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Introduction:
WISDOM

You’re smart. You know stuff. You’ve made great strides in your career and your life. But you know there’s more: there are levels that you aren’t ready for yet. There are things you want to do and people you want to impress that you can’t yet reach. Because being smart is not enough. Being smart will only get you so far – to achieve all that you can, people need to see you as more than smart. They need to see you as wise.

“Wisdom is a rare commodity. There are a lot of very brilliant people, bright people, clever people; not so many people who are wise.”

Malcolm Fraser, Prime Minister of
Australia from 1975 to 1983

WHAT IS WISDOM?

Each dictionary has its own definition of wisdom. Some are very long; others are commendably short. They talk about the ability to think, to know what is true or right, to apply knowledge and be sensible. They talk about shrewdness, erudition and enlightenment. Let’s start with something simple.


wisdom: “ability to use your knowledge well”



As you read this book, you will see how many different interpretations there are. We’ll take ideas from ancient Chinese, Indian and Greek traditions, and from modern philosophy, psychology and social science.

Indeed, the ancient Greeks had two different words that we translate as “wisdom”. These give us the two main aspects of wisdom:

Theoretical Wisdom

“Sophia” is the wisdom we have about our world and its phenomena. It is about using our knowledge and reason to search for truth and gain deep insights into reality.

Practical Wisdom

“Phronesis” is the wisdom we show when we have understood reality and make choices that change our world for the better.


The Humility of Wisdom

A Greek legend has it that the Oracle at Delphi declared the philosopher Socrates to be the wisest of all the Greeks. Socrates reasoned that this was because he alone knew that he did not know anything. A wise person must, first of all, be humbled by the vast wealth and variety of knowledge and experiences that are available to us all, and know the limits of their own comprehension.



FROM SMART TO WISE

Smart to Wise is about how to become wise. It does not set out to give you the answers or to dispense wisdom, but to show you the direction of your journey. There are many routes – and many possible destinations. Smart to Wise offers you a list of some of the places to visit along the way and some of the souvenirs to collect, which will mark your progress to your own place of wisdom. Where that is, and how you will get there, is for you to discover.

Where are you going?

How will you get there?

Where are you starting from?

These are not glib questions. Although perfect answers are not possible; wisdom demands that you engage with questions like these and start to form your response. From here on, you need to be prepared to spend time thinking about important matters.

“Smart” or “Wise”?

Let’s draw a distinction between “smart” and “wise”. If you are smart, you will know how things work – how to get on. Smart is a matter of learning the rules and being able to follow them. Wisdom needs more. How will you cope when the rules don’t apply? How will you manage in a new environment where you don’t know the rules? What rules would you work to when there are none?

Wisdom requires experience to understand the real world as it is, in all of its complexity, rather than the narrow context in which you grew smart. Can you accurately interpret the new events, patterns and behaviours to discern what’s really going on, and determine what needs to be done? If you can, that’s wisdom.

Smart is necessary but it isn’t sufficient if you want to reach your full potential, and play a leading role in your family, work and society.

SEVEN PILLARS OF WISDOM

“Wisdom has built her home; she has hewn her seven pillars.”

Proverbs 9:1
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FIGURE 1: SEVEN PILLARS OF WISDOM

The Old Testament alludes to wisdom as offering herself to any who will come, and promising great rewards to those who seek her out:

“In my hands are riches and honour, boundless wealth and the rewards of virtue. My harvest is better than gold.”

The Bible uses the number seven to indicate a complete set. When we seek out what marks wisdom and the transition from smart to wise, we readily find seven pillars.







	First Pillar

	Self-Mastery




	Second Pillar

	Perception




	Third Pillar

	Evolution




	Fourth Pillar

	Conduct




	Fifth Pillar

	Judgement




	Sixth Pillar

	Fairness




	Seventh Pillar

	Authority





These pillars can be arranged in two tiers, with numbers 1 to 4 forming the basis for wisdom, and numbers 5 to 7 forming the final support. The journey from smart to wise will require you to build each of these pillars strongly, and set them upon a firm foundation.


First Pillar:
SELF-MASTERY

WISDOM AS SELF-AWARENESS

“Let it be your constant method to look into the design of people’s actions, and see what they would be at, as often as it is practicable; and to make this custom the more significant, practice it first upon yourself.”

Marcus Aurelius

Many of the qualities we value most in people can only be gained when they have high levels of self-awareness. Poise, dignity, composure, and even gravitas come from knowing and being comfortable with who you are. We turn to people with these traits in times of need.

What we interpret as composure is a calmness that comes from inner strength and an ability to cope with the most challenging situations. We see poise and dignity when people can detach themselves from a situation sufficiently to see things objectively, putting fear and anxiety aside. The solidity of character that we call gravitas depends on a firm grasp of who you are and a steadfast commitment to integrity.

KNOW YOURSELF

The start of your journey from smart to wise is discovering who you really are. The following questions are ones you will want to come back to again and again…


Sixteen Questions for Your Journey

•   Where do I come from?

•   Where am I going?

•   What motivates me?

•   What do I fear?

•   What is important to me?

•   What do I want?

•   What will I stand and fight for? … and what will I stand and fight against?

•   What am I grateful for?

•   What work will bring me joy?

•   How will I measure my life?

•   What am I living for?

•   Who has had a major influence on me?

•   Whom do I cherish?

•   Whom do I fear?

•   Whom do I serve?

•   Who am I?

Start a notebook or journal, as you might for any journey. In it write these sixteen questions; and any others that are important to you. From time to time, sit down quietly and think about these questions. Write your thoughts in your journal.



If you have started to think about these questions, then you will have surveyed only half of who you are: the half that is already known to you. What about the part of you that is currently unknown to you?

How do Other People Perceive You?

You may not be fully conscious of the way you come across to the world. People around us often recognise traits, habits or characteristics to which we ourselves are oblivious. These may be strengths or failings.

Your “Dark Side”

Jung described the “shadow aspect” as the part of your unconscious mind that holds strengths and weaknesses you are unaware of and, more importantly, that you want to hide from the world. It is responsible for many of your instincts.

“Everyone carries a shadow and the less it is embodied in the individual’s conscious life, the blacker and denser it is.”

Carl Jung

Self-mastery involves acknowledging this part of who you are, and learning from it.

Seek Feedback

The more that you can learn about yourself, and the more sources that you can tap into, the better. Here are some ideas:

1.   Take a friend or colleague out for lunch and ask them questions. Listen carefully without trying to respond.

2.   Ask one or two of your staff to “give it to you straight”. If you don’t hear any meaningful criticisms, suspect that there is a fear factor. This is valuable information.

3.   Find out if your human resources (HR) team at work can arrange for 360-degree feedback in which bosses, peers and subordinates offer anonymous assessments and commentary.

4.   Invest in psychometric testing using tools such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), the 16 Personality Factors (16PF), the DISC psychometric test (Dominance, Influence, Steadiness and Compliance), the Strength Deployment Inventory (SDI) or the VIA Signature Strengths survey (for Values in Action).

5.   Find a mentor who can assess your performance from the perspective of greater experience. This may be someone from your workplace, a professional membership body, a social grouping or from your wider circle of contacts.

6.   Look out for personal development workshops that can give you insights into yourself from new perspectives.

7.   If you are struggling with a particular issue, consider seeking coaching or counselling from a suitably trained professional.

8.   Try the Johari Window exercise on the following page.

To make the most of what you learn, consider seeking support from an experienced coach to help you understand and process what you learn.


The Johari Window

Developed by and named after Joseph Luft and Harry Ingram, the Johari Window sets out four areas of our lives, as illustrated in Figure 2. The window has four panes, representing the knowledge or lack of it that we have about ourselves, and that others have about us.
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FIGURE 2: THE JOHARI WINDOW

The Arena

The Open area contains what we and the people around us all know about ourselves. Because we share this knowledge, it is the basis of effective communication. Luft and Ingham suggested that the more of our life that is in this quadrant, the better our relationships will be.

You can discover your open area by selecting five or six adjectives that best describe you from a list of 56 they developed. Then ask others to select which ones they think describe you. The adjectives that match represent your arena.

The Façade

In the Hidden area is the information about yourself that you have not revealed to others. It may be trivial facts about hobbies, deeply personal feelings, or past history that you are embarrassed or secretive about. You extend your open area by disclosing some of your façade.

The Blind Spot

In the Blind area, people around you can recognise traits, habits or characteristics, to which you are oblivious. These may be strengths or failings. You can extend your open area by securing feedback from others about how they perceive you – the things that they notice but don’t normally mention about your behaviours, style, and habits.

The Shadow Aspect

Finally, there is the Unknown area, representing characteristics that neither we nor other people are aware of. Perhaps these things are repressed; perhaps simply un-expressed, like latent capabilities. This is what Jung described as your shadow aspect. It requires a journey of self-discovery to uncover these things.

The 56 Adjectives

able - accepting - adaptable - bold - brave - calm - caring - cheerful - clever - complex - confident - dependable -dignified - energetic - extroverted - friendly - giving - happy - helpful - idealistic - independent - ingenious - intelligent - introverted - kind - knowledgeable - logical - loving -mature - modest - nervous - observant - organised - patient - powerful - proud - quiet - reflective - relaxed - religious - responsive - searching - self-assertive - self-conscious -sensible - sentimental - shy - silly - smart - spontaneous - sympathetic - tense - trustworthy - warm - wise - witty



Who you are is complex. It is moulded by your experiences, and affects the impact you have on the world and people around you.
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FIGURE 3: THE WHOLE YOU

BE YOURSELF

“This above all: to thine own self be true.”

William Shakespeare, Hamlet: Act 1, Scene 3

What Shakespeare means by this is that we should do only what is “authentic” to our own natures: we must act with integrity. When you are not true to yourself and do not act according to your conscience, this represents what Socrates referred to as a “corruption of the soul” which, he argues, is the greatest of all evils.

This is a very modern theme. Philosophers from Kierkegaard to Heidegger to Sartre and Camus all discussed “authenticity”. In their terms, authenticity is about more than simply being true to yourself: it is about being true to the situation, as you perceive it. This contrasts with blindly following general rules or conventions. Wisdom is about choosing to act in a way that meets the needs of the situation quite precisely, and recognising when its complexity renders simple rules inappropriate.

When you can do this, you will start to create the balance of confidence and humility that characterises wisdom: confidence in who you are and in your choices, yet humble enough to know that each choice may be compromised by your own limitations.

Accept Your Limitations

The self-help movement and many motivational speakers will tell you that you can do anything and be anything that you choose. Your limitations are simply those that you choose to accept.

“Argue for your limitations, and sure enough, they’re yours.”

Richard Bach, Illusions

This is a phenomenally motivating quotation, and is very popular in self-help circles. It means that you can achieve much more than you might think possible, if you challenge the faulty thinking and limiting beliefs that constrain what you are willing to aim for and tackle. With the right resources, knowledge and determination, you can reach much that lies over your horizon.

But this is not to say that you do not have limitations. In particular, there are limits to your current knowledge. Wisdom requires you learn to recognise and accept these limits, and to distinguish conclusions that you draw from within your domains of experience, expertise and skill, from those that do not. To paraphrase the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein: “If you have nothing useful to say about it, shut up.”

Seek Out Work that Brings You Joy

People who, by consensus, are thought to be wise tend to have one thing in common: work is important to all of them, and they all do work that they enjoy. Find a career or a role that gives you satisfaction, and allows you to experiment, to take risks and to learn. Figure 4 may help you to find out what that task is.
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FIGURE 4: WHERE TO FIND WORK THAT BRINGS YOU JOY


Where is Your Joy?

Think about the choices you have made – big ones or small ones – that have brought you pleasure, satisfaction, fulfilment or even joy.

•   What has driven those choices?

•   What aspects of the outcome have brought you joy?

•   How would you have felt if those choices had led you to different outcomes?

•   Was the choice or the outcome more important to you?

These principles will lead you to your real values in life. They may be about achievement, harmonious relationships, power and control, fun and laughter, learning, influence and status, or your own form of spirituality. How can you find a work role that aligns closely with your values?



BUILD INNER STRENGTH

Many cultures revere courage as an important virtue: but what is courage? It is not an absence of fear but rather, the ability to overcome your fear and act anyway. Courage is an inner strength and the word comes from the same root as the French word “cœur”: heart. The ability to bravely face whatever comes at you demands an ability to cope in any situation.

Smart people get by in times of adversity. The wise ones are those who can discern the right things to do, which will protect what they most value. They may rise conspicuously, as “winners”, because their focus is not on the short-term and the next opportunity; but unlike the merely smart, their inspiration will help others to survive and thrive.

Resilience

Whether you face uncertainty or change, obstacles or setbacks, confusion or pain, your ability to do more than just cope, and yet remain true to who you are, is a measure of your wisdom. Perhaps one of the profoundest pieces of wisdom is the proverb “this too shall pass”. It means that all setbacks and all gains are transitory.

Martin Seligman, Lyn Abramson and John Teasdale discovered this as one of the foundations of psychological resilience: our ability to deal with adversity. They identified three styles of thought that mark out the distinction between those who give up and those who persevere. These are the ways in which we explain to ourselves – mostly unconsciously – what has happened.

“Permanence”

Optimists see bad events as temporary; pessimists see them as part of a permanent pattern. The authors describe the “this too shall pass” attitude to misfortune in terms of permanence.

“Pervasiveness”

Pessimists see setbacks as arising from a universally adverse situation while optimists see them as arising from specific circumstances.

“Personalisation”

Pessimists see adversity as arising from their faults, yet success as due to an outside agency such as “luck”; while optimists take responsibility for their contribution to successes and correctly assess the role of external agencies in their failures.

We will come back to pervasiveness and personalisation when discussing the role of perception in moving from smart to wise.

Gratitude

Fortunately for most of us, life is not all adversity. Yet some people go through life forever wanting more. Smart is about looking for the next opportunity, while wise is about building and growing. Foolishness is to never find fulfilment or contentedness with what you have – no matter what your achievements. The solution to balancing a vital concern for growth with a healthy contentment is “gratitude”. The wise are able to be grateful for what they have as well as make an honest assessment of what they still want.

Gratitude Journal

Create a “gratitude journal”. Take a notebook and, at least once a day, note down one thing for which you feel grateful at that time. It may be a big part of your life that you have been aware of today, or a small event during the day. Feel free to record more than one thing.

To hasten your move from smart to wise, take another few minutes to write a short commentary when you have written your gratitude: what can you learn from what you have just written? This process can enhance your sense of well-being in good times and provide a powerful way to support you when life is at its toughest.


The Wisdom of the Tao

Taoism is an ancient Chinese philosophical system that emphasises awareness and acceptance of the flow of nature. In Taoism, everything is as it should be, without absolving us from our obligation to make things better tomorrow. Taoism embodies many contradictions: non-action (“wu wei”) is a key principle, for example, but Taoism also reminds us that getting things done is an essential part of life.

Lao Tzu said, “wu wei er wu bu wei” – “No action, yet nothing is not done”.



CULTIVATE DETACHMENT

“Looking at life’s situations from a distance is the first step toward finding a solution and preventing them from happening again. By separating yourself from your experiences, you are able to move on with your life. If you don’t, you’re stuck in the puddle of the past without a paddle.”

Wally “Famous” Amos

Many religious systems place a premium on detachment – the ability to separate yourself from material desires and the pressures of the everyday world. This starts to create a sense of contentment.

If you want to see the world clearly for what it is, and to understand the concerns of the people around you, you also need to be able to avoid your emotions becoming entangled with your perceptions. This is what psychologists refer to as emotional detachment: a form of mental discipline for creating boundaries. These boundaries can:

•   Protect you from being hurt by other people’s need to be dependent upon you

•   Let other people be themselves, rather than what you want them to be

•   Allow you to be free of a self-imposed responsibility for others’ welfare

•   Help you to avoid being manipulated by other people’s controlling behaviours

Compassionate Detachment

Sometimes you will want to help someone or change something. Emotional detachment is not about becoming uncaring or unconcerned with others, but rather the ability to step out of the emotional realm when you choose to, so that you can see more clearly what is happening, and how best to respond.

You may also choose to not intervene. Letting go, so that people can be themselves, and make their own choices; and restraining your impulse to help them, rescue them or even “fix” them is not the same as “not caring”. Accepting that you cannot control or change someone without their permission – or even that you know what is best for them – is, perhaps, the greatest respect you can pay them.


Detaching Yourself from Unhealthy Entanglements

Unhealthy entanglements are emotional ties to people, places, status or other things that do not serve you well. An over-dependency may be holding you back from learning and growing, or it could simply prevent you from reading situations objectively, thus clouding your judgement and introducing faulty thinking.

Step 1: List your emotional ties and evaluate each one.

•   Which serve you by, for example, giving you pleasure, challenging your thinking, providing necessary resources?

•   And which drain you by tapping energy, constraining your options, or seizing your focus?

•   Where do you have an over-dependency?

Step 2: Let go of your beliefs that you need these attachments, that you can change or fix their objects, or that you have any absolute dependence upon them. You can do this when you:

•   Identify the sources of harm arising from these attachments

•   Examine what irrational beliefs are driving your unhealthy emotions

•   Take control over your feelings and give yourself permission to let go of the old emotions

Step 3: Accept that there are some things outside of yourself that you cannot change, and that you have no responsibility for changing. You do not need to feel guilt or remorse for making this choice. Affirm your right to make your own choices and to take responsibility for them.

Step 4: If you need to, seek out support and help in the form of guidance, counselling or simply someone to talk to.

Step 5: Continue to choose your emotional attachments carefully.



Freedom from Fear

Only by separating your emotions from a situation can you escape the sensation of fear. This is important in acquiring wisdom, because failure along the way is inevitable. Fear of failure will stop you from doing what is right. One of the agents of fear is that little voice in your head. Helpful self-talk will draw your attention to what can go wrong and its consequences, but it becomes toxic when that is all that you can focus on.

You must learn to control this voice and listen instead to an analysis of the resources you have, to evade risks and counter errors. You must tell yourself where you can reasonably control the situation and reinforce your self-confidence and motivation. You must let this voice acknowledge – and even praise – your successes.

Failure should not be something that you fear, because you will learn far more from it than you will from your successes.


Merging the Traditions

Ancient Chinese philosophy had much to say about the nature of wisdom.

The oldest tradition is Taoism. Chuang Tzu wanted us to free ourselves from a compulsion to respect convention so that we can see clearly (“ming”) and act spontaneously (“wu wei”) and authentically. We will come back to the topic of clear perception in the next chapter. Over 600 years later, in his commentary on Chuang Tzu’s work, Kuo Hsiang emphasised that wisdom is a matter of character; not knowledge.

The Confucian tradition emerged in the sixth century BCE at the same time as Lao Tzu was first writing about Taoism, in the Tao Te Ching. The interpreters of Confucius saw wisdom in a different light, as something that could be achieved through investigation. In the twelfth century, Zhu Xi advocated mastering your mind and controlling your emotions through studying books, conversing with wise individuals or engaging in public services. Two hundred and fifty years later, Wang Yang-Ming put his emphasis on reflection, contemplation and meditation – almost a Buddhist approach.

Can we reconcile these great thinkers? We can. Wisdom comes from the ability to synthesise conflicting ideas and take from them the truths they hold to form a new, more complete truth.
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