 

When we think of wisdom, we usually associate it with something spoken or written, illuminating a situation familiar to the speaker, but largely affecting others.  We seldom think of wisdom applied to oneself.  While in popular psychology and in homey platitudes, the self is usually regarded as the first place to start--the self-knowledge necessary for psychotherapists, charity begins at home, etc.--in real life the self is probably the last place receiving the necessary examination and attention.  Even in this age of psychologizing, we seldom live truly examined lives where we generate wisdom to apply to our personal situations.  Indeed, we seem to have moved in exactly the opposite direction.  In place of deep self examination and careful thinking through what would be wise moves for us, we have turned to technology, treating life as a matter of acquiring skills, following various seven step programs to prosperity or happiness or success. Giving our lives over to gurus. This results in a loss of the precious, unique self. Most of us can no longer identify that special, original person that is us.  The better part of wisdom would move us away from the seductive messages of the how-to-do-it books.

Since we are starting a new conference tomorrow, it is time to draw this discussion to a close, so this is likely to be my last comment on the pursuit of wisdom.  It has been a most interesting exchange for me.  I have had my own views expanded considerably.  I suppose my major discovery, among many, is to learn how many areas of life in which wisdom is seemingly incompatible, certainly unwelcome.  So many of our current endeavors as a society simply couldn't continue if everyone involved, especially the leaders, were called upon to exercise wisdom. We discussed the possible inappropriateness of wisdom in the world of corporate leadership, but it would surely apply equally to military leadership, and probably to many government organizations.  That is not to say that everyone here bought the idea that wisdom was incompatible with leadership, even in those areas.  But it is difficult for me to see how the missions as currently formulated could be accomplished if individuals exercised what we have come to regard as wisdom, looking at the big picture in a socially responsible way.  Can hierarchy or chain of command survive such an arrangement?  Those are questions we didn't resolve, but they surely did make me reassess my rather naive views of the place of wisdom in leadership. Yet, through it all, I believe that we still hold to the view that wisdom should always be part of the qualities of leadership we require, trusting that our global society would eventually develop more humanely and successfully were that the case.  

We may have seen more clearly why there is so little pursuit of wisdom, even in our educational programs. And yet, just as clearly, we saw the need for such wisdom in the highest councils, and we wouldn't have excluded military, diplomatic, corporate or any other institution. But we acknowledged that such an influx would probably change the structure and missions of these organizations, perhaps radically, creating very different futures from those now anticipated.  

I think that the position I took early on, that much of the thinking we associate with wisdom could be learned at any age, received some highly challenging criticism, and remains an unresolved question.  I still want to pursue it someday in more depth, and perhaps then some of you will join me.  

Well, more than 300 comments later, we have touched a lot of bases.  It will be a pleasure to publish this discussion in our next issue of the ILF Digest. I want to thank all of you, particularly those of you who stuck it out until the very end.  

Ω

