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WISDOM

Some Historical Background to the Study of Wisdom

Since the beginnings of human culture, wisdom has been
viewed as the ideal endpoint of human development (Baltes
& Staudinger, 2000). Historically, wisdom was conceptual-
ized in terms of a state of idealized being, as a process of per-
fect knowing and judgment (as in King Solomon’s judg-
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ments), or as an oral or written product such as wisdom-
related proverbs. It is important to recognize that the iden-
tification of wisdom with individuals (e.g., wise persons),
the predominant approach in psychology, is but one of the
ways by which wisdom is instantiated. Wisdom is consid-
ered an ideal that is difficult to be fully represented in the
isolated individual.

Two main lines of argument have been in the center of the
historical evolution of the concept of wisdom: the distinction
between philosophical and practical wisdom, and the ques-
tion of whether wisdom is divine or human. Archeological-
cultural work dealing with the origins of wisdom-related
texts in China, India, Egypt, Old Mesopotamia, and the like

.has revealed a cultural and historical invariance with re-

gard to wisdom-related proverbs and tales. This relative in-
variance suggests that the body of knowledge and skills re-
lated to wisdom have been culturally selected because of
their adaptive value for humankind.

Psychological Approaches to the Definition of Wisdom

A first approach to the definition of wisdom from a psycho-
logical perspective is its treatment in dictionaries. The Ox-
ford Dictionary, for instance, includes in its definition of
wisdom, “Good judgment and advice in difficult and uncer-
tain matters of life.”

In a next step, psychologists further specified the con-
tent and formal properties of wisdom-related phenomena.
G. Stanley Hall and other writers emphasized that wisdom
involves the search for the moderate course between ex-
tremes, a dynamic between knowledge and doubt, a suffi-
cient detachment from the problem at hand, and a well-
balanced coordination of emotion, motivation, and thought.
wisdom as knowledge about the human condition at its
frontier, knowledge about the most difficult questions of the
meaning and conduct of life, and knowledge about the un-
certainties of life—about what cannot be known and how
to deal with that limited knowledge (for an overview, see
Sternberg, 1990).

Implicit (Subjective) Theories about Wisdom

Most empirical research on wisdom in psychology so far has
focused on further elaboration of the definition of wisdom.
Moving beyond the dictionary definitions of wisdom, re-
search explored the nature of everyday conceptions or im-
plicit (subjective) theories of wisdom.

From this research on implicit theories of wisdom (for. a
review, see Sternberg, 1990), it is evident that people In
Western samples hold fairly clear-cut images of the nature
of wisdom. Four findings are especially noteworthy. First.
in the minds of people, wisdom seems to be closely related
to wise persons and their acts as carriers of wisdom. Sec-
ond, wise people are expected to combine features of IT}md
and character and balance multiple interests and choices:
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Third, wisdom carries a very strong interpersonal and so-
cial aspect with regard to both its application (advice) and
the consensual recognition of its occurrence. Fourth, wis-
dom exhibits overlap with other related concepts such as in-
telligence, but it also carries unique variance.

Explicit Theories and Assessment of Wisdom

A more recent line of empirical psychological inquiry on
wisdom addresses the question of how to measure behav-
ioral expressions of wisdom. Within this tradition, three
lines of work can be identified: (1) assessment of wisdom as
a personality characteristic, (2) assessment of wisdom in
the Piagetian tradition of postformal thought, and (3) as-
sessment of wisdom as an individual’s problem-solving per-
formance with regard to difficult life problems.

Within personality theories, such as Erik Erikson’s, wis-
dom is usually conceptualized as an advanced if not the fi-
nal stage of personality development. A wise person is char-
acterized, for instance, as integrating rather than ignoring
or repressing self-related information, by having coordi-
nated opposites, and by having transcended personal agen-
das and turned to collective or universal issues.

Central to neo-Piagetian theories of adult thought is the
transcendence of the universal truth criterion that charac-
terizes formal logic. This transcendence is common to con-
ceptions such as dialectical, complementary, and relativis-
tic thinking. Such tolerance of multiple truths, that is of
ambiguity, has also been mentioned as a crucial feature of
wisdom.

There is also work that attempts to assess wisdom-
related performance in tasks dealing with the interpreta-
tion, conduct, and management of life. This approach defines
wisdom as “an expert knowledge system in the fundamental
pragmatics of life permitting exceptional insight, judgment,
and advice involving complex and uncertain matters of the
human condition” (Baltes, Smith, & Staudinger, 1992).

The body of knowledge and skills associated with wis-

dom as an expertise in the fundamental pragmatics of life
entails insights into the quintessential aspects of the hu-
man condition, including its biological finitude and cultural
conditioning. More specifically, wisdom-related knowledge
and skills can be characterized by a family of five criteria:
(1) rich factual knowledge about life, (2) rich procedural
knowledge about life, (3) life span contextualism, (4) value
relativism, and (5) awareness and management of uncer-
tainty (see Baltes et al., 1992, for an extensive definition).

To elicit and measure wisdom-related knowledge and
skills, in this approach participants are presented with dif-
ficult life dilemmas such as the following: “Imagine that a
good friend of yours calls you up and tells you that he/she
can’t go on anymore and has decided to commit suicide.
What would you be thinking about; how would you deal
with this situation?” The five wisdom-related criteria are
used to evaluate these protocols.

Part of the Berlin paradigm also is a general framework

outlining the conditions for the development of wisdom.
The empirical work based on this ontogenetic model and
the measurement paradigm produced outcomes consistent
with expectations. It seems that wisdom-related knowledge
and judgment emerge between the age of 14 and 25 years;
afterward, growing older is not enough to become wiser
(Staudinger, 1999). However, when age was combined with
wisdom-related experiential contexts, such as professional
specializations specifically involving training and experi-
ence in matters of life, higher levels of performance were ob-
served. In line with the historical wisdom literature, which
portrays wisdom as the ideal combination of mind and
virtue, it was found that wisdom-related performance was
best predicted by measures located at the interface of cog-
nition and personality, such as a judicious cognitive style,
creativity, and moral reasoning.

Is There Wisdom-Related Potential?

Given the fact that wisdom-related performance had been
successfully operationalized, the question arose whether it
was possible to increase wisdom-related knowledge and
judgment. It should also be noted that, not surprisingly, the
overall level of wisdom identified was below or around the
theoretical mean of the scale, thus leaving a lot of room for
improvement.

One study took into account that higher performance
levels may be found if two minds can interact before re-
sponding to the wisdom dilemma. And indeed, when two
individuals usually interacting about life problems in
everyday life had a chance to do so before they individu-
ally responded to wisdom tasks, the performance level
was increased by one standard deviation (Staudinger &
Baltes, 1996). The second study focused on one of the five
wisdom-related criteria, value relativism. Participants were
trained to think about life problems located at different re-
gions of the world. At posttest, participants trained in the
knowledge-activating strategy outperformed the control
group by more than half a standard deviation (Baltes &
Staudinger, 2000).

Conclusion and Future Directions

The concept of wisdom represents a fruitful topic for psy-
chological research. The study of wisdom emphasizes the
search for continued optimization and the further evolution
of the human condition, and in a prototypical fashion, it al-
lows for the study of collaboration among cognitive, emo-
tional, and motivational processes. We expect that future
research on wisdom will be expanded in at least three ways:
(1) the further identification of social and personality fac-
tors and life processes relevant for the ontogeny of wisdom,
(2) the exploration of wisdom as a meta-heuristic aimed at
orchestrating mind and virtue toward human excellence,
and (3) the contribution of wisdom research to building a
psvchological art of life.
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WORK AND PLAY

The technological character of advanced modern civiliza-
tions has tended to segregate work and play. A further ex-
tension of these segregations is to differentiate the motiva-
tions for work and play. This suggests that work is charac-
terized by activities engaged in for the purpose of staying
alive and that play refers to activities engaged in for their
own sake. E. S. Bordin has proposed that work and play can
be seen as involving various combinations of effort, com-

nulsion. and spenta +x
puision, and spiniancivy.

Effort and compulsion are intimately related. The
greater the effort and the longer it endures, the stronger the
pressure toward cessation and rest becomes. What sustains
effort against the accumulating counterpressure is inner
interest and involvement or externalized threats of pun-
ishment or annihilation, which, in turn, can be internalized
and experienced as an inner compulsion, for example, to
stay alive. Spontaneity refers to that element of interest,
self-investment, and self-expression that transforms an ef-
fortful performance that might have been experienced as
alienated toil into a creative, joyful self-expression. This
transformed activity epitomizes play.

Work and Play in Childhood

The bulk of the observation of play has been directed to-
ward the immature. In young animals and children, ob-
servers stress the excess energy expended and the useful-
ness of play as a means toward mastery. Therapists work-
ing with children utilize this concept of play. Similarly,
children are seen as using play to try out and prepare for
anticipated adult roles.

The history of education has been marked by concern
with preserving spontaneity concerned with maintaining
appropriate levels of directed effort. Observers of children’s
play have noted that the fluid, spontaneous play of the
young child soon gives way to formalizations of rules, which
introduces restraining boundaries to spontaneity. The
physical and intellectual development of the child is ac-
companied by more sophisticated play with its demands for
mastery. Thus, growth and maturation are accompanied by
ever-increasing participation by compulsion and effort.
Play has become more than a simple joyful expression of
energy in which effort is background. .

Work and Play in Vocation

Virtually all persons face the necessity of securing the ma-
terial means of staying alive or for additional comforts. In
work-intensive societies, there was more room for men
and women to mix the process of working for a livelihood
with flexibility for self-expression. Our modern machine-
dominated technological society challenges the preserva-
tion of these elements in work.

Is there any way to protect against work as alienated
toil? Marxist philosophers such as Herbert Marcuse argue
that under socialism in which the worker feels in control of
the larger process of production, the greater economies in
productivity afforded by the utilization of the machine can
be converted into greater free time, making possible the as-
similation of work into play. He argues that the experience
of alienated labor is dictated by the excess repression ex-
erted by capitalism to maintain that economic system.

Psychologists and industrial sociologists point out that
many highly skilled jobs and professions require and per-
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of self that mix the compulsion, effort, and spontaneity
marking the fusion of work and play. Research on person-
ality development and the psychological characteristics
and requirements associated with various occupations
and occupational families has provided the base for helping
individuals seeking vocational commitments to channel
their choices toward optimal reconciliations of the wishes
for material returns with their desires for satisfaction in
work.

There remains the question of whether this can apply to
all jobs. The Marxist answer accepts the antihumanistic el-
ement in the machine-human interface and only seeks to
limit its duration. R. Blauner found that the worker’s rela-
tion to the technological organization of the work process
and the social organization of the factory determines
whether he or she experiences a sense of control rather than
domination, a sense of meaningful purpose rather than iso-
lation, and a sense of spontaneous involvement rather than
detachment and discontent. These views have spawned
many efforts through job enlargement, job rotation, or dras-
tic redesign to achieve for workers desirable levels of in-
trinsic satisfaction in their work life.



