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Wisdom
A Folk Inspired Model
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Misguided 
methodological 
temptations
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• The first temptation is to think that a good account 
of wisdom needs to be based upon a substantive 
moral theory.
• The second temptation when theorizing about 

wisdom is to start with the theorists’ intuitions 
about wisdom
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Authors’ Methodology
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Wide Reflective Equilibrium (WRE)

• a coherentist methodology 
• seeks to reach an equilibrium among:

• our considered moral judgments (or intuitions) about 
cases

• our moral principles
• background theories
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Authors’ Goal
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A theory of wisdom (like normative theories 
in general) ought to present an ideal that 

people would, after appropriate reflection, 
have reason to aspire to. For this reason, our 

methodology begins by examining 
psychological research on the folk theory of 
wisdom. Beginning with the folk theory of 

wisdom and subjecting it to rational scrutiny 
will make it clear why the resulting account 

of wisdom is one people in general have 
reason to endorse.
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Constraints on what counts as a 
good theory of wisdom
1. Rationally compelling 
2. Empirically adequate
3. Action-guiding
4. Neutral with respect to moral theories
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The Folk Theory

9

we are looking for an ideal that captures what 
we aspire to; we want an ideal that is to some 
extent already ours. This is just the point that a 
theory of wisdom is a normative theory: if it is 

normative, then it must provide reasons that are 
both motivating for us and that justify the 

recommended course of action.
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Descriptor-
Rating 
Studies

Experience 
Studies

Folk 
theory of 
wisdom
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Components of the folk theory

1. Deep understanding
2. Reflective capacities*
3. Problem-solving capacities
4. Motivation to choose well and to help others*
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Wisdom is the will and the ability to 
make good choices and help guide 
others to do so in virtue of a deep 
understanding of complex human 
problems that one has arrived at 

through reflection and experience.
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CHALLENGES
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Challenges to 
developing 
wisdom

• Vast subject matter

• Biases
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Policies to foster 
wisdom
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JUSTIFICATION

Seek to develop explanations of what matters for 
whom and why
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CULTIVATING EPISTEMIC HUMILITY 
& OPEN-MINDEDNESS

Avoid making unwarranted inferences based upon 
an exaggerated estimation of one’s own 
intellectual powers
Take seriously the views of others, especially when 
they conflict with one’s own
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