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1: THE RIDDLE

There is a tale in which a princess sets her suitors a riddle; she will marry the 
one who can solve it. 

Nothing is more valuable than this, yet nothing is less valued, goes the riddle. 
Nothing so lights up the world, yet nothing is so obscure. Nothing knows so much, 
yet nothing is so unknown. What is it? 

One by one, the princess’s suitors come forward with their answers, some 
of which more or less fit her description of this unknown quantity and some 
of which don’t, but all of which have something to be said for them. There 
are worldly answers such as wealth, power and fame, and there are subtler 
ones such as freedom, love, truth, and enlightenment. But only one of the 
suitors solves the riddle. 

The answer is wisdom.
Naturally, the princess would like her husband to be handsome, intelligent 

and kind…but all the same, what is kindness, what is intelligence, and what 
are good looks without the wisdom to go with them? Obviously, she would 
like him to be loving, too. But what is love? We hear the word all the time; 
we hear it being used in religion at one end of the spectrum and in popular 
culture at the other; we hear of carnal love, romantic love, ‘true love’, spiri-
tual love, and even something called ‘unconditional love’. Yet what are these 
loves without wisdom? Are they actually love at all, in the most meaningful 
sense of the term? 

And as for truth—yes, of course, the princess would like her spouse to be 
truthful: in fact, to exemplify truth. She would also like him to be truthful 
in the spiritual sense. But what is spirituality without wisdom? What is the 
point of practicing meditation, for example, if the kind of meditation we 
practice and the way we practice it and the spiritual sensations we experience 
when meditating are failing to make us any the wiser? What is the point 
of seeing visions if our wisdom is insufficient to interpret them correctly, 
or to recognize their origin, or to realise that their lack of commensuration 
with our everyday lives, if such is the case, suggests that there is something 
strange about them? After all, not only do mystics have visions; acidheads 
and schizophrenics have them too.

What, indeed, is the point of enlightenment itself if the light it brings is not 
the light of wisdom? Here, the locus classicus is the tale of Ravana, the villain 
of that ancient Indian epic, the Ramayana. He was said to have attained a 
state of yoga through the practice of austerities, yet this achievement did not 
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give him pause when—from the thought that such a beauty should belong 
to him and him alone, or because of a need to assert his superiority, or out 
of infatuation, or simply out of lust, but at any rate out of vanity, not out of 
wisdom—he abducted Sita, the wife of Rama, thereby setting in motion the 
train of events that led to his destruction. He might have achieved a degree 
of self-realisation, but his fatal error was that he did not care or was not able 
to achieve sufficient wisdom in the process.

So, from the princess’s point of view, it is wisdom that has the highest 
value, it is wisdom that lights up the world, it is wisdom that is the purest, 
most perceptive, and most immediate form of knowledge. Wisdom is that 
which allows us to discriminate. It helps us differentiate between alternatives. 
It is savoir vivre in the deepest sense, since it lets us know best how to live, to 
what to give priority, how most effectively to love and how to avail ourselves 
of freedom without our falling into licence or licentiousness. It sees the 
Spirit clearly; it can tell it apart from all the fakery and negativity that passes 
for ‘the spiritual’. It knows how best to endure the twists and turns of fate, 
the blows of ill-fortune and the shocks of defeat—and, equally, it knows 
how to use authority, success and good fortune with the most munificence. 

And if all this is so, and wisdom represents the key to dealing with all 
eventualities; if it is relevant in every situation, both in private life and public 
life, not only in the vita contemplativa, where we might expect it, but in 
the vita activa too—if, in sum, it can be said to constitute the know-how 
of living, then: how good it would be to be wise! And how transforming it 
would be if, not simply in the way we think and decisions we take, but in 
every aspect of our individual and collective lives, in our manners, speech, 
dress, and behaviour, in our art and architecture and town and country plan-
ning, in our science and the uses to which it is put, in our conception of 
education, in our politics and economics, in the way that we bring up our 
children, in the way that we govern our societies and in the way that we 
govern ourselves, we could be wise as well.

2: THE MAN IN THE T-SHIRT

Yet at the same time the girl is right: while wisdom may be valued in theory, 
it rarely seems valued in practice. At any rate, we would be hard put to say 
that wisdom is readily apparent among the typical features of contemporary 
life. Take, for example, the case of the student who shuffled into the room in 
which I was invigilating a while back, wearing a T-shirt reading KISS MY 
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ASS in big black capitals across the chest—or it would have done, except 
that with an ingenuity only the ‘creatives’ of the modern world could have 
devised, the Ss had been replaced by 5s, like so: KI55 MY A55. (Hence the 
‘Slightly’ part of the T-shirt’s ‘Slightly Offensive’ brand name, I assume.) 
So glaringly discourteous was his message to the world at large that it was 
a wonder no-one had taken exception to it, perhaps by grabbing hold of 
his ring-tab-shaped earring and trying to pull his head off, or, failing that, 
merely by punching him in the ki55er. In fact, it was a wonder I didn’t 
do it myself. Or, at the very least, that I didn’t ask him to take his custom 
elsewhere. As it happened, I had just been reading about one of my wife’s 
relatives, a philosopher who, when a student in the 1920s, was expelled from 
his university simply for asking questions considered to be insolent. So, why 
didn’t I tell this fellow to go away and change his shirt? 

The answer is simple. Times have changed, and if I had told him no, he 
couldn’t come in and take his exam—his degree-level exam, I should say, for 
we’re talking about a university here—since I found his slogan insulting and 
it was time someone in loco parentis gave him a lesson in manners; in fact, 
it was high time someone told him he had better change his attitude if he 
wished to impress prospective employers, partners, friends, or merely the 
man in the street—if I had done such a thing, the person the authorities 
would have looked askance at would not have been the student, it would 
have been me. 

3: FRANNY’S COMPLAINT

Admittedly, there’s nothing new about stupidity: there have always been 
silly mistakes and embarrassing misunderstandings, no doubt we have made 
them ourselves, and likewise there have always been dunces—or ‘Wise Men 
of Gotham’ as they are called in folk tale typology—and it would be perfectly 
possible to look at particular individuals or even whole communities from 
any period in history and exclaim at how absurd they were, how supersti-
tious their beliefs, how crazy their carryings-on, how lacking in wisdom 
they were. Yet one of the things that is particularly telling about the present 
age is not the way we are so well-supplied with unwisdom, but the fact that 
we seem to set so little store by its opposite—by the notion of wisdom itself. 
Generally speaking, the seeking and cultivation of wisdom is not seen as 
important. It’s not on the agenda. It is as if the idea of wisdom has been 
erased from the curriculum. The getting of qualifications and the getting of 
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skills: yes. The development of coping strategies: perhaps. The acquisition of 
techniques: yes. But the getting of wisdom? No.

The disenchanted student Franny’s outburst in J. D. Salinger’s Franny and 
Zooey suggests that this has been so for some time: 

Nervously, and without any real need whatever, Franny pushed back her 
hair with one hand. ‘I don’t think it would have all got me quite so down 
if just once in a while—just once in a while—there was at least some polite 
little perfunctory implication that knowledge should lead to wisdom, and 
that if it doesn’t, it’s just a disgusting waste of time! But there never is! You 
never even hear any hints dropped on a campus that wisdom is supposed 
to be the goal of knowledge. You hardly ever even hear the word “wisdom” 
mentioned!’ [Salinger, 1962: 145-6]

Certainly, this describes the situation I found when I first went up to 
university. In my naivety, I had imagined a serious engagement on the part of 
the teaching staff with the great, perennial questions, and that this engage-
ment would constitute the deeper, or even the real, purpose of a university 
education in the Humanities. But no, nothing of the kind. Occasionally, 
one would come across a fellow student with a philosophical position of his 
own (or, more usually, of someone else’s) that he was prepared to argue for, 
often aggressively, and without really listening to what anyone else had to 
say—but the sort of passionate yet disinterested conversations I had hoped 
to have with my teachers and peers were simply not forthcoming. In fact I 
can only think of one lecturer who had anything of any philosophical depth 
to say for himself beyond teaching the prescribed course…although now, 
on reflection, many years later, I can’t say I feel that what he had to say was 
particularly wise, either.

But then, our attitude to wisdom is a strange one. In principle, we approve 
of it. Wisdom is a good thing, and being wise is to be esteemed. Everyone 
accepts this. At any rate, we never hear anyone say—unless, of course, they 
are trying to be funny—‘Wisdom? What rubbish! Who needs it?’ And this 
is quite surprising, for whereas certain qualities—such as innocence, beauty, 
and femininity, for example—have been picked apart by cultural analysts 
to the point where it has come to seem that there is nothing essential or 
solid about them, nothing real about them, nothing that hasn’t been cultur-
ally constructed by the powerful for social or material gain—the quality of 
wisdom has more or less been left alone. Whether this is because it really 
would be rather difficult to deconstruct the concept of wisdom or because 
it is simply considered too vague, irrelevant, slippery or negligible a quality 
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for there to be any need to critique it out of existence is another matter, 
however. 

At any rate, in practice, we rarely think of the significance of wisdom or 
pay any attention to the work of developing it. At best, we would like to be 
good, or we want to be at peace with ourselves and the world, or we want 
to live ‘mindfully’, or we would like to be much-loved or well-thought-of, 
or to be regarded as intelligent or generous—or, more commonly, we would 
like to be rich, or successful, or famous, or healthy, or slim, or attractive, or 
cool—or all of those things at once. But wise? As Franny says: ‘You hardly 
ever even hear the word “wisdom” mentioned.’

It is true that the traditional religions with their sundry references to 
‘wisdom’ are still being practiced, even if it is somewhere off to the side of 
everyday life, which for most people has become an almost entirely secular 
enterprise. It is true, too, that over the past decades a substantial interest 
has developed in ‘wellness’ or the ‘care of the self ’, with an industry growing 
up in order to cater to this demand, and that one only has to glance at the 
internet to see wise sayings posted on Facebook, Tumblr sites and elsewhere 
by well-meaning individuals with some sort of connection to that self-help 
industry, sayings often ascribed to Rumi, freely translated from Marcus 
Aurelius, copied verbatim from Charles Bukowski, or taken from some 
maverick politician who, due to their complete failure to gain the power 
they crave, has never suffered the misfortune of having had their utopian 
fantasies tested out in practice. Yet when we look a little closer at what else 
those keyboard gurus post: the soft porn, the paeans to coffee, the celebra-
tory references to cheesy rock songs or second-rate movies, and the crudely 
phrased right-wing or left-wing rants, it soon becomes clear that there is 
no real wisdom there either, none at all, only a show of wisdom. They are 
posting these proverbs, wise words, Taoist anecdotes or Native American 
fables because they want to be seen to be advising themselves without actu-
ally having to take that advice, or, which amounts to the same thing, because 
they want to present a self-image of wisdom and spirituality to the world 
at large without actually having to do anything about it beyond posting 
something online, or because the desire to lecture others is too powerful 
to resist, or because such second-hand wisdom or pseudo-wisdom is a sop 
to the Cerberus of their own conscience which is trying to tell them that 
they ought to give up all this nonsense and set off in search of wisdom 
themselves. 

In any case, the purpose of the self-help industry is, as it says, to help the 
self—which, whether it involves our going to the gym or adopting particular 
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diets, practicing one or other kind of ritual, decluttering our houses, looking 
after our mental health, or submitting ourselves to some form of therapy, has 
for the most part a great deal more to do with developing our self-esteem 
than with growing wiser, however much it might be supposed that those 
two things are the same. It has to do with what is sometimes called, in one 
of the more vacuous phrases of recent times, living your best life, not with the 
seeking of wisdom. 

It is the same in ordinary workaday life. When taking decisions, for 
example, people in business or public office are rarely heard to foreground 
wisdom. I would agree that in the U.K. the term ‘wise men’ has generally 
been applied to the Bank of England’s Monetary Policy Committee, but it 
is not altogether clear whether this is a soberly respectful description of the 
people who have the responsible task of setting interest rates, or whether 
it is meant to be a mildly ironic or even a savagely satirical comment upon 
such officials. Likewise, when talking heads are invited on to TV to discuss 
current issues, it is generally observable that they are chosen not for their 
wisdom but for their deeply opinionated mentality, together with a cast-iron 
self-confidence when it comes to expressing those opinions fluently and 
at length—or in convenient soundbites, if preferred—whatever the subject 
may happen to be. 

At all events, no-one would be taken seriously if, when applying for work, 
they put ‘seeker of wisdom’ on their CV. They would be more likely to be 
thought pretentious, ineligible for the job on offer, or off their head. 

In short, we lack a culture of wisdom.

4: AN INVESTIGATION

Yet if we regard the getting of wisdom as something worthwhile, or even 
as the ne plus ultra, then how are we to go about it? It is all very well saying 
‘wisdom is this’ and ‘wisdom is that’, as has been said above, but how do 
we substantiate these statements? How do we put them into practice? 
Moreover, while it’s easy enough to say that wisdom is the most profound 
form of savoir vivre, and that wisdom discriminates, and so forth, on what 
basis is it savoir vivre and on what basis does it discriminate? On what foun-
dation is wisdom grounded and on what principles does it operate? Because 
wisdom must have some foundation, otherwise anyone could say whatever 
they liked about it—and if that were the case, then wisdom would not be a 
definite, identifiable attribute or quality at all.
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Yet the strange thing is that as soon as we start to think about wisdom, we 
find that its nature is oddly elusive. If I say ‘wise’ or ‘wisdom’ in a sentence, 
it is clear enough, in a rough and ready sort of way, what I mean. But once I 
try to sharpen up that meaning, the subject seems to shift out of focus. For 
instance, is wisdom merely another word for intelligence? Or for a partic-
ular kind of intelligence? Or is it nothing more than common sense? Can 
it be learned? Can one take a course in it? What does it mean, to be wise? 
What does it entail? Is there a pattern to wisdom? A structure? A protocol? 
Ontologically speaking, what is it? Where is it, inside ourselves? Is it always 
a kind of thinking, or can it be more than that? Can there be a wisdom of 
feeling? A wisdom of posture, of gesture? And so on.

To go further, there seems to be something about wisdom that actively 
resists analysis, that defies categorization, that doesn’t want to be fixed, 
defined, tabulated, exposed or pinned down. It cannot simply be put into 
boxes; it can’t be commodified; it cannot be packaged and sold. And in 
particular it would seem to confute or reject those who lay claim to being 
wise themselves. Even those whom we may not think of as being especially 
blessed with wisdom appear to be conscious of this. They’ll have the protag-
onists in the books they write say: ‘A wise man once told me’ whatever it 
happens to be, instead of having their protagonists state the same platitudes 
directly. Or in conversation they’ll say, ‘as Plato said’ or ‘as Einstein used 
to say’, instead of putting the same thing in their own words. Admittedly, 
this is also a way of supporting their opinions, of saying, ‘I am not alone in 
thinking this; Einstein and Plato thought the same, so it must be correct; I 
too am wise, Q.E.D.’ Yet even so it signifies a certain reluctance to lay claim 
to wisdom directly, since few things come across as more unwise than to say, 
‘Look at me, how wise I am!’ Accordingly, when wishing to advertise her 
own wisdom during an interview, the Scottish Nationalist makar or poet 
laureate, Kathleen Jamie, prefers to do so obliquely, putting it in the third 
person as well as adding a cryptic, slangy touch. ‘The wise woman is a thing,’ 
she says, grinning mysteriously, allowing her interviewer to draw her own 
conclusions. [Brooks, 2021]

While none of this is quite as paradoxical as saying: the wise cannot be 
wise, because if they admit to wisdom, they must be unwise, it nevertheless 
suggests that wisdom appreciates discretion. It works obliquely. It comes at 
us tangentially. In a way, it is veiled. And if that is so, then wisdom cannot 
easily be identified. Nor can its modus operandi be easily determined. When 
the princess states in her riddle that ‘nothing is so obscure’ as wisdom, it 
sounds as though she’s referring to the way that wisdom is hard to find in 
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this world, but perhaps she means something more than that. Perhaps it 
refers to the fact that there is something inherently or necessarily obscure 
about it. Similarly, when she calls it ‘unknown’ she may be suggesting that 
there is something unknowable about its ways and origins, rather in the 
sense that our own face is unknowable to us: we can only ever see ourselves 
in mirror images or photographs, indirectly. 

Which all makes an attempt to describe wisdom in more detail rather 
difficult, perhaps even self-defeating. 

Nevertheless, it would be foolish to claim that nothing can be said about 
wisdom. For one thing, we can try to see in what directions, approaches, 
attitudes or modes of being wisdom lies—and, equally, in what directions, 
approaches, attitudes and modes of being it does not lie. For another, we can 
try to understand why the concept of wisdom has come to be so neglected in 
contemporary society—and, indeed, not merely neglected, but also, I would 
argue, deliberately and comprehensively erased. 

This attention to the present is important, for, after all, it is of no use 
our trying to be wise in terms of Confucian China, Socratic Greece or the 
Palestine of Christ; if we care for wisdom, then it falls to us to seek it now, 
in the complex circumstances of our own epoch and not of any other. 

There is one further reason why wisdom is difficult to write about. 
Whenever people have asked me what I’m doing with myself these days 
and I’ve told them I am writing a book that examines the subject of wisdom, 
their replies have hardly been encouraging. While one or two have just 
about been able to summon up a faint, ‘H’m, sounds interesting…’, the more 
usual response has been one of silence tinged with puzzlement or scorn—as 
if to say, ‘What—you?’ No-one has yet said, ‘I can’t wait,’ or even, ‘I need to 
read that.’ Yet if the subject is tantamount to being taboo among friends 
and relatives, I can only hope that strangers will find something new and 
illuminating here. There is no percentage in teaching grandmothers to suck 
eggs, and that is not what this book is about.

Finally, we can try to see how wisdom might be restored to us.
What follows, then, is an attempt to think about wisdom, to explore its 

nature, to try to understand more about what it is and what it is not, and 
to come to some conclusions concerning why the present time seems so 
strangely inimical to wisdom—in the hope that such an investigation might 
help us towards attaining something of this quality ourselves. 




