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Abstract Discourse about knowledge-based economies rarely moves beyond the commercial-
ization of science and engineering, and is locked in the discursive limits of functionalism. We
argue that these discourses limit the scope of what knowledge-based economies might achieve
because they are uninformed by an adequate conception of knowledge. In particular, knowledge
management and knowledge-based economy discourse has not included the axiological dimen-
sion of knowledge that leads to wisdom. Taking an axiological perspective, we can discuss
policy frameworks aimed at producing the social structures needed to bring fully formed and
fully functioning knowledge societies into being. We argue that while the dominant discourse
of industrial modernity remains rationalist, functionalist, utilitarian and technocratic, knowl-
edge-based economies will resemble a savant rather than a sage. A wisdom-based renaissance of
humanistic epistemology is needed to avoid increasing social dysfunction and a lack of wisdom
in complex technological societies.

Keywords: Knowledge-based economy; technocratic functionalism; ethics; wisdom;
communicative action; Aristotle; humanistic epistemology.

Two fundamental observations motivate this article: (1) that very little of the
energy spent discussing knowledge-based economies actually countenances the
ontological and epistemological foundations of knowledge;1 and (2) that, as a
consequence, much policy-level discourse about knowledge-based economies is
limited by shallow technocratic, functionalist, utilitarian values.2 The dangers of
such shallow concerns are made clear in historical analyses by David Landes,
Bernard Cohn, and Barbara Benedict.3 They clearly show that society incurs signifi-
cant costs when policy, scientific, industrial and intellectual leaders under-value
critical aspects of knowing such as curiosity, creativity, insight and imagination
when pursuing functionalist knowledge goals such as knowledge management or
innovation management. Our central concern in this article is that when the
discourse of the knowledge-based economy elides these transcendent forms of
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308 D. Rooney & B. McKenna

knowing, there is little chance of wisdom entering knowledge-related policy
discourse as an explicit objective for knowledge-based economies. If this happens,
we argue, socially intelligent innovation (change) that is inherently ethical is
unlikely to occur. We, therefore, explicitly focus on demonstrating why wisdom
should be part of knowledge-related policy discourse. We argue further that
wisdom is a necessary component of knowledge-based economies and that it
should not be subordinated to the narrow imperatives of technological develop-
ment within the socio-economic context of technocratic capitalism. We posit that
the choice to include or exclude the gift of wisdom in policy-level discourse about a
knowledge society or a knowledge-based economy will determine whether the
social and economic outcomes are characteristic of the savant or sage.4 We will
elaborate this distinction later in the paper. However, to make our point, first, we
set out an argument making the case for wisdom as the central element of sagacity
in a knowledge-based economy, and, second, offer policy guidelines for achieving
sagacious innovation for socially intelligent change in knowledge-related policy.
However, before explaining these central elements we must say what wisdom is.

Wisdom

Without wisdom, any social or economic system is deficient because of the power
of wisdom to provide good judgement, perspicacity, and ethically applied knowl-
edge. Yet knowledge about how to be wise, how to foster wisdom, and how to
recognize it has been lost in the dominant discourses of the industrialized world.5

To rediscover knowledge about wisdom we must first know what it is. This brief
outline elaborates our previous Western philosophical outline by briefly acknowl-
edging an Eastern perspective. Essentially, wisdom is an ability to conduct oneself
prudently and well, and to judge correctly and soundly by applying reason to
putative ‘fact’ tempered by intuition and insight. Wisdom must be infused by ethi-
cal judgment and is directed to soundly based practical outcomes. Wisdom is
founded on enlightenment, learning, erudition, deep understanding, and is avow-
edly ethical. Our definition, therefore, focuses on the quality, goodness, and
soundness of decisions and judgments that are necessary for wisdom. Our view of
wisdom, because it becomes most salient when deciding and judging in practical
affairs is different to folklore and religious notions of wisdom, though we admit
their usefulness: the first because it is necessarily shallowly didactic and the second
because it emphasizes unworldly and esoteric sagacity. Our view of wisdom is
secular because worldly wisdom must be based on sound knowledge, must be
reasonable and balanced, must be ethical, and must result from humane and
experienced understanding.

Because wisdom was well understood in ancient and medieval times by leading
thinkers, we follow Lamberton6 who drew on ancient insights about knowledge, to
help ground our understanding of wisdom. Several exemplary ancient philoso-
phers and philosophical texts from China (I Ching) and Islam (Avicenna), affirm
our fundamentally Aristotelian conception of wisdom.

Chinese philosophy is often characterized by its practical nature because it
focuses on the practical task of social organization. The ancient and highly influen-
tial sacred Chinese text, I Ching, written between 450 and 350 BC, deals with perspi-
cacity, leadership and wise decision-making.7 The book clearly identifies the
qualities such as humility, correctness, virtue, proper dealing, dignity, sincerity, and
a sense of balance as central to wise decision-making. In relation to balance, the I
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Wisdom and Socially Intelligent Innovation 309

Ching argues that a balance of left and right, feminine and masculine, day and
night, and other polarities is fundamental to good living. These are not opposites,
but complements. Each completes the other.

The great Persian philosopher, Avicenna (980AD–1037AD), developed a view of
knowledge that is centred on wisdom. Avicenna, through questioning, teaching,
reflection and observation devised a four-level heuristic for understanding
prophethood (or wisdom and perspicacity): intellect, imagination, miraculous, and
practical. For Avicenna, the intellectual is a composite of intuition, active intellect,
and humanness. The imagination transforms conceptual images into real-life
images. The miraculous is power over the material domain (nature). The practical
includes socio-political skills—the ‘statesman’, the ‘law-giver’—and comes from
implementing insight, morals, and intellectual concepts.8 Avicenna describes an
intellectual domain that is ‘philosophical’, indeed moral, rather than ‘scientific’
but which nonetheless provides a realistic, broad-based, and practical basis for
thinking about wisdom and the application of knowledge generally. There is no
separating the practical from the moral, the intellectual, or the imagination.

These ancient ways of thinking about appropriately applying knowledge charac-
teristically have an intellectual breadth and scope of social vision. The line between
thinking ‘scientifically’ and thinking humanistically is not drawn: both ways are
embraced to form a single system of knowledge, thought, judgement and intu-
ition.9 To better penetrate such ancient epistemologies we turn to Aristotle who
most eloquently describes the details of what wisdom is and how it operates in a
social or knowledge system.

Underpinning all of Aristotle’s philosophy, including his theory of practical
wisdom, is his position that one should be ‘doing what one does just because one
sees those actions as noble and worthwhile’.10 Put another way, people should be
‘living life according to the moral virtues’.11 While there are ethical virtues, such as
generosity and temperance, a fully developed person also requires intellectual
virtues such as wisdom, intelligence and prudence.12 For Aristotle, wisdom, there-
fore, is linked to intellect, which includes rationality and science knowledge
[sophia], and technique [techné], character, integrity and ethics. However, the
ingredient that enables these qualities to combine as a system is nous or common
sense founded on insight, intuition, imagination and creativity. Because it is practi-
cal and worldly, Aristotle’s conception of wisdom is relevant to social policies and
applications of knowledge-based economies. The worldliness of an Aristotelian
approach to wisdom distinguishes it from an increasingly esoteric Medieval
Catholic view13 of wisdom and the utilitarian early-modern Protestant (in particu-
lar, Puritan) views of knowledge that de-emphasize nous and assume a divine order.
What separates Aristotle from non-secular views of wisdom is his worldliness: that is,
his is a humanistic, not a religious philosophy. For Aristotle the capacity for good
judgment comes from a well-formed humanity.

Thus, Aquinas represents a suitable historical marker for the time when the
ancient Western construction of practical wisdom was appropriated into theistic
discourse, which then bifurcated during the Reformation. The Thomistic orienta-
tion remained unworldly in the Catholic tradition that steadfastly opposed modern-
ism even into the twentieth century when in 1907 Pope Pius X issued the encyclical
Pascendi Dominici Gregus denouncing modernism. According to Toulmin,14 from the
1650s in European thought the practical world (via activa) increasingly detached
from the world of reflection (via contemplativa). While this is true, we argue that the
Protestant orientation adopted a utilitarian and consequentialist ethic (cf. a
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Catholic deontology), embraced the Enlightenment with the instrumental logic of
an emerging scientific method, and adopted the commercial practices necessary
for the emergence of industrial capitalism. As a result, Aristotelian knowledge of
what practical wisdom is and how to achieve it was gradually diminished in the
Western intellectual tradition.15 We do not argue that wise decision-making was
lost, but that a deeper understanding of the nature of practical wisdom faded under
the hegemony of Cartesian rationalism and scientific method that supplanted,
often to good purpose, the faith tradition and secular superstition. Thus, not only
was knowledge of practical wisdom lost, but also the language needed to discuss
wisdom in those terms, as was the desire to acknowledge its value. In short, we
contend that the instrumentalism and the rationality of this Enlightenment tradi-
tion re-established the practical virtues of techné, but failed to heed Aristotle’s call
for practical wisdom as the supreme virtue, thereby consigning wisdom principally
to esoteric spiritual discourses and folklore aphorisms.

It is important to emphasize that Aristotle’s concept of wisdom is not antitheti-
cal to modern rational intellectual endeavour, including knowledge economy
policy; indeed, his humanism called for science and reason to be applied to any
problem. He asserted that wise actions must be: 

(1) scientific to the extent that a wise person understands ‘both the fact and the
reason for it combining intuition and scientific knowledge’;16

(2) more than a mere application of techné;
(3) meta-analytical; a person ‘must not only know what follows from the principles,

but also possess truth about the principles’;17

(4) founded on humane ethics.

Thus, wise thinking is rational, intuitive, ethical, and capable of meta-analytical
reflexivity. Paradoxically rather than contradictorily, wisdom explicitly combines
intuition and scientific method, the particular and the general, and truth and
scepticism. This is because unscrutinizable or transcendent cognitions such as intu-
ition must complement the rigour of reason and scientific application (what we call
the Aristotelian techn[emacr ] ) to provide intelligent and ethical solutions to real-world
problems.

While knowledge-based economic discourse is comfortable with the techné
component of wisdom, it appears less confident in dealing with nous (unscrutiniz-
able and transcendent cognitions) and ethics, which we argue should be central to
innovation and socially intelligent change. For this reason it is useful to examine a
point that Aristotle made which seems counter-intuitive to the modern mind condi-
tioned to the strictures of scientific rationality. Aristotle argued that nous ‘is
concerned with the ultimate particular … [It is] of definitions, for which there is
no reasoning’18 because it ‘is the insightfulness that makes up for the imprecision
of rationality’.19 Aristotle rejects the values and assumptions of scientific rationality
insofar as they affect a disdain for nous because of its non-rational basis. For
Aristotelians the argument that rationality is the essence of precision and, indeed,
is the only way to create knowledge is, therefore, an impoverished epistemology.
What distinguishes Aristotelian epistemology from that of the rationalists’ is not the
rejection of reason, or science, but the active embracing of such a broad epistemol-
ogy, one that covers a spectrum from nous to scientific rationality (techné).

We do not need to argue here the case against the inherent weaknesses of a
rationalist scientific method. Dewey20 explained the mutability of knowledge and

ē
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argued against the separation of ‘higher’ (theoretical) knowledge and ‘lower’
(practical) knowledge. For him, knowledge is disclosed in practical action.
Popper’s neo-Humean concerns with falsifiability21 have been built into main-
stream hypothetico-deductive methodologies. Mainstream epistemology and the
philosophy of science have incorporated Kuhn’s22 notions of paradigms. By the
time that Lakatos23 amalgamated Kuhn and Popper in his influential philosophy of
science, positivistic science clearly could no longer refuse to adapt. Outside the
realm of science, poststructuralist theory and postmodern theory have reinforced
the untenability of positivist science. For example, Foucault’s poststructural theory
of knowledge is now also well ingrained in contemporary epistemology. The shat-
tering of established taxonomies and the periodization of epistemic structures;
epistemic discursive formations; the disjunction between knowledge and truth; and
the disciplinary techniques for maintaining orthodoxy24 have now worked their way
into contemporary epistemological discourse, virtually making hardline positivism
in scientific processes impossible. Similarly, postmodern theorists such as Richard
Rorty25 see truth as an agreement among members of a community, and certainly
not to be taken from ‘a God’s-eye point of view: no skyhook provided by some
contemporary or yet-to-be-developed science, is going to free us from the contin-
gency of having been acculturated as we were’.26 Thus the social conditions affect
the individual’s beliefs.27 The consequence of these developments is that positivis-
tic scientific approaches characterized by rationality and factual knowledge have
been superseded by concepts such as communities of practice28 where meaning
and processual methods are negotiated. A new pragmatic constructivism is now
common in social science epistemology.29

When ‘scientific method’ is applied to the social sciences, these epistemological
concerns are even more important, and less tenable. Of course, the most signifi-
cant non-technical contributory discipline to the discussion of knowledge economy
is economics. Contemporary political discourse is now largely dominated by neo-
classical economics within a neo-liberal framework.30 Ideology and epistemological
assumptions are almost impossible to separate in such discourses.31 One principal
assumption is, of course, the concept of homo economicus, which fails to take into
account fundamental features of human existence such as family, emotion, senti-
ment, and love. The capriciousness of inbuilt ideological suppositions is evident in
the way that orthodox micro-economics shed the potentially ethical human that
Adam Smith had originally envisaged, replacing him/her with a non-ethical being
unaffected by sentiment, and that it overlooked his delineation of moral and
natural philosophy. Instead, maximizing utility remains as neoclassical economics
foundational assumption about human nature.32

Having now established the case against the possibility of a purely rational, posi-
tivist consideration of the knowledge economy, we turn our attention to recent
calls to urgently re-evaluate the importance of such unscrutinizable cognitions and
particularly tacit knowledge in the context of technological R&D, and knowledge
management.33 Needless to say, a similar imperative exists in relation to knowl-
edge-based economies and innovation. We assert that the case already exists to
apply the tenets of Aristotelian wisdom to the most complex knowledge creation
processes in contemporary times.

Aristotle’s position is supported by the evidence from consciousness studies and
the history and philosophy of science that uphold the claim that for all of human
history, intuition, insight and other enigmatic or tacit aspects of intellection have
been essential to the creation of knowledge.34 The most recent developments in
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superstring theory, for example, rest on concepts that negate post-Newtonian
notions of time and space, a logical development of the Einsteinian process.
Indeed, an advanced form of superstring theory is M-theory where M stands for
‘magic, mystery, or membrane’ according to superstring theorist Edward Witten in
Physics Today.35 In other words, the most significant advances in theoretical physics
are occurring with the considerable accommodation of speculation and uncertain
knowledge. Indeed, for Gebser36 the enigmatic is the very pillar on which human
cognitive systems have depended since the beginning of our evolution. Similarly, as
Campbell37 has pointed out, tacit intellection has been an essential survival talent
for the greater part of human evolution, during most of which there were no codi-
fied languages or systematic epistemologies that could be used to rationally create
knowledge and to learn. Such enigmatic cognitions are in large part transcendent,
and unscrutinizable processes that re-form relationships between ideas or memo-
ries to create knowledge and decide in the absence of rational, specified methods
and precise language. From a cognitive psychological perspective, intuitive judg-
ment would most likely be seen as the outcome of schema, or organized knowledge
structures,38 or ‘packets of information stored in memory representing general
knowledge about objects, situations, events, or actions’ that guide procedures,
context information, and strategies of problem-solving.39 Indeed, recent studies of
brain function and its relationship to consciousness confirm that an overwhelming
amount of what our brains do is done subconsciously and cannot be regarded as
deliberate rationalism.40 Over time, cognitive relationships linking past, present
and future with our feelings, emotions and fantasies allow imagination and fore-
sight to develop.41 Thus, intuition incorporates fantasy-rich constructions that are
important to creativity and innovation. However, in the epistemology of the ratio-
nalist, empiricist scientific tradition (if not in the practice of science), hypothetico-
deductive method, direct observation, and calculation are privileged and its values
deeply embedded in dominant public epistemic discourse (including discourse on
information, knowledge management, innovation and knowledge-based econo-
mies) to the detriment of the transcendent and the wise in Aristotle’s sense.42

Importantly, the value of wisdom arises out of its ability to assist us in overcom-
ing the discontinuity of and aporia in our knowledge and apprehension of reality
that is brought about by the impossibility of completely understanding it. There is,
therefore, a tension between the rationalist intellectual values of industrial
modernity and technocracy on the one hand, and reality and the humanistic ethos
of Aristotle’s epistemology on the other. Although wisdom cannot be generated
only by rational and mechanical means it can be developed provided there is an
appropriate disposition. However, while wise people will use ‘hard’ data and ratio-
nal process as part of their decision-making, the process that produces wise counsel
and decisions must also be subjective to the extent that it is humane, creative, and,
in that it is reflexively and thoughtfully built on experience and insight.43 In other
words, must be socially intelligent. Thus, the subjective and intersubjective are
important in understanding how wisdom comes into being and how it might be
viewed at the level of practice. An important aspect of this in knowledge-based
economies is reflexive practice.

Reflexivity

We claim that reflexivity is a crucial element of wise practice because it embodies
the crucial features of good judgment, including awareness of one’s own subject
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position, and ‘the socially laded rather than socially determined’44 view of knowl-
edge. However, the concept of reflexivity is polysemic and, dare we suggest, in
danger of becoming yet another fad term wrung free of its crucial characteristics.
The concern with reflexivity emerged ‘from a confluence of theoretical and meth-
odological concerns’45 in the social sciences, rather than as an aspect of managerial
practice. Among the most significant writers, Pierre Bourdieu,46 was deeply
concerned to develop a reflexivity ‘as a means of developing richer descriptions of
the social world but also as the basis for a more practically adequate and epistemo-
logically secure social science’.47 While it is true that discussions about reflexivity
are primarily concerned with social science research methodologies, their
concerns are still very useful in developing a grounded theory of, for example,
organizational or management wisdom.

Reflexivity is not meant here as simply organizational learning, as though
appropriate learning were the inevitable outcome of an organization that claims to
have organizational learning processes in place.48 In particular, such systems
approaches are oriented to error correction and adaptation to environmental
changes.49 Rather, organizational theory is now incorporating the embodied and
the aesthetic dimensions of organizational learning.50 As well, Lave and Wenger
have long ago reminded us of the situatedness of communities of practice that
reproduce their knowledge and knowledge processes.51 In other words, the type of
reflexivity that a wise organization needs is a constitutive reflexivity that interro-
gates the practices for producing knowledge52 in the manner that Woolgar has
advocated.53

Reflexivity is essentially concerned with considering the way in which we think
and what we consider to be true in the light of what we have just done and its
outcomes. Vygotsky draws our attention to the social connectedness of the evolu-
tion of thoughts: ‘Every thought tends to connect something with something else,
to establish a relation between things. Every thought moves, grows and develops,
fulfils a function, solves a problem’.54 In this way, the social and cultural history of
our engagement with the world is held in consciousness and subconsciousness too,
as well as in the practices in which we engage.

It is this social and evolutionary aspect, as well as the epistemology, the
language, the subject positions, and the community practices that most concerns
reflexive consideration. Although applied to management and organizational
meta-theory, Alvesson et al.55 provide useful understandings about reflexivity deal-
ing with these concerns that can be applied to any reflexive practice. In particular,
they identify multiple forms of reflexivities: 

a. destabilizing postmodern and poststructural approaches directed to revealing
the ambiguous, fragmented and contested nature of epistemology;

b. multi-perspective approaches directed to seeking out anomalies among vocabu-
laries, theories, interpretations and frames to produce a bricolage;

c. multi-voicing approaches that understand the researcher as a subject influenc-
ing the perception of the object;

d. reflexivity as a positioning practice acknowledges the knowledge and practice of
the researcher’s own research community.

Usefully, the authors distil this into D and R types of reflexivity.56 D-reflexivity
tends to be negative in that it subverts practice by deconstructing, declaiming,
destabilizing, and danger warning. By contrast, R-reflexivity is more positive
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because it reconstructs, re-frames, reclaims, and re-presents, illuminating what is
left out and marginalized.

Consistent with the understanding that wisdom is practical, reflexivity too, as a
characteristic of wisdom, should be practical in the sense that it is directed to
producing something ‘better’: ‘more creative, offering a broader set of ideas/inter-
pretations, more ethically informed or sensitive or avoiding getting caught by the
social conventions or fashions’.57 We agree with Alvesson et al. that the more posi-
tive R-reflexivity will avoid Weick’s58 concern that reflexivity can induce a paralys-
ing regress of doubt, or what Maton59 calls hermeneutic narcissism. Consequently,
we would define reflexivity as an aspect of wise practice that: 

● acknowledges the ambiguous, fragmented and contested nature of knowledge,
but does not let that prevent a determination of the understood ‘facts’ in a
matter;

● acknowledges that there are multiple perspectives to any phenomenon, each
with their own vocabularies, theories, interpretations and frames;

● understands as far as possible one’s own subject position individually and as a
member of a community of practice, and that this will influence the perception
of the object.

We believe that these principles of reflexive practice will provide more creative
thinking that should provide more and broader ideas and interpretations; that the
thinking will be ethical because of its openness intellectually, emotionally, and
physically to other standpoints; and that will be less vulnerable to ephemeral
conventions that regulate orthodoxy.

What has been posited so far is a process. Although knowledge of the matter for
judgement is vital, it need not be full, expert knowledge. While a manager or share-
holder may not have the complex and thorough financial knowledge of a corpo-
rate accountant, they have a fiduciary responsibility to understand potentially
imprudent or unethical practices. For example, the substantial knowledge required
to create the dotcom industry in the 1990s, was profoundly undermined by the lack
of wise and prudential financial leadership that caused the dotcom crash. Members
of the industry did not hold the memories and understandings, and could not
deploy the imagination, insight or judgment needed to foresee the crash and
neither were they inclined to comprehend the ethical dimensions of their situa-
tion. A wise and prudent approach would have displayed attention to detail and
used meta-analytical technique60 rather than responding to the flood of obvious
share price boom information; it would have also displayed concern or care61 for
the savings of people seeking to invest for income and security. Indeed, George
Soros laments the absence of reflexivity in US high finance. Addressing the MIT
Economics Department in 1994, he spoke of his ‘theory of reflexivity which has
guided me both in making money and in giving money away, but has received very
little attention from anybody else’.62 This approach would focus on particular stim-
uli to concentrate thought in a way that activates relevant memories and emotions
providing clarity, balance, and soundly-based confidence. Attention and concern
are keys to higher knowing because they allow us access to our higher mental states,
and ethical frameworks that are complex and flexible networks of interpreting and
understanding.63 By contrast, the predominating emphasis on creating knowledge
(and innovation) at faster and faster rates—the ‘politics of urgency’—produces an
almost autistic inability for reflection and consideration.64
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There are particular kinds of foundational knowledge that are required for this
kind of reflexivity: knowledge of ethics and values, historical knowledge, cultural
knowledge, social knowledge, self-knowledge and communication know-how, all of
which conform to Aristotle’s position.

The Savant, the Fool, the Ignoramus and the Wise Person

Keeping the above discussion in mind, Giambattista Vico, an eighteenth century
Aristotelian, provides an effective—and timeless—taxonomy of four intellectual
types that can be applied just as well to commercial, governmental and institutional
managers, and professionals dealing with the technical, economic, legal and
administrative complexities of contemporary life. These four intellectual types are: 

● The imprudent savant (doctus imprudentis) ‘approaches ethics as though it were a
manual of propositions to be memorized’; makes decisions slowly, is arrogant;
and has a lack of persuasive communication. The savant moves ‘in a straight line
from general to particular truths’ in order to ‘burst through the tortuous curves
of life’.65 Sometimes successful, they more often fail.

● The fool (stultus): ‘lacks knowledge of either the general or the particular’, and
so ‘constantly pays for his [or her] rashness’.66

● Although the astute ignoramus (illiterates astutus) knows how to succeed in
worldly affairs, s/he lacks phronesis [reflexive humane wisdom]. Thus igno-
rance of the most important things, as evidenced by constantly preferring utility
over what is right, ensures failure in the most important matters.67

● Because wise people (sapientes) have practical and theoretical wisdom, ‘through
all the obliquities and uncertainties of human actions, [they] aim for eternal
truth, follow roundabout ways … and execute plans which in the long run are
for the best, as far as the nature of things allows’.68

Vico was responding to what Benedict characterizes as the ‘New Science’ and its
lack of regard for Aristotelian logic, and its unbalanced esteem for experiment and
demonstration.69 The lineage of this New Science, technocratic rationality in busi-
ness, government and education (managerialism, economic rationalism and utili-
tarian credentialism) are the domains of Vico’s imprudent savant and astute
ignoramus. It is obvious that Vico would not suggest we adopt the values of either
of these actors, nor of the fool. He would urge us to choose the path of the wise.
Scaled up, neither should knowledge-based economies or knowledge societies
embed the values of the imprudent savant, the fool or the astute ignoramus in their
cultures because they are not characterized by the thoughtfulness needed for
reflexive, humane, and wise societies.

In knowledge-economy discourses the savant or ignoramus would espouse that
its principles of action be driven by scientific knowledge and technology, fuelled by
observable, explicit data and method rather than also with wisdom, virtue and
insight. It is of concern, then, that empirical analysis of a corpus of international
knowledge-related policy discourse suggests this has already happened.70

Moreover, despite the great edifice of rationality and scientific certitude modern
industrial societies are often assumed to be built on, they are, according to Van
Loon, full of uncertainty and are caught in a logic of infinite regress that says:
‘More uncertainty demands more knowledge, more knowledge increases …
complexity, more complexity demands more abstraction, more abstraction
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increases uncertainty’.71 This concatenation leads to the anxiety of ambivalence
and the social neuroses induced by the instrumentalist quest for certainty. These
conditions are not sagacious, so a proper knowledge society should demand more.

The alternative that we propose from a humanist perspective is to adopt wisdom
as a necessary feature of effective knowledge policy and knowledge societies. We
support Zald’s endorsement of the significant role that the humanities has in
bringing ‘into view’ the most complex areas of intellectual life.72 Knowledge
imparted in the humanities is given greater emphasis because knowledge, values,
and ethics are intimately connected. Knowledge has to be used creatively,
responsibly, and well.73

Taking this line of argument a step further, Varela poses an interesting
epistemological challenge to science: 

[E]very good student of cognitive science who is also interested in issues at the
level of mental experience, must inescapably attain a level of mastery in
phenomenological examination in order to work seriously with first-person
accounts … To the long-standing tradition of objectivist science this sounds
like anathema, and it is. But this is not a betrayal of science: it is a necessary
extension and complement. Science and experience constrain and modify
each other as in a dance. This is where the potential for transformation lies.74

Varela is in effect arguing for an epistemic broadening of the scientific method. In
a similar fashion, Combs argues that: 

[Truth] requires more than data and hard logic, and even more than intu-
ition. It requires a balancing act that at once clings to the best that science has
to offer while all the time holding a reverence for traditional wisdom, knowing
that the truths of science change daily while traditional wisdom is so deeply
steeped in metaphor that its foundations are often obscure.75

The challenge we face in revalorizing wisdom is one of integrating the general
and the particular, rationality and intuition, data and values, and so on to create a
different intellectual culture for knowledge societies. Without pointing to some
redemptive, idealistic teleology we assert that by continually realigning towards
virtue through continuous processes of critique and reflexive practice, governance
processes for institutions and society are more likely to produce worthwhile
outcomes than those that ignore or eschew such things.

Probably the best-known theorist who unashamedly espouses a humanitarian
teleology is Habermas. While we consider the idealism of his project somewhat
problematic,76 his theory of communicative action provides some useful guidelines
about the types of practices that should infuse a wise, reflexive, democratic knowl-
edge-based economy and to assess claims about what should constitute public
goods in such a community. In Theory of Communicative Action Habermas proposes
that reasoning founded on individual subjectivity and the intersubjectivity of soci-
etal interactions is a valid complementary element of human judgment to the
objective cognitive-instrumental reason of technocratic society.77

The value of Habermasian concepts to the Aristotelian-wisdom tradition is that
it admits subjective and intersubjective reasoning to human judgment, without
rejecting the value of the cognitive-instrumental domain of technical knowledge.
Aristotle differentiated between the pragmatic application of technique (techné),



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f Q
ue

en
sl

an
d]

 A
t: 

22
:0

8 
6 

M
ay

 2
00

8 

Wisdom and Socially Intelligent Innovation 317

the ‘ability to think well about scientific subjects’ (sophia), and also ‘the habit of
being good at thinking about practical matters’ (phronesis).78 In a sense, Aristotle’s
concept of nous (insight and intuition) could in the discourse of epistemology be
called meta-theoretical analysis; that is, to have an awareness of the truths that
inform the major premises of a ‘fact’ or an ‘axiom’. In other words, like Habermas,
Aristotle understood the constitutive nature of knowledge, and more particularly
the importance of this meta-theoretical critical capacity in leadership. Such human-
ist re-orientation in our leadership would therefore reassert the ‘life-world’ (the
human) alongside the ‘system world’ (the technological).

The time has come in modern practice, we argue, for a form of wisdom-based
humanism that avoids the extremes of positivist pseudo-science and the entropic
tendencies of postmodern theorizing, though the former is more in evidence than
the latter. We would endorse Toulmin’s hope for a ‘modern’ revival of Renaissance
humanism: ‘a reintegration of humanity with nature; a restoration of respect for
Eros and the emotions; effective transnational institutions; a relaxation of the tradi-
tional antagonisms of classes, races, and genders; an acceptance of pluralism in
science; and a final renunciation of philosophical foundationalism and the quest
for certainty’.79

The Wisdom Tradition as an Influence on Policy

Having articulated what wisdom is and why it is both practical and necessary the
question remains, how might this knowledge of wisdom be deployed at the level of
practice? For example, what would ‘being wise’ mean for a government committed
to innovation that will bring about a better quality of life? Space limitations prevent
us from entering into a wide-ranging discussion on this topic so we will provide five
simple criteria of wisdom in practice based on our analysis. 

1. There must a technical understanding of the phenomenon under analysis
(techné).

2. However, there must be more than mere application of techné. There needs to
be a contextual understanding of the phenomenon within the conditions of its
existence (e.g. understanding the Challenger disaster within the context of
administrative processes, not just as the failure of an O-ring).

3. A wise policymaker would question the assumptions, truth-value and construct-
edness of underlying and surrounding propositions. One ‘must not only know
what follows from the principles, but also possess truth about the principles’.80

This is the skill of meta-analysis and is perhaps the hardest of these criteria to
meet.

4. A wise person would combine insight, intuition and scientific knowledge,
understanding the contingency of life and the inevitability of unintended
consequence.

5. An inevitable and irreducible concern for ethical implications and the better-
ment of society for all.

In applying these criteria to governmental considerations for the planning and
management process of an innovation system, the following things might be
considered. First, a government would need to understand the economic,
technical, engineering and scientific bases of any innovation that is proposed by
accessing the best knowledge available. However, the government would ‘read’
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their accumulating knowledge through the lens of various social, cultural, political,
ethical and other dimensions that must be anticipated and defined. Thirdly, a
government would want to know more about why various innovations are consid-
ered worthy or, indeed, virtuous. For example, universities’ dependence on
competitive research might affect their ‘scientific objectivity’. Fourth, given the
rapid rate of change as well as the timeless truth that all things bring unintended
consequences, a government would want to set up mechanisms to track, evaluate,
and respond to the inevitable mutations, and also to the ancillary people, practices,
and processes that such a phenomenon would produce. This inevitably means that
government remains independent and does not privilege or valorize any particular
interest group. For example, in-vitro fertilization [IVF] was developed as a solution
for infertile couples seeking children. This having been established, a new set of
claims based on ‘rights’, accesses to the technology for lesbian couples and the
possibility of ‘designer babies’ alters the original intent and creates a new set of
expectations. Finally, given that all the above has been done and understood, an
ethical stance must be developed and applied throughout the entire process. In
other words, government should be seen to bring about socially intelligent change,
indeed, social innovation that will resist the embedding of savant-like tendencies in
a knowledge-based economy.81

While the concerns expressed in this criteria are largely self-evident to the
reflexive person, they are not privileged in the dominant knowledge-based econ-
omy discourse which we have shown elsewhere to have deeply entrenched instru-
mental and anti-social sentiments.82 It is the discourse of the technical savant rather
than the sage. Subsuming knowledge-based economy or, rather, knowledge society
discourse (and policy) within the interests and imperatives of a technocratic elite is
also short sighted, exclusionary and undemocratic.83

Wisdom, Democracy and Social Responsibility

A society that incorporates the wisdom tradition when dealing with knowledge also
enhances the democracy of our age by diminishing technocratic control. That is,
such a process allows us to reproduce and generously communicate and negotiate
change and innovation that enhances social interaction and social integration.
Such conditions simultaneously preserve and renew effective norms and cultural
knowledge establishing cohesion while also negotiating new assumptions, norms,
and knowledge. Such a process enables communities and individuals to adapt to
changed conditions,84 but this will not happen effectively in an unempathetic,
technocratic, and wisdomless policy environment.

This process also places responsibility on all community participants, not just its
leaders. Knowers must be responsible for their knowledge and for knowing well.85

Everyday living as members of a community involves epistemological consider-
ations that bring knowledge and responsibility together; we all have, for example, a
responsibility to know the spirit of the law and we all have a responsibility to know
how to act in relationships.86 To know well means that we understand how values
affect what we can do and know: ‘we come to know what we care to know’.87

Furthermore, we need to know that knowledge is constructed within epistemic
frameworks that are shaped by dialogical and dialectical discursive processes taking
place within particular spatio-temporal conjunctions. We have to care about what
we claim to know or believe; the unempathetic indifference of a savant is epistemic
irresponsibility.88 To this end, von Krogh et al. are emphatic that caring is central to
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successful knowledge management practice.89 What we care about motivates us to
create, maintain, and share knowledge.90 To care humanely requires empathy. An
important question about the knowledge-based economy, therefore, how to value,
in policy, empathy and its knowledge society correlates such as generosity of mind?
In other words, what values drive us to be concerned? Are these the values of the
technocrat savant or something better? While not collapsing into the disabling
postmodern trap of epistemic relativism, ‘good knowing’ must be able to operate at
a meta-knowledge level: know its constructedness and its axiomatic basis, but still
be able to act with certitude. The wisdom of the sage works at this level (as well as
other levels). There is also a natural fit with democracy that the scope of view of the
sage has that caters to a broader range of social and economic interests than does
the savant view.

Conclusions

For individuals, achieving complete wisdom is, of course, difficult and likely impos-
sible, and knowing how to be wise is not any less difficult because it encompasses
some enigmatic intellectual qualities. For the same reasons, the challenges at the
macro social level are likely to be even greater. Yet the value of wisdom arises out of
its ability to assist us to overcome the discontinuity of our rational knowledge of
reality. It is integral to practical knowing because it is precisely wisdom and its enig-
matic qualities that allow us to make sense of a difficult reality and to make good
judgments about how to cope with that imperfectly knowable reality. Moreover, we
have also shown that knowledge and values are intimately connected. Knowledge
has to be used creatively, responsibly and well. Tacit and explicit knowledge,
reflexive intuition, and values are connected.

In the practical world, we acknowledge that at, say, the engineering and
construction project management level, practice is sensibly informed by intelligent
software systems, calculus and so on. We have already identified the place for this
(techné) in any wise practice. However, prudent practice operates in a wider system
of knowledge, values, and human telos that needs to be wisely determined and
continually negotiated humanely and ethically. Such practices include knowledge-
based economy policy formulation.

Central to our argument is that industry and policy level discourse about and
for a knowledge-based economy must not lose sight of the imperatives of the
social, ethical and cultural underpinnings of knowledge work. These imperatives
include equity (gender, age, racial, disability, etc.), environmentalism, ethical trust
and responsibility. It is difficult to over-estimate the importance of such consider-
ations. However, by treating them as side issues to instrumentally conceived
economic, scientific and industrial policy they remain outside the dominating
internal logic of technocratic rationalism, as just another factor to be bolted on to
an inexorably moving machine.91 To act wisely and humanely will inevitably mean
that producing and maintaining equity, the ‘sacred balance’ of the environment,
and prudent, responsible practices are built into the daily lives of people in
business and government.
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