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PART ONE
WISDOM DEFINED (SORT OF)


You, my friend … are you not ashamed … to care so little about wisdom and truth and the greatest improvement of the soul, which you never regard or heed at all?

—Socrates, defending himself at his trial




CHAPTER ONE
WHAT IS WISDOM?


The days of our life are seventy years,
or perhaps eighty if we are strong;
even then their span is only toil and trouble;
they are soon gone, and we fly away …
So teach us to count our days
that we may gain a wise heart.

—Psalm 90




That man is best who sees the truth himself,
Good too is he who listens to wise counsel.
But who is neither wise himself nor willing
To ponder wisdom is not worth a straw.

—Hesiod



ON A BEAUTIFUL FALL MORNING nearly a decade ago, like hundreds of mornings before and since, I dropped off one of my children at school. Micaela, then five years old, had just started first grade, and the playground chatter among both the children and their parents reflected that mix of nervous unfamiliarity and comforting reconnection that marks the beginning of the school year. I lingered in the schoolyard until Micaela lined up with her teacher and classmates. She wore a pretty purple dress that my mother had just sent her, white socks, and pink-and-white-checkered sneakers. A hair band exposed her hopeful, eager, beautiful face. I sneaked in a last hug, as impulsive dads are wont to do, before she disappeared into the building. The time was about 8:40 a.m. As I left the schoolyard and began to head toward the subway and home to Brooklyn, I heard a thunderous, unfamiliar roar overhead. As the noise grew louder and closer, I froze in an instinctive crouch, much like the rats we always read about in scientific experiments on fear, wondering where the sound was coming from, knowing only that it was ominously out of the ordinary. Moments later, a huge shadow with metal wings passed directly over my head, like some prehistoric bird of prey. I instantly recognized it as a large twin-engine commercial airliner, but nothing in my experience prepared me for what happened next. I watched for the endless one … two … three … four seconds it took for this shiny man-made bird to fly directly into the tall building that I faced several blocks away. In real time, I watched a 395,000-pound airplane simply disappear. Almost immediately black smoke began to curl out of the cruel, grinning incision its wings had sliced in the façade of the skyscraper.

In moments when life’s regular playbook flies out the window, when the ground shifts beneath our feet in a literal or figurative earthquake, we feel a surge of adrenalized fear at the shock of the unexpected. But right behind that feeling comes the struggle to make sense of the seemingly senseless, to try to understand what has just happened and what it means so that we will know how to think about a future that suddenly seems uncertain and unpredictable. In truth, the future is always unpredictable, which is why these moments of shock remind us, with unusual urgency, that we have a constant (if often unconscious) need for wisdom, too.

Although we now all know exactly what happened that terrible morning, the ground truth in lower Manhattan on September 11, 2001, was much fuzzier at 8:45 a.m. One of the hallmarks of wisdom, what distinguishes it so sharply from “mere” intelligence, is the ability to exercise good judgment in the face of imperfect knowledge. In short, do the right thing—ethically, socially, familiarly, personally. Sometimes, as on this day, we have to deliberate these decisions in the midst of an absolutely roaring neural stew of conscious and unconscious urgings. In one sense, I knew exactly what had happened long before the first news bulletin hit the airwaves. In a larger sense, someone watching television in Timbuktu soon knew vastly more about the big picture than I did. This may be an exaggerated example, but it is in precisely the murk of this kind of confusion that we often have to make decisions. So what did I do?

I went to a nearby shop and bought a cup of coffee.

It didn’t occur to me until much later that this was a decision of sorts—perhaps a foolish one, and certainly not an obvious one. But to the extent that I mustered even a dram of wisdom that day, it was in how I viewed the situation and what I thought was most important. Oddly, I felt little or no physical threat, despite such close proximity to the unfolding disaster; in some respects, the event played much scarier on TV than in person. My immediate focus, even then, was on the long-term psychological impact that such a calamity might have on a young child, and what (if anything) a parent might do to minimize it. I hadn’t quite understood yet that that would be my mission for the day, but by standing in the street and sipping a cup of coffee, in that mysterious shorthand of human choice, I had chosen to stay close to my daughter, to stay calm, and, failing that, to fake parental calm realistically enough to convince her that this was a situation we could deal with.

But she didn’t need to see the whole movie. I did not think it was a good idea for a young child to witness, as I did, human bodies falling like paperweight angels from the upper floors of the nearby tower. Even more, I did not think it was a good idea for a young child to absorb, even for a moment, the panic and despair written on the faces of all the adults who were beginning to comprehend that the world as they had known it, even a few minutes earlier, had suddenly changed, slipping irrevocably out of their (however illusionary) controlling grasp.

If you’re thinking that I’m offering a smug little narrative about wise parenting, not to worry. Wisdom doesn’t come easily to us mortals, and I’ve been reminded many times since that it probably didn’t come to me that day, either. Many of the choices I made that morning were second-guessed by my wife, by my friends, and even by my daughter. More to the point, my small-minded plan to buffer Micaela’s emotional experience was rudely interrupted by the collapse of 500,000 tons of metal, concrete, and glass. Just as teachers began to evacuate children from the school, the second tower came down, unleashing the kind of apocalyptic roar no child should ever have to hear, and a huge pyroclastic cloud of debris came boiling up Greenwich Street toward us. You couldn’t tell if the cloud was going to reach us or not, but it wasn’t a moment for contemplation. I picked up Micaela and we joined a horde of people running up the street. As I carried her in my arms, swimming upriver in a school of panicked fish, she was forced to look backward, downtown, right into the onrushing menace of our suddenly dark times. Even to this day, however, the thing Micaela remembers most about the evacuation is the moment her classmate Liam accidentally walked into a street sign when he wasn’t looking.

It will be a long time, if ever, before I know if I acted wisely on 9/11. Indeed, it didn’t even occur to me until I was writing this passage that the most important decision I made that day did not even rise to the level of conscious choice. I “decided,” without any conspicuous deliberation, that I had to be a parent first, not a journalist, on that particular morning. At one level, it was an obvious choice; at another, it went against self-interest, career, my professional identity, taking advantage of being an eyewitness to the biggest story of my lifetime. What was I thinking?

That, in a sense, is what I want this book to be about: How do we make complex, complicated decisions and life choices, and what makes some of these choices so clearly wise that we all intuitively recognize them as a moment, however brief, of human wisdom? What goes on in our heads when we’re struggling to be patient and prudent, and are there ways to enhance those qualities? When we’re being foolish, on the other hand, do our brains make us do it? And how does the passage of time, and our approaching mortality, change our thought processes and perhaps make us more amenable to wisdom?

In moments of exceptional challenge and uncertainty, we tend to ask, How did this happen? What could we have done to prevent this dire turn of events? This is another way of saying, I realize now, that we are always searching for wisdom, but all too often we are looking for it in the rearview mirror, sifting the past for clues to how we might have thought about the future in a different way.

We crave wisdom—worship it in others, wish it upon our children, and seek it ourselves—precisely because it will help us lead a meaningful life as we count our days, because we hope it will guide our actions as we step cautiously into that always uncertain future. At times of challenge and uncertainty, nothing seems more important than wisdom—economic wisdom, moral wisdom, political wisdom, even that private, behind-closed-doors wisdom that allows us to convey the gravity of changed circumstances to our children without making them afraid of change itself.

Nothing seems more important, yet nothing seems more beyond our grasp, until we begin to think about wisdom before we think we need it.

I am not an expert on wisdom (in the most important sense, none of us is). I’m just a journalist who for many years has written about science, which in some circles even further disqualifies me from having anything of value to say about wisdom. But all of us find ourselves in situations that demand it, and we don’t need a 9/11 or a cataclysmic economic collapse to bring our desire for wisdom front and center. A car accident, the loss of a job, sudden illness, a floundering relationship, deep disagreements with parents or children—any old run-of-the-mill crisis will do.

We all aspire to have wisdom. Not necessarily because it will guarantee us happier, more fulfilling, better lives (although those have been worthy goals almost from the moment philosophers began to contemplate it), but because wisdom as a process can serve as a guide to helping us make the best-possible decisions at junctures of great importance in our lives. With an added, implicit (or sometimes explicit) tincture of mortality, it can get us to slow down long enough to think about actions and consequences. It can help us frame problems in a different way, allowing us to see unexpected solutions. It can help us maximize the good we do not only in the intimate community of family and friends but also in the larger communities that define our social identity as neighbors, residents, citizens, congregants, and custodians of the planet.

Many of these decisions are years in the planning and preparation, like selecting a mate or choosing a career. Some of them arrive with the roar of a hijacked plane or the suddenness of a phone call from the doctor. At the same time, we can’t separate those crossroads moments from the “vehicle,” the lifetime of experiences, that brought us to the intersection in the first place. Was this vehicle well maintained? Was it tested in all sorts of emotional weather, on every kind of situational terrain? Wisdom resides not just in the decision per se but also, as Confucius perhaps best of all philosophers shrewdly understood, in the Way of life—what he called gen—that precedes the decision.

Decision making lies at the heart of wisdom, but it’s not the whole story. Making those decisions, in turn, draws on a subtle weave of intellectual, emotional, and social gifts—gathering information, discerning the reality behind artifice (especially when it comes to human nature), evaluating and editing that accumulated knowledge, listening to one’s heart and one’s head about what is morally right and socially just, thinking not only of oneself but others, thinking not only in the here and now but about the future. Even in times of crisis, however, wisdom sometimes demands the paradoxical decision to resist doing something just for the sake of doing it—that flailing impulse “to do something, anything” that social scientists sometimes call the “action bias.” “Some of the wisest and most devout men,” the French essayist and philosopher Michel de Montaigne observed, “have lived avoiding all noticeable actions.”

If wisdom weren’t important, no one would even bother arguing about its definition. But that’s the point: It is important, and every one of us, because we do lead lives and want those lives to be as good as they can be, is, to a certain extent, an expert in wisdom, even if (as is certainly the case with almost all of us) it is an expertise grounded in want, not possession. All of us have an intuitive sense of what wisdom means and what constitutes wise behavior. In a rough, nonacademic sense (to paraphrase Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s famous opinion about pornography), we know it when we see it, even if we can’t define it.

That may suffice as a satisfyingly casual approach to personal philosophy, but such definitional squishiness usually makes for bad science, and this is, in many ways, a book about science’s improbable exploration (if not annexation) of one of philosophy’s most prized duchies. No one in a modern laboratory would argue that wisdom is a tractable subject for research; many scientists reasonably view it as something like intellectual libel to suggest that experiments in their labs have anything whatsoever to do with such a fuzzy topic. Even social scientists have trodden lightly; Paul B. Baltes, who probably studied wisdom with more depth and empirical rigor than any other psychologist in the modern era, spoke of a “fuzzy zone” of wisdom, where human expertise never quite rises to an idealized level of knowledge about the human condition.

But the struggle to define wisdom is embedded in the texture of its philosophical, psychological, and cultural history. And every time we think about it, every time we make the mighty effort to pause and contemplate a potential role for wisdom in whatever we are about to do or say, we join that noble struggle and move a step closer to achieving it. In trying to define wisdom, we are not merely engaging in a dry academic exercise. We are, in a fundamental and indeed essential sense, engaging in a conversation with ourselves about how to lead the best-possible life. We are engaging in a conversation with ourselves about who we want to be by the time we complete that journey and, in the words of Psalm 90, “fly away.”

Wisdom begins with awareness, of the self and the world outside the self; it deepens with our awareness of the inherent tension between the inner “I” and the outer world.

I began to realize this when I was asked to write an article for The New York Times Magazine about wisdom research—or, as the cover line asked, “Can Science Tell Us Who Grows Wiser?” As I quickly discovered, there’s no shortage of definitions of wisdom, and no dearth of disagreement about them; in an academic anthology entitled Wisdom: Its Nature, Origins, and Development, published in 1990, there are thirteen separate chapters written by prominent psychologists, and each one offers a different definition of wisdom. As Robert J. Sternberg succinctly put it, “To understand wisdom fully and correctly probably requires more wisdom than any of us have.”

But thinking about wisdom nudges us closer to the thing itself. Every time I encountered a new definition of wisdom, or some argument from the psychological literature, I found myself considering my own life: my decisions, my values, my shortcomings, my choices in confronting difficult practical and moral dilemmas. If some psychologist had identified emotional evenhandedness as a component of wisdom, I would pause to consider my own emotional behavior. What set me off emotionally, and what kinds of decisions did I make—things said, actions taken, tone of voice and physical vocabulary—when I had to deal, for example, with a frustrating situation with professional colleagues or with my children’s inconvenient moments of emotional demand? When compassion emerged as a central component, I was forced to consider the limitations and inconsistencies of my own behavior. When I read the work of Baltes, who believed that dealing with ambiguity and uncertainty was a central aspect of modern wisdom, I realized that moments of ambiguity and uncertainty are often the most stressful and challenging of our lives. (This form of self-consciousness reminded me of the way I used to obsess about diseases when I wrote about medical conditions, but this was more like a philosophical form of hypochondria, much less scary and much more illuminating.) With each new question, I realized that I had unwittingly embarked on an impromptu program of mental exercise, an informal calisthenics of self-awareness.

As I burrowed deeper into the literature of wisdom, I found myself silently mouthing the same question over and over to myself whenever I confronted a problem or dilemma: What would be the wisest thing to do here? I won’t say I acted wisely—as Baltes and many others have pointed out, wisdom is more an ideal aspiration than a state of mind or a pattern of behavior that we customarily inhabit. But simply framing a decision in those terms was intellectually and emotionally bracing. I came away from this experience discovering (in the process of researching and writing a brief magazine article) that as soon as you are confronted with a definition of wisdom, however provisional or tentative, however debatable or howlingly inadequate, you are forced to view that definition through the prism of your own history and experience. Which is another way of saying that we all have a working definition of wisdom floating around in our heads, but we are rarely forced to consider it, or consult it, or challenge it, or amend it, much less apply any standard of wisdom to gauge our own behavior and decisions on a daily basis.

Simply put, thinking about wisdom forces you to think about the way you lead your life, just as reading about wisdom, I believe, forces you to wrestle with its meaning and implications. You might come to think of this exercise, as I have, as an enlightened form of self-consciousness, almost an armchair form of mindfulness or meditation that cannot help but inform our actions. And that’s another key point: to separate wisdom from action is a form of malpractice in the conduct of one’s life. “We ought to seek out virtue not merely to contemplate it,” Plutarch wrote, “but to derive benefit from doing so.”

Soon, whenever I found myself in a challenging situation—refereeing a sibling spat, confronting interpersonal friction with a loved one or friend, being called upon to deal with something that triggered titanic forces of procrastination, or even weighing a trivial dilemma of daily compassion, such as deciding whether to give a poor person some spare change—I felt myself slowing down long enough to ask myself that question: What would be the wisest thing to do? I realize this was very small potatoes compared to Mother Teresa working in the slums of Calcutta or Martin Luther King, Jr., marching on Selma, and I won’t say I did this all the time—a conscientiously wise person might easily experience an existential form of rigor mortis, paralyzed by serial episodes of deliberation.

But I found it a refreshing exercise. It forced me to clarify choices. It slowed down the clock of urgency against which we all seem to be racing as we struggle with decisions. It allowed me to step outside of myself and momentarily stifle the urges of my innate selfishness—second to none, I submit, yet probably pretty much equivalent to everybody else’s—long enough to see a bigger picture. It had an archaic but familiar quality of self-monitoring. It felt, for lack of a better word, responsible—not in the sense that others hold us responsible, but, rather, in terms of raising the bar of expectations we hold for ourselves.

But what exactly do I mean by wisdom?

Many definitions of wisdom converge on recurrent and common elements: humility, patience, and a clear-eyed, dispassionate view of human nature and the human predicament, as well as emotional resilience, an ability to cope with adversity, and an almost philosophical acknowledgment of ambiguity and the limitations of knowledge. Like many big ideas, it’s also nettled with contradictions. Wisdom is based upon knowledge, but part of the physics of wisdom is shaped by uncertainty. Action is important, but so is judicious inaction. Emotion is central to wisdom, yet emotional detachment is indispensable. A wise act in one context may be sheer folly in another.

These inherent contradictions do not fatally vex a potential definition of wisdom; rather, they are embedded in it. One of the best ways to think about wisdom, in fact, is to try to identify those rare individuals who manage to reconcile these contradictions and still embody wisdom. These are (or once were) living, breathing, and, because they are human, imperfect definitions of wisdom, but they are also less abstract, more like wisdom in the flesh. We can learn a lot about wisdom from its exemplars, past and present.

A few years ago, psychologists in Canada conducted a study in which they asked subjects to nominate people, historical or modern, who struck them as especially wise. There are plenty of problems with these so-called questionnaire studies, beginning with the fact that they are typically inflicted on college undergraduates and may represent a narrow, undercooked demographic slice of wisdom pie. Nonetheless, consider the names they came up with: Mahatma Gandhi, Confucius, Jesus Christ, Martin Luther King, Jr., Socrates, Mother Teresa, Solomon, Buddha, the Pope, Oprah Winfrey, Winston Churchill, the Dalai Lama, Ann Landers, Nelson Mandela, and Queen Elizabeth II, in that order. Overwhelmingly historical (what does it say about contemporary culture that one of the few living exemplars of modern wisdom is a talk-show host?), predominantly male, surprisingly rich in social activists, and yet a reasonably wise catch for an admittedly porous cultural net. As with wisdom, we all seem to recognize wise people when we see them.

The fact that so many of the figures were historical adverts to humankind’s enduring cultural fascination with the topic—wisdom is never out of fashion, and wise people speak to us beyond their time, place, and circumstance. The nomination of contemporary figures like Mr. Mandela and Ms. Winfrey, on the other hand, is a reassuring ratification of the notion that wisdom still exerts a strong cultural hold on the modern world, and reminds us that a core element of wisdom is the commitment to social justice and the greater public good. Many of us could quibble with some of the names on this Sage Hit Parade (indeed, you might provoke a very interesting conversation if you discussed the relative merits of these “wise” people at a dinner party). Most of us would nonetheless agree that they represent a reasonably exalted conclave of thoughtful individuals who could act wisely, at least part of the time.

Several startling facts leap out from this list, however. One is its dark message about the inherent threat posed by insistently wise behavior: In a profound sense, the figures we now celebrate for their wisdom often had a deeply adversarial relationship with the prevailing values of the societies in which they lived. Indeed, Pythagoras—who gave us the word philosophy (literally, “love of wisdom”), who identified three distinct “lifestyles” (the acquisitive, the competitive, and the contemplative), and who argued that contemplation, awareness, or, in the Eastern idiom, “awakening” is by far the best lifestyle—so alienated the populace of Croton, where he lived, that its citizens burned his house down, massacred many of his fellow Pythagoreans, and forced the “inventor” of philosophy to flee for his life. In an early foreshadowing of the Socratic tragedy, we can see that in many cultures, the wise man is also a marked man. Many of the wise people on the list needed to abandon conventional modes of life and thought to nurture the habit of mind for which they are now celebrated, which is often to tell society what it doesn’t want to hear; many were ostracized during their lifetime, while others were executed outright or assassinated. Mandela and Gandhi were imprisoned; Confucius was unemployable; Socrates was put to death; even the closest friends of Jesus Christ, according to philosopher Karl Jaspers, viewed him as a madman. In its particular time and place, wisdom not only perturbs but often appears socially dangerous.

The other surprise, and a troubling one at that, is the relative absence of women. The presence of so many wise men is more than a gender aberration; it tells us something very important about our working definition. Wisdom clearly isn’t a trait conferred by a gene sequestered on the male Y chromosome. For every Solomon, there is a Sarah and an Esther; for every Pericles, there is an Aspasia, his little-known mistress, who, according to Plutarch, was one of the wisest people in that wisest era of Greek civilization. For every Jesus, a Mary Magdalene; for every Mandela, an Aung San Suu Kyi. In the Hebrew Bible, wisdom is a She.

So why so few women? I don’t think there’s a dearth of female wisdom, just a painfully slow evolution in the cultural notion of wisdom and an equally painful and long-standing disenfranchisement of women from the public domain of wisdom for many centuries. The ancient Greeks personified wisdom in the goddess Athena, but at the same time, Athenian women were not citizens, could not speak or vote in the assembly, could not sit on juries, could not select their own marriage partners or the age at which they could marry. Did this deprive them of wisdom? Of course not. As a recent art exhibit (“Worshiping Women: Ritual and Reality in Classical Athens”) made clear, the female deities of Athens—Athena, Artemis, Demeter, and Aphrodite—were all role models for a private, domestic, almost mystical domain of wisdom. Art critic Holland Cotter got it exactly right in noting, “Birth and death—the only real democratic experiences, existentially speaking—were in women’s hands.” In her strategic abstinence, Lysistrata is as much an exemplar of Athenian wisdom as Socrates; in her enfranchisement of emotion as parcel to thought, Sappho was closer to modern neuroscience than Plato.

So the relative dearth of wise women is not a problem in the stars, but in us: We need to be a little more catholic about where we look for, and are willing to find, wisdom. I don’t mean we should throw out all the usual Old White Guys, in all the usual Great Books; they make very good company. We can find useful provocations about the meaning of wisdom in the dialogues of Plato and in the proverbs of the Bible, in the lamentations of Saint Augustine and especially in the clear-eyed though often grumpy insights of Montaigne, who once declared, “The most manifest sign of wisdom is continual cheerfulness.” If by that he meant optimism about the future, he is backed up by neuroscientists, who have begun to find support for that notion.

But as one of the most famous Old White Guys observed, in the voice of Poor Richard and his humble bromides, “There have been as great Souls unknown to fame as any of the most famous.” The truth is that we can find wisdom not only on the steps of the Parthenon, but also around a family dinner table; not only in the pages of the Everyman’s Library but also in the funny pages (in a recent biography of cartoonist Charles Schulz, writer David Michaelis captured the minimalist wisdom of “Peanuts” when he described it as a comic strip “about people working out the interior problems of their daily lives without ever actually solving them”). The fact is that women have historically exerted their abundant wisdom out of the public eye, “unknown to fame,” but no less powerful and influential.

Indeed, I will argue that it is in this domain—the private, the domestic, the familial—where wisdom has its greatest lifelong impact. Gandhi was shaped by his mother’s saintliness, Benjamin Franklin by his father’s practical sagacity; Confucius’s diligence was rooted in a childhood with a single parent, and perhaps Socrates’ hard-nosed form of philosophy owes something to his having had a stonecutter for a father and midwife for a mother. All of them, moreover, had teachers and mentors. Wisdom is apparent in the pronouncements of great leaders at moments of great historical challenge, but also in the quotidian reassurances and bits of advice shared by parents and children (a kind of wisdom that travels well in both directions, I might add). We can find it at home, on the job, in solitude and amid a crowd, in places of worship, and sometimes even in the locker room (sportswriters have long appreciated the fact that there’s often more wisdom among losers than among winners).

So wisdom occupies many different venues, depending on the historical period, the cultural circumstances, and the nature of the personal or social dilemma being confronted, and is shaped by the temperaments of the people who are wrestling with those dilemmas. In an age of reason, thought will seem like wisdom’s most esteemed companion. In an age of sentiment, emotion will seem like the wisest guide. If we want to push the envelope a little, in a period where basic survival is paramount, like the times we find ourselves in right now, a very practical form of wisdom is likelier to lead to a good life (in fact, a crude form of social practicality probably passed for proto-wisdom in prehistoric times). And in an age of science, the inner workings of the human brain may appear to offer us a glimpse at the biology of wisdom.

On a January weekend in 2008, an unusually diverse interdisciplinary group of researchers came together for a meeting at New York University. Some were economists, and some were ethologists, the scientists who study behavior in animals (usually primates). Some were psychologists, and some were neuroscientists. The occasion was the ninth biennial symposium on “Neuroeconomics: Decision Making and the Brain.” As countless popular science books have already recounted, neuroeconomics is the relatively new but rapidly evolving field that has pushed human economic decision making into every nook and cranny of the brain. Not, it should hastily be added, without some problems still to be worked out. As one expert in “behavioral finances” put it, “Decision theory works very well in controlled situations, but works very bad in the real world, and humans operate very well in the real world.” We would all be wise to mind that gap.

Over the course of the three-day meeting, there were enough statistics to trigger math-inflected migraines, and enough brain scans to put you in mind of digital phrenology. There were elaborate formulas, obscure as hieroglyphics, that purported to capture human behavior, and multiple sightings of the vaunted “hyperbolic discount curve,” a simple graph that aspires to explain human impulsiveness, human impatience, and indeed human foolishness—why we always succumb to actions that sabotage our nobler long-term goals, even though we know we’re being dumb.

But every talk, no matter how technical, was at least dusted with a surprisingly familiar vocabulary, a common verbal currency that would be recognizable to anyone from Socrates to your next-door neighbor: patience, delayed rewards, deliberation, reflection, decision making, attention, altruism, punishment, the role of emotion in driving desires, the role of thought in curbing those desires. As I listened to many of these talks, and struggled to understand their implications, I found myself suddenly thinking, These guys (and, unfortunately, it was mostly male scientists who spoke) are talking about wisdom, and they don’t even know it.

The world doesn’t need another book about neuroeconomics, and this doesn’t plan on being one. But a lot of recent research in neuroeconomics and (in a broader sense) social neuroscience—including related fields like cognitive neuroscience, behavioral psychology, moral philosophy, and the like—strikes me as an immensely fertile area to till for fresh new insights into the nature of wisdom. The most successful strategy for the advancement of biological knowledge in the past half century has been reductionism—breaking down a scientific problem, or natural mystery, into its smaller, component parts and then designing experiments to tease apart the underlying biology. Using this strategy, bacteria can tell us how our genes work; fruit flies can tell us how memory works; mice can tell us how stem cells work; and now college undergraduates, who have become the model organism for much of social neuroscience, are telling us (up to a point) how the brain works.

In a metaphoric sense, I’m taking the same reductionist approach to wisdom. I’ve tried to break this very large idea down into several of its most salient cognitive and emotional components—I think of them as “neural pillars of wisdom,” to which the second section of this book is devoted—and then paid visits to scientists doing research in those areas. This approach is wholly speculative, deeply unauthorized (at least by the scientists whose work I’ll describe in the context of wisdom), and yet constantly edifying. If you ask scientists about the “science of wisdom,” you’ll get blank looks and rolled eyes. But if you ask about a specific, more “reductive” aspect of wisdom—emotional regulation, say, or delayed gratification or moral choice—suddenly there’s a lot to talk about, think about, and, often, argue about.

Now, reductionism also happens to be, in my opinion, the most frustrating strategy for the advancement of biological understanding. When we pare and trim the big idea down to its component parts, we never quite know if we’ve made fatal simplifications (a point some neuroscientists concede) and we never quite know what we’re throwing away. (What used to be dismissed as “junk DNA” is now seen to be a chromosomal closet crammed full of genetic control elements and evolutionary runes.) In reducing wisdom to some of its salient qualities, I plead guilty in advance to losing sight occasionally of the rich, ineffable, holistic essence of the idea itself. The problem with reductionism is that, at the end of the day, you need and want to put all the parts back together. I can’t do that with wisdom; no one can. The best I can do is to respect its essential mystery while offering a peek at some of its neural gears.

And, yes, a number of scientists and organizations have begun talking about the neural components of wisdom. In 2008, the Center for Cognitive and Social Neuroscience at the University of Chicago launched a $2 million research program called “Defining Wisdom” and, in conjunction with the John Templeton Foundation, invited young neuroscientists, historians, theologians, and other academic researchers to submit grant proposals; the project later awarded twenty-three competitive grants to investigate aspects of wisdom. Even a tough-minded, hard-core cognitive neuroscientist like Stephen M. Kosslyn, who heads the Department of Psychology at Harvard University, impressed me with his willingness to engage the idea of brain function and wisdom. “Wisdom presumably has something to do with memory and reasoning, and our understanding of both has changed dramatically in recent years,” he told me. “Memory is not just one thing, but rather there are many different kinds of memory, and some forms of wisdom probably rely on types of memory we didn’t even know about before. In reasoning, we now know that emotion plays a major role in how we reason, and wisdom may have a lot to do with knowing when emotion is helpful and when it is not.” Kosslyn also mentioned a relatively recent concept in cognitive psychology known as “framing,” which refers to the way we conceptualize a problem. “People who are wise can interrupt, take a step back, and reframe,” he said, “and a lot of wisdom probably has to do with looking at a situation differently and reframing.”

Let me sketch out a few general principles that often seem to be associated with wise behavior. Wisdom requires an experience-based knowledge of the world (including, especially, the world of human nature). It requires mental focus, reflecting the ability to analyze and discern the most important aspects of the acquired knowledge, knowing what to use and what to discard, almost on a case-by-case basis (put another way, it requires knowing when to follow rules but also when the usual rules no longer apply). It requires mediating, refereeing, between the frequently conflicting inputs of emotion and reason, of narrow self-interest and broader social interest, of instant rewards or future gains. Moreover, it expresses itself through an insistently social vocabulary of interactive behavior: a fundamental sense of justice (which is sometimes described as an innate form of morality, of knowing right from wrong), a commitment to the welfare of social (and, for that matter, genetic) units that extend beyond the self, and an ability to defer immediate gratification in order to achieve the greatest amount of good for the greatest number of people.

Beg to differ? Good. As this brief and inadequate first pass at a definition suggests, one of the most appealing things about wisdom is the elevated form of self-awareness it inspires. When I consider the importance of emotional evenhandedness, I think immediately (as most parents would) about daily interactions with my children. When I consider “socioemotional selectivity theory,” which describes how a person’s emotional priorities change with shrinking time horizons (due to age, illness, or unsettling external events like the September 11 tragedy), I can’t help but think about my own station in life: a baby boomer in his mid-fifties, with aging and ailing parents on one side and young, impressionable children on the other.

To repeat: Thinking about wisdom almost inevitably inspires you to think about yourself and your relationship with the larger world. With diligence (and luck), it might even make you think about how both can be made better.

Could there be a “science” of wisdom? And if there is, can it provide us anything more at this point than a fuzzy geography of neural activity superimposed upon a vague definition of a human virtue? Can it shed light on the process by which each of us deals with the decisions and dilemmas of our own private 9/11s? Can it guide us to make the best decisions possible for our loved ones and ourselves, and help us find the right path when those interests collide? Might it even hint at ways we could train our hearts and minds to give us a better shot at achieving that lofty goal?

As I embarked on this investigation, I was immensely grateful for the opportunity to find out, but terrified that I had set off on a fool’s errand. As Peter Medawar, the British immunologist and Nobel laureate, once put it, science represents that rare balance of imagination and critical thinking that yields “rectifying” episodes that tell us whether a story that sounds good also rises to the level of truth. The story of wisdom has always sounded good, but is there anything that rectifies the notion that it has a particular biology, a scientific reality, a natural history?

Paul Baltes, in a wry bit of understatement, once described wisdom as “a topic at the interface between several disciplines: philosophy, sociology, theology, psychology, political science, and literature, to name a few.” Standing at the crossroads of all those disciplines, I found it hard to know where to begin. Although science journalists feel most comfortable writing about science, that didn’t seem like the best place to start. Rather, I wanted to start with what might be considered the mother of all midwives to science: philosophy.

It would be a stretch to say that Socrates or the Buddha designed the protocols for contemporary experiments in social neuroscience, but it is no stretch at all to say that a lot of the most exciting modern experimentation is founded on an empirical vocabulary that has been defined, revised, debated, contested, squelched, and resurrected over the past 2,500 years. This vocabulary of timeless human virtue—patience, moral judgment, compassion, emotional self-control, altruism, and so on—forms the foundation for what I call the eight neural pillars of wisdom, the science of which is discussed later in the book.

But before we get to questions about wisdom and the brain, we need some provisions for the trip. We need to know, at least tentatively, what was originally meant by wisdom. And then we need to pay brief visits to some of the pioneering researchers on the subject—to the philosophers who invented wisdom, and to the psychologists who first invented a way to study it empirically.
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