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Wisdom, Suffering, and Humility 

Jason Baehr 

Loyola Marymount University 

 

Wisdom comes from experience.1 But not all experiences are conducive to wisdom. Among the 

experiences sometimes thought to be conducive to wisdom are adversity and suffering.2 

Suffering, the story goes, has the ability to clarify one’s moral vision: it can help one grasp 

what’s most important in life, compel one to restructure one’s priorities, develop a greater 

appreciation for life’s simple pleasures, and more. Michael Brady puts the point starkly: “[T]he 

standard refrain remains true: we won’t get to develop or cultivate virtue, in this case the virtue 

of wisdom, without suffering. Negative experiences might not be sufficient to make us wise. But 

they are certainly necessary.”3 While suffering can facilitate wisdom, it can also be crippling. 

Suffering can leave a person angry and cynical; even worse, it can precipitate serious mental or 

physical illness. As such, suffering also has the potential to diminish a person’s capacity for 

wisdom.4  

What exactly is wisdom? Under what conditions is it facilitated by suffering? And when 

does suffering impede the acquisition of wisdom? These are colossal philosophical and empirical 

questions. While they are the focus of this paper, I can offer only a limited treatment of them 

here. My aim is to show that given particular conceptions of wisdom and humility, we should 

expect the possession of humility to increase a person’s capacity for wisdom in the context of 

suffering. As such, I’m arguing for an empirical prediction. While I draw on some empirical 

work at several points along the way, my argument for this prediction is primarily conceptual in 
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nature. I begin, in the first two sections, by developing an account of wisdom. I then underscore 

some probable connections between wisdom and suffering. Finally, I explain why the possession 

of humility makes it more likely that a person will derive wisdom from experiences of suffering. 

While my aim is to examine the relations between suffering, humility, and wisdom, much of the 

paper is spent laying out an account of wisdom. This is because, once the conceptual contours of 

wisdom have been clarified, its connections with suffering and humility will be relatively easy to 

pinpoint.  

A few preliminary points are in order. First, my claim is not that humility guarantees the 

acquisition of wisdom from suffering. Neither, then, do I claim that if a suffering person fails to 

grow in wisdom, this person must be deficient in humility (much less that a lack of humility must 

explain why the person’s wisdom didn’t increase). Second, my argument doesn’t trade on any 

specific theory of suffering; nor on any correlative specification of well-being.5 While I will say 

something about why suffering (compared with other sorts of experiences) might bear a special 

connection to the acquisition of wisdom, these remarks are intended to be compatible with a 

wide range of views about the nature of suffering. Third, I hasten to add that the accounts of 

wisdom and humility provided in the first two sections of the paper are not intended as full-

blown defenses. The latter would be nearly impossible within the limits of this paper. However, 

this consideration is offset by three factors: first, I have developed and defended many aspects of 

these accounts in prior work on these topics6; second, while not offering full-blown defenses of 

my accounts of wisdom and suffering, I do offer several prima facie plausible considerations in 

support of them; and, third, the conclusion of my argument may be understood conditionally, as 

the claim that if we understand wisdom and humility in the indicated ways, then (other things 
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being equal) we should expect humble persons to be better equipped than their non-humble 

counterparts to emerge from experiences of suffering having increased in wisdom.  

 

1. Putative Features of Wisdom 

 

To introduce my conception of wisdom, it will be helpful to begin with a brief overview of 

several putative features of wisdom. These features make regular appearances in our ordinary 

ways of thinking and talking about wisdom. They also show up regularly in the philosophical 

and psychological literature on the topic. As I get to below, I think the plausibility of an account 

of the nature of wisdom depends (at least in part) on how well it is able to accommodate or make 

sense of these features:   

 

1. Expertise. Wisdom is importantly related to expertise. To be wise about X is to be a kind 

of expert about X. It is, in any case, especially unlikely, if not impossible, to be wise 

about X while also being incompetent or a complete novice with respect to X.7  

  

2. Understanding. Wise persons characteristically possess a uniquely insightful and accurate 

grasp or understanding of what it is they are wise about (e.g. life, relationships, vocation, 

etc.). A wise person is not confused, muddled, or ignorant.8  

 

3. Experience. Wisdom is the result of lived experience. This explains why young people 

are rarely (if ever) considered wise. Rather, wisdom is something that tends to develop 

over the course of a life.9 



 4 

 

4. Advice. Wise persons are excellent sources of advice. They are uniquely capable of 

providing good and reliable guidance, especially concerning life’s more important and 

difficult decisions or challenges.10  

 

5. Skill. Wise persons are also characteristically skilled at navigating the sorts of challenges 

just noted. They do not bumble their way through life; they are neither clumsy nor 

incompetent.11  

 

6. Judgment. Wisdom is importantly related to good judgment. Indeed, the latter is precisely 

what one needs when faced with confusion or uncertainty about the proper application of 

familiar practical rules.12  

 

7. Self-Knowledge. Wise persons know themselves. They are not out of touch with or badly 

deceived about who they are, what they value, or what they are or aren’t capable of. They 

possess a relatively high degree of self-understanding.13  

 

8. Virtue. We look up to, receive inspiration from, and often seek to emulate wise persons. 

Wise persons are admirable; and they are admirable, at least in part, because of who they 

are as persons.14  

  

These putative features of wisdom are not unrelated or disconnected from each other. For 

instance, it is largely because we think of wise persons as having good judgment that we go to 
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them for advice; and presumably such judgment is rooted in a kind of deep understanding of the 

domain in question, understanding that typically comes only with lived experience. Together 

with self-knowledge, these characteristics go a considerable way toward explaining why we think 

of wise persons as skilled, why we admire them or consider them virtuous, and why we associate 

wisdom with expertise.  

 

2. Wisdom: A Sketch 

 

I will treat the foregoing observations concerning the putative features of wisdom as intuitive 

data that any adequate account of the nature of wisdom ought either to make good sense of or 

explain away. Like many other kinds of data, these observations are fallible; it may be that there 

are good conceptual or empirical grounds for rejecting one or more of them. However, barring 

arguments to this effect, I shall assume that we can assess a theory of wisdom (at least partly) on 

account of how well it accommodates these judgments. Accordingly, I turn now to sketch the 

contours of my account of wisdom. I then turn to consider how this account stands relative to the 

intuitive judgments just noted.  

The account begins with the familiar idea that wisdom is a matter of knowing how to live 

well.15 Or, as Staudinger and Glück put it, wisdom involves “expertise in the fundamental 

pragmatics of life.”16 While this idea seems reasonable enough, it is anything but precise. My 

account is aimed at adding some flesh to the idea that to be wise is to know how to live well.  

 We tend to approach wise persons (or wish we could) precisely when we feel stuck or 

confused about how to carry on—when, for instance, we feel overwhelmed by the circumstances 

or choices life has presented us with, find ourselves unable to “see the forest for the trees,” or are 
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otherwise uncertain or confused about how to proceed.17 We look to wise persons under such 

conditions, I suggest, because we take them to have a certain privileged perspective—a 

perspective on life in general, on the particular circumstances in which we find ourselves, or 

both. The wise person does see the forest (as well as the trees). She possesses a kind of “meta-

perspective” on life or on present circumstances in virtue of which she is well-positioned to 

provide reliable and insightful guidance concerning how to act. Glück and Bluck defend a 

similar view, claiming that “[w]ise individuals reflect deeply on experiences, strive to see the 

‘big picture,’ identify larger themes, developmental links over time, and relationships between 

issues.”18 My initial suggestion is that such a perspective is the key to understanding the defining 

character of wisdom.  

 But what exactly does this perspective amount to? I maintain that it has two main 

components. First, a wise person knows what is of ultimate value or importance.19 She can 

reliably distinguish, and presumably with some level of awareness and understanding, between 

things that are of great significance or value in life and things that are not. This is part of what it 

means to say that wise persons can “see the forest” (in addition to trees). It also helps explain 

why wise persons are capable of helping others see their way through practical problems and 

dilemmas. Such persons can, with authority, say things like: “This is what you really need to be 

concerned about in the present circumstances” or “Though it doesn’t seem like it now, what’s got 

you worried isn’t terribly important in the broader scheme of things.”20 As Tiberius and 

Swartwood comment, a wise person “knows what matters and can make appropriate distinctions 

and connections between the various things that matter in life.”21 In these respects, the 

perspective of the wise person is to the perspective of the rest of us like the perspective of a 

mature and experienced adult is to that of a child. 
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 This way of thinking about wisdom invokes notions of things that “matter in life” or are 

of “ultimate value or importance.” I will not attempt to specify which ends or values are 

ultimately valuable or important, nor even what it means for one end or value to be better or 

more important than another. Indeed, I think it is best for these matters to be left open, at least for 

the time being. For, it may be that what is ultimately good or important is, within limits, more or 

less relative to the individual or circumstances in question. Nor do I have any interest in saddling 

my account of wisdom with any ethical or meta-ethical commitments that are not essential to the 

broader conceptual picture I am after. I will assume, then, that some plausible notion of what is 

ultimately good or important in human life and activity is sufficiently familiar and determinate 

for present purposes.22 

 The sort of knowledge just described, while necessary for wisdom, is not sufficient. A 

person can know what is ultimately good or important in life but to a large extent remain a fool. 

Specifically, if the person is oblivious to the ways of the world, or to how the world works, then 

her general normative outlook, as accurate or wise as it might be, will prevent her from living 

well. Accordingly, the general normative knowledge partly constitutive of wisdom must be 

accompanied by a second, more specific form of knowledge, namely, knowledge of “how the 

world works.” Tiberius and Swartwood make a similar point: 

 

In our view, then, the kind of reflection that a wise person engages in is reflection about 

what matters to whom and why. This reflection is partly normative, but it also requires 

thinking about the facts – what people are like, how they differ from each other, and how 

the various circumstances in which people find themselves bear on normative questions.23 

(286) 
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This does not mean that wise persons must be masters of biology, physics, or even 

metaphysics.24 Rather, the suggestion is that they understand how things work or how life 

operates in relation to what is ultimately good or important. More specifically, wise persons 

understand the workings or operation of the parts or aspects of life that are relevant to pursuing, 

respecting, maintaining, enjoying, or other ways of acting in relation to what is ultimately good 

and important.25 This includes, but is not limited to, various cause-effect and means-end 

relations: for example, that if you treat people in way A, they are likely to respond in manner B; 

that situations of sort C tend to play out in ways D; that the most effective way of bringing about 

end E is by way of means F; and so on.26 

 While necessary for wisdom, neither can this more specific form of knowledge stand 

alone. A person can understand how the world works, but if she has a deeply flawed view of 

what is good or important in life, then she may be no closer to wisdom than the fool described 

above. Machiavelli’s prince may be a case in point: he clearly understands the ways of the world 

(e.g. what people are like, how they tend to react, how situations tend to play out, and so on); 

however, he arguably possesses a deeply flawed conception of the good.27 As such, while he may 

be “clever” in Aristotle’s sense, he is far from admirable or virtuous, and therefore less than 

wise.28   

 I have claimed that a wise person knows what is ultimately good or important in life and 

understands how life works or how other elements of life stand in relation to what is ultimately 

good. My suggestion is that such knowledge and understanding comprise a cognitive perspective 

that is largely constitutive of wisdom. However, more needs to be added to this account. To see 

why, note that while the second kind of knowledge identified above is more specific than the 
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first, the perspective sketched thus far remains fairly general. Specifically, a person might know 

what is ultimately good and important in life, have a good sense of how the world works in 

relation to what is good and important, but lack the ability to apply this overall perspective to 

particular or unfamiliar situations or dilemmas. This is significant given the putative advice-

giving ability of wise persons, for this ability requires being able to apply one’s knowledge of 

what is ultimately good and of how the world works to certain very specific situations or 

dilemmas. It is also significant in light of the fact that wise persons are excellent deliberators, for 

deliberation also frequently involves reasoning about very particular situations or practical 

problems.29  

 This underscores a further dimension of wisdom. It suggests that a wise person also 

possesses a certain competence. Specifically, she is able and willing to apply her knowledge of 

what is ultimately good and of how the world works to specific contexts or situations, including 

ones that she has not previously considered or encountered. She is reliably disposed to make 

sound judgments about how to act or proceed given the particular features of the situation in 

question. This feature of wisdom is widely recognized in the philosophical and psychological 

literatures on wisdom. Roger Walsh, for instance, claims that wisdom involves “the ability to 

recognize responses that are contextually appropriate for the specific situation and people.”30 

And Tiberius and Swartwood comment: “Wise people are good at putting their deep 

understanding to use: they have the ability to apply their deep understanding to their own lives 

and to the lives of others in order to solve problems.”31 

 Wisdom, as sketched thus far, has both an epistemic dimension and a competence 

dimension. A wise person characteristically (1) knows what is ultimately good or important in 

life, (2) understands how life works or how other elements of life stand in relation to what is 
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ultimately good, and (3) is competent at applying this perspective to new or particular contexts or 

questions.  

Because of the central importance it assigns to a reflective perspective on what matters 

and how life works, we can refer to this as the “perspectival account” of wisdom. A great deal 

more could be said to unpack and defend this account.32 We will, indeed, have occasion to add to 

it below. However, given the limits and specific focus of the paper, I will limit my further 

defense of the account to an exploration of how it stands relative to the various putative features 

of wisdom enumerated at the outset of the paper. These again are understanding, experience, 

expertise, skill, advice, judgment, self-knowledge, and virtue.  

 First, according to the perspectival account, wisdom is importantly related to 

understanding. It is partly constituted by an understanding of how life works, especially those 

parts or elements of life relevant to pursuing, maintaining, enjoying, respecting, and otherwise 

acting on behalf of what is ultimately important or good. Put another way, the wise person 

understands how things hang together in the practical domain. The perspectival account also 

stipulates that the wise person knows which ends are ultimately good or important. Such 

knowledge also can be thought of as a kind of understanding, inasmuch as wise persons are 

likely to have some sense of how or why the ends in question have the normative status they do. 

Finally, recall that the perspectival account is an attempt to make sense of the claim that wisdom 

involves knowing how to live well. Here too the knowledge at issue can be viewed as a form of 

understanding. Given their understanding of what is ultimately good or important in life, and 

how other elements of life are related to this, wise persons grasp, not merely that they should 

conduct themselves in such-and-such ways, but also (at least to some extent) why they should do 

so.33 



 11 

 Second, wisdom thus conceived bears a natural connection to lived experience. Typically, 

we learn what matters and how life works by living—often via a process of trial and error. For 

most of us, the kind of cognitive perspective I am claiming is essential to wisdom is a major life 

achievement—one which, if it comes at all, tends to come later in life. The notion of experience 

is also relevant to the competence component of wisdom. For, in many cases at least, a wise 

person’s ability to apply her knowledge to a wide range of practical contexts or dilemmas is 

likely to be due in part to an accumulation of experience, especially experience of a fairly broad 

or varied sort. Accordingly, if we think of wisdom along the lines sketched above, we should 

expect a close correlation between wisdom and experience. 

 Third, if the perspectival account is correct, we should also expect a close correlation 

between wisdom and expertise. Expertise is associated with knowledge and ability. If a person is 

an expert in a domain D, we can expect her to have a firm personal knowledge or understanding 

of D, and in particular, a grasp of the first principles proper to D or of how the elements of D 

hang together. If the perspectival account is on the right track, it makes sense to think of wise 

persons as experts in the domain of life or of living well. For, again, on this view, the wise 

person understands what is ultimately good and how life operates, which in turn gives her a kind 

of special insight into how to live well. Similarly, if a person is an expert in a domain D, we can 

expect her to have certain D-specific competences. Among these is a competence to handle the 

practically difficult or challenging aspects of D. Here again a connection with the perspectival 

account is apparent, for it describes the wise person as capable of applying her perspective on 

life and living well to specific contexts and problems.  

 Fourth, the notion of expertise is closely related to that of skill, a further quality closely 

associated with wisdom. Wise persons, we observed, are said to be skilled at the art of living. 
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They do not bumble their way through life. They tend to know what’s coming and to be uniquely 

capable of handling life’s challenges intelligently and competently. This also makes good sense 

if we are thinking of wisdom along perspectival lines. For, again, a person who has the kind of 

general knowledge and understanding described above and can competently apply this 

knowledge in practical contexts is well-equipped for living skillfully. She understands what is 

ultimately important and how life works, both in general and in specific contexts. And she can 

apply this understanding to new and particular practical problems and questions. As such, she is 

unlikely to be perplexed or disoriented by the circumstances or challenges life brings her way.  

 Fifth, the fact that a wise person has a firm grasp of what is good in life and of how life 

works, together with the fact that she is skilled at applying this knowledge in practical contexts, 

also makes good sense of the familiar idea that wise persons are especially good sources of 

advice about how to live or conduct oneself in complicated or difficult circumstances. Indeed, 

within virtually any practical domain, if one wants to know how to act or proceed in that domain, 

one often does well to consult an expert, that is, one who has a deep understanding of what is 

important in the domain and of how the other elements of the domain hang together. The wise 

person, as I have characterized her, has precisely this sort of understanding within the domain of 

human life and activity. This makes her an excellent source of advice to others looking for 

guidance about how to live.  

 Sixth, we also think of wise persons as having good judgment. Again, when faced with 

competing normative demands, or when the right thing to do or best way to proceed is not 

something that can simply be inferred from other obvious or well-established principles, wise 

persons in particular can be counted on to arrive at sound practical judgments. This is also 

predicted by the perspectival account. For, again, on this account, a wise person is competent at 
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applying her knowledge to novel or complex circumstances. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to 

equate this competence with precisely the kind of good judgment standardly associated with 

wisdom. 

 Seventh, the competence dimension of wisdom also underscores its connection to self-

knowledge. Wise persons are competent at applying their general knowledge about life and 

morality, not merely to how other people should act, but also to their own conduct. Doing so 

requires self-knowledge. How a person should act in a given situation depends on certain 

specific features of the person herself, including her values and desires, abilities and limitations, 

and so on. Therefore, to be capable of making the sorts of practical judgments that in turn are 

essential to living well, wise persons must know what they care about, what they are capable of, 

how they are likely to respond to particular challenges, and more. They must possess a 

reasonably high degree of self-knowledge.   

 Finally, recall that we also think of wise persons as admirable or virtuous. This makes at 

least some sense given the perspectival account. According to this account, wise persons have an 

admirable cognitive perspective and ability to apply the content of this perspective in action-

guiding ways. They are, then, admirable or virtuous at least in some sense.  

That said, I do not think the perspectival account as developed thus far captures the full 

extent to which wise persons are virtuous or admirable. First, it does not seem impossible that a 

person might be wise in the sense sketched above while also being wicked. Such a person might 

know what is ultimately good or important in life, understand how life works, be capable of 

applying this knowledge to particular situations in a sound manner, but use this combination of 

knowledge and skills in acts of brazen immorality—e.g. in depriving others of precisely what 

they most need or in trying to make others as unhappy as possible. Second, someone might 
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possess the relevant perspective and competence but be profoundly akratic, such that he rarely 

manages to act in ways that he knows are good and right. Neither the wicked nor the akratic 

person would be admirable or virtuous enough (or in the right way) to be considered wise.34  

This suggests that the perspectival account needs to be supplemented by a requirement to 

the effect that a wise person is disposed to act in accordance with her wise perspective and 

judgments—or, more generally, according to which she not only knows how to live well but also 

is motivated to do so.35 (Caveat: given that wise persons sometimes offer judgments concerning 

how others should act, and that these judgments can be very specific to the persons in question, 

there may be occasions with respect to which a wise person would not “act in accordance with” 

her own wise judgments.) 

 The perspectival account can now be stated in full: a wise person: (1) knows what is 

ultimately good or important in life; (2) understands how other elements or aspects of life work 

in relation to what is ultimately good or important; (3) is competent at applying this perspective 

to new or particular contexts or questions; and (4) is disposed to act in accordance with the 

resulting judgments.36 

 

3. Suffering and Wisdom 

 

Suppose this is what wisdom amounts to. How should we understand the relationship 

between wisdom and suffering? Should we expect suffering, at least in a significant number of 

cases, to contribute to wisdom? If so, in which cases and why? As noted above, I will not assume 

any particular theory of suffering, though I will attempt to clarify what it is about suffering that 

might make it relevant to the acquisition of wisdom.37 Moreover, while I will argue that suffering 
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can, under certain conditions, contribute to wisdom, this is consistent with the sobering fact that 

suffering can also diminish (if not destroy) a person’s capacity for wisdom. Thus the discussion 

is at best a partial account of the potential effects of suffering. Finally, I do not claim, with 

respect to cases in which suffering does or may contribute to wisdom, that it is the only thing 

capable of doing so. That is, I do not take suffering to be an exclusive means to wisdom.38  

We may begin by attending to potential connections between suffering and the epistemic 

dimension of wisdom. Earlier we noted that this dimension is comprised of at least two types of 

knowledge: knowledge of what is ultimately good or important in life and knowledge of what the 

world is like or of how the world works in relation to what is ultimately good. However, recall 

that the epistemic dimension of wisdom also involves a third type of knowledge: namely, self-

knowledge. As noted, self-knowledge is essential to the wise person’s ability to apply her 

knowledge of morality and the world to her own situation or context.  

There are good reasons to think, with respect to a reasonably wide range of cases, that 

suffering can contribute to a person’s acquisition of all three types of wisdom-relevant 

knowledge. First, it is not uncommon for people to emerge from experiences of suffering with a 

new and more accurate perspective on what matters most in life.39 Such persons often look back 

on their lives and judge that prior to suffering their priorities were out of order—e.g. that they 

were living for or striving after things of minimal significance. Post-suffering, they often 

prioritize such things as loving relationships with friends and family, living more openly in 

relation to others, and appreciating life’s simple joys and pleasures. Why might suffering have 

this effect? One plausible explanation has to do with the way in which suffering can be 

disorienting, upending our ordinary ways of experiencing the world, ourselves, and other people. 

As such, it can awaken our moral sensibilities and serve as an invitation to reevaluate our 
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priorities, rely more heavily on the support of loved ones, and cease taking for granted various 

goods and blessings.  

In keeping with this picture, Tedeschi and Calhoun, in their work on “posttraumatic 

growth,” observe: “A typical change in priorities [following a traumatic experience] is an 

increase in the importance of what before might have been considered the ‘little things,’ such as 

a child’s smile and spending time with a toddler, and the recognition of the importance of things 

formerly taken for granted.”40 They illustrate this point with a poignant reflection from author 

Hamilton Jordan:  

 

After my first cancer, even the smallest joys in life took on special meaning—watching a 

beautiful sunset, a hug from my child, a laugh with Dorothy. That feeling has not 

diminished with time. After my second and third cancers, the simple joys of life are 

everywhere and are boundless, as I cherish my family and friends and contemplate the 

rest of my life, a life I certainly do not take for granted.41 

  

Davis and Nolen-Hoeksema make a similar observation. In a study on bereavement, they found 

that 70-80% of family members reported perceiving some benefit from their experience of loss. 

Among these benefits were a “gain in perspective” and “deepening relationships.” As one of 

their respondents remarked: “I learned that when you love someone, the relationship is so 

important. It’s enhanced my relationship with other people because I realize that time is so 

important, and you can waste so much effort on small, insignificant events and feelings.”42  

Suffering can also increase a person’s understanding of what life is like or of how the 

world works in relation to what is most important. It can lead to observations such as that life is 
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fragile or short, that life is sometimes unfair, that it has its ups and downs, that bad things can 

happen to good people, etc.43 Along these lines, Davis and Nole-Hoeksema note that according 

to “social-cognitive models of coping and adjustment,” loss and trauma threaten “our most 

fundamental beliefs or assumptions about how the world works.”44 Similarly, Joseph and Linley 

argue that adversity can “show us … that the future is uncertain, and that what happens to us can 

be random. Adverse events show us the limits of the human condition and bring into question 

our assumptions about ourselves and the world.”45 While experiences and beliefs like these are 

not sufficient for wisdom, they do seem capable of contributing to it. 

Can’t these epistemic elements of wisdom be gained by other means, for example, by 

studying history, reading good literature and biographies, viewing documentaries, and so on? I 

suspect they can. But that is no objection to my argument, for again my claim is not that 

suffering is a necessary means to wisdom. That said, I do suspect that experiences of suffering 

can be especially epistemically powerful. Suffering involves first-person acquaintance with facts 

such as that life can be unfair, difficult, unpredictable, and so on. This acquaintance can enhance 

a person’s understanding of “how the world works” in a way that is especially vivid and difficult 

to forget by comparison with some of the other media noted above.  

As the remark above by Joseph and Linley indicates, suffering can also contribute 

significantly to self-knowledge. Most obviously, it can acquaint a person with her fundamental 

limitations and vulnerabilities. Judgments like the following are a natural and familiar result of 

suffering: “I’m not invincible,” “I need other people,” “I lack ultimate control,” “my well-being 

is fragile,” etc. Here too it is not difficult to imagine that suffering might play at least a 

somewhat unique epistemic role. While it is one thing to learn from, say, reading a biography or 

viewing a documentary that life is short or that human beings need each other, it is quite another 
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to be vividly and painfully acquainted with the fact that my life is short, that I am mortal, or that I 

need to depend on others in order to flourish. While other media can inspire such insights, the 

personal and experiential aspects of suffering make it especially likely to do so. 

Along these lines, Calhoun and Tedeschi report that losing a loved one can heighten 

one’s sense of one’s mortality and one’s need for support from other people.46 Similarly, Joseph 

and Linley remark that “growth through adversity” includes “three main facets,” one being that 

“people change their views of themselves in some way,” including a “greater acceptance of their 

vulnerabilities and limitations.”47 Posttraumatic growth researchers have also observed that 

people can emerge from traumatic experiences, not only with a more acute awareness of their 

vulnerability, but also with an increased sense of personal agency, for example, with the sense 

that they can handle whatever challenges life brings their way.48 Of course, experiences of loss 

and suffering can also lead to false or irrational beliefs about oneself, and when they do, they are 

not a source of wisdom. However, beliefs like the ones just described seem both reasonable and 

capable of making a person wiser.  

 

4. Humility and Wisdom 

 

Suffering evidently can contribute to the epistemic dimension of wisdom as characterized by the 

perspectival account. But this benefit is not guaranteed. Again, suffering can also diminish a 

person’s capacity for wisdom.49 Therefore, an important question remains: when or under what 

conditions is suffering more or less likely to yield growth along the epistemic dimension of 

wisdom?  
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There is no single or simple answer to this question. Nevertheless, in the remainder of the 

paper, I argue that persons who encounter suffering with a posture or attitude of humility are in a 

considerably better position to acquire several of the epistemic elements of wisdom just 

described.50 I begin by sketching an account of the nature of humility. I then explain why people 

who negotiate suffering with a posture of humility are more likely to grow in wisdom as a 

result.51  

Humility, as I am thinking of it, is a disposition to be properly attentive to and to “own” 

one’s limitations. By “limitations” I mean something very broad, including defects and 

weaknesses, but also various needs and dependencies. Limitations also admit of various types: 

we can be limited in moral, physical, metaphysical, intellectual, psychological, and other ways. 

The notion of “owning” a limitation is quasi-technical. While it is related to admitting, accepting, 

or taking responsibility for a limitation, its demands may vary from one situation to the next 

depending on at least a couple of factors. To illustrate, if the limitation is a significant and 

correctable defect, then owning this limitation will require, not merely acknowledging that it 

exists, but also resolving to get rid of it or prevent it from guiding one’s activity. On the other 

hand, if the limitation is a minor defect or defect over which one has little or no control, then 

owning it may involve little more than honestly acknowledging or accepting that one has it. The 

same goes where the limitation is not a defect at all but rather a natural human need or 

vulnerability (e.g. a lack of ultimate control).52 In short, then, human existence is filled with a 

wide and diverse range of limitations, and humility is the virtue that helps us remain attentive to 

and properly responsive to or accepting of our limitations. It is the virtue that helps us negotiate 

our limitations in an honest, responsible, and accepting way.  
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Given this conception of humility, it is not too difficult to imagine that persons who 

encounter suffering with an attitude or posture of humility might be primed for acquiring at least 

some of the wisdom that suffering makes possible.53 To make good on this point, I turn now to 

describe how this posture might facilitate an increase in the three types of knowledge discussed 

above—knowledge which again constitutes the epistemic dimension of wisdom. (I do not claim 

that humility is conducive to the development of all aspects or elements of wisdom—even all of 

the aspects that can be derived from suffering. For instance, a willingness to admit one’s 

limitations is unlikely to play a special role in facilitating a greater sense of one’s personal 

agency or resilience, which again is a widely recognized result of some experiences of 

suffering.54) 

The first type is knowledge of what is ultimately good or important. Recall that much of 

the knowledge in this category draws attention to our need for others, for example, our inability 

to flourish in the absence of loving relationships with friends or family. While such a need is 

hardly a defect, a person bent self-sufficiency or radical autonomy may have a very difficult time 

accepting it. By contrast, humble persons are disposed to own their limitations; they are aware of 

and accepting of the fact that they need other people in order to live a healthy and fulfilling life. 

We also noted above that experiences of suffering can lead one to make critical assessments of 

how one was living prior to suffering—perhaps even that one has spent a good portion of one’s 

life chasing after the wind. These realizations also can be very difficult to attend to or accept. 

However, to the extent that one is honest with oneself about and disposed to admit (rather than 

deny or be defensive about) one’s flaws and mistakes, one is more likely to make and be 

accepting of these important and insightful judgments. Put another way, humility functions to 

eliminate obstacles to the acceptance of truths that are at once integral to wisdom and an affront 
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to human pride. In these and related ways, humility manifested in the context of suffering can 

enhance one’s sense of what is (and is not) of ultimate importance or value.  

The second type of knowledge comprising the epistemic dimension of wisdom pertains to 

what life is like or how the world works. As noted above, the features of life that become salient 

in the context of suffering include life’s brevity and unpredictability, the fact that the past cannot 

be changed, that bad things can happen to good people, and so on. These aspects of life may be 

alarming and repugnant to persons who think of themselves as invincible or as the exclusive 

authors of their own life stories. As such, they are likely to be resistant to processing or accepting 

them, which in turn will limit their capacity for wisdom. Humble persons, by contrast, will be 

more likely to face these facts about life and be appropriately accepting of the constraints and 

limitations they introduce. This in turn stands to increase their share in the epistemic dimension 

of wisdom.  

The third type of wisdom-relevant knowledge that can be facilitated by suffering is self-

knowledge, in particular, knowledge of such claims as “I’m not invincible,” “I need other 

people,” “I lack ultimate control,” and “my well-being is fragile.” Here too such knowledge will 

be a very bitter pill for persons resistant to acknowledging or owning their limitations. This is not 

to say that humble persons will enthusiastically embrace all of this discomfiting self-knowledge. 

They might, for instance, lament their mortality or the fact that their well-being is as fragile as it 

is. Unlike some prideful persons, however, they will not be in denial about or refuse to accept the 

relevant facts. Thus humility also puts people in a favorable position to acquire the kind of 

wisdom-relevant self-knowledge that suffering makes possible.  

We’ve seen that humility manifested in encounters with suffering can increase one’s 

chances of deriving wisdom from suffering. Our focus so far has been on the relationship 
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between humility and the epistemic dimension of wisdom. However, a similar point can also be 

made in connection with the other dimensions of wisdom.  

According to the perspectival account, wisdom is not merely a matter of knowing certain 

things about morality, life, or oneself. It also involves applying this knowledge to particular 

contexts or situations and acting in accordance with the resulting practical judgments. Humble 

persons, we have seen, are better positioned to acquire some of the wisdom-relevant knowledge 

that can come from suffering. As such, humble persons are in a better position to make wise 

judgments that depend on this knowledge and to act accordingly. Persons in the grip of pride, by 

contrast, might fail to acquire this knowledge. If so, they will be in no position to make wise 

practical judgments on the basis of it (nor to act in accordance with these judgments).  

Further, suppose a non-humble person manages somehow to acquire much of the 

wisdom-relevant knowledge that suffering can yield. This person might still be ill-equipped to 

apply this knowledge or to put it into practice. To see why, recall once more that this knowledge 

pertains largely to human limitations and vulnerabilities. Again, people sometimes emerge from 

experiences of suffering with the sense that they’ve been living foolishly or that they need to 

depend more deeply on or live more openly with others. These are fairly general truths. To be 

wise, a person must also be competent at using this knowledge to make situation-specific 

practical judgments and be disposed to act in accordance with these judgments. However, this 

may prove very difficult for someone deficient in humility. For, the judgments in question may 

very well include things like: “I need to apologize to my family for how badly I’ve neglected 

them” or “I need to admit to my partner or friends how much I need them.” Making these 

judgments—let alone acting on them—may demand a significant amount of humility. Therefore, 
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humility can also contribute to these other aspects of wisdom made possible in the context of 

suffering. 

Taranto offers an apt summary of some of the foregoing connections between suffering, 

humility, and wisdom:  

  

Few escape the lessons of human vulnerability. Certainly some choose to deny the reality 

of such limitations or are broken by them, but some choose to “work around them” or 

“live within them.” The latter individuals, I suggest, have more wisdom than the former, 

for loss of control and recognition of the limits of control that we have over such losses is 

a form of control itself.55 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

My aim has been to shed some light on the relationship between wisdom and suffering. 

Specifically, I have sought to better understand when or how suffering might contribute to 

wisdom. In response to this question, I have argued that persons who negotiate the terrain of 

suffering with an attitude or posture of humility are more likely to acquire the epistemic elements 

of wisdom. This has involved providing an account of the nature of wisdom, the nature of 

humility, and some apparent causal connections between suffering and wisdom. My defense of 

the relevant causal connections has mainly been conceptual in nature. However, with suitable 

measures for wisdom and humility, it could profitably be subjected to empirical assessment.56 
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