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Abstract
The starting point of this philosophical approach to wis-

dom is Paul’s first epistle to the Corinthians, more precisely, the 
inversion of the meaning of the terms “wisdom” and “foolish-
ness”. The aim of the paper is to show how wisdom (understood 
in the genuine sense) can use the form of folly as a “practical and 
shocking” mode of action in criticizing the society’s mainstream 
spiritual pathology (inversion of values). The ways of the court 
jester and the type and structure of Erasmus’ In Praise of Folly 
seem to provide a good example for those who attempt to think 
against the mainstream today.

Key words: philosophy and wisdom, folly, Desiderius Eras-
mus, court jester, Theophylact of Ohrid

A passage from St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians 
seems rather appropriate as an introduction to the topic of “the 
Wisdom of Folly”. As this is not an exegetical analysis nor in-
terpretation, the text is used only on the “obvious” or “first” lev-
el of meaning. St. Paul’s statement serves as a starting point for 
philosophical reflection on the characteristics of the contempo-
rary society through the prism of wisdom and folly. The frag-
ment is interesting because it is focused on the inversion of the 
meaning of the terms “wisdom” and “foolishness”. Furthermore, 
starting a discourse on wisdom and folly with a passage from the 
New Testament allows one to sense the background value of this 
text. The first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 3, verses 18-19: 
“Do not deceive yourselves. If any of you think you are wise by 
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the standards of this age, you should become ‘fools’ so that you 
may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in 
God’s sight.”

Wisdom and philosophy
Wisdom is the type of understanding needed to realize what 

is good, what is truth and consequently how to live a good and 
righteous life. That search for wisdom is the origin of philosophy 
and its meaning. Sadly, the concept of wisdom seems to have 
almost completely vanished from the contemporary philosophy. 
It seems as though philosophy sold its irreplaceable role in think-
ing about man and the world for a rather cheap price. This was 
particularly evident in the development of the natural sciences 
and their exclusive perception of the concepts of ‘science’ and 
‘scientificity’. Such an understanding of science is rooted in the 
insistence on the scientific method, though the method that is rec-
ognized as scientific is the one used in the natural and related 
sciences: the experimental-mathematical method. The dominance 
of this mindset has led to a kind of epistemic reduction of reality. 
In an effort to justify not only its own scientificity but also its 
own existence (not being scientific makes it useless), philosophy 
tried to adapt to the positivist and scientistic trend, replacing the 
love of wisdom with the love of knowledge. In doing so, phi-
losophy restricted its freedom of action, denied its own identity, 
and closed the door to topics that are actually responsible for its 
emergence. Nowadays, philosophy deals less and less with the 
first and last questions that are fundamental to human existence.

And it is how philosophy made itself superfluous.1 Aban-
doning one’s own philosophical identity in terms of loving wis-
dom and turning that love towards knowledge is even more tragic 
for philosophy in the context of the contemporary perception of 
knowledge. More specifically, the computerization of knowledge 

1 It is symptomatic that the very first sentence describing the term 
“Wisdom” in the philosophical dictionary reads: “Wisdom is no longer the 
central theme of today’s philosophy. Most contemporary philosophers do not 
want to be wise but scientific.”W. Welsch, “Weisheit“, in P. Kolmer and A. G. 
Wildfeuer (eds.), Neues Handbuch philosophischer Grundbegriffe, Freiburg 
im Breisgau 2011, pp. 2447-2465.
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transforms it into just bare information that can be useful in quiz-
zes. Instrumentalization of knowledge reduces knowledge for 
the purposes of market utility, posing the question regarding the 
relevance of studying something that cannot be monetized later 
in life. Knowledge has lost its own purpose, that is, the purpose 
contained in the service of nurturing and building one’s spirit and 
personality.2 By renouncing its responsibility for the care of the 
spirit (philosophy shares this responsibility with theology), phi-
losophy has become complicit in the emergence of the spiritual 
malaise of the modern society. Yet, on the other hand, it should 
also be noted that philosophical deliberation that asks for effort 
and renunciation is never appealing to the masses, especially if it 
does not reveal any signs of fun or at least fearless provocation.3

Philosophy is discussed here to reveal the contemporary 
lack of desire for wisdom, even among those whose job should 
be precisely that. As for wisdom itself, it should be noted that 
philosophy does not have an exclusive right to wisdom. Wisdom 
is also available to those who do not pursue a career in academic 
philosophy, as well as those who do not consciously seek it un-
der that name. In this sense, wisdom is not necessarily linked to 
formal education and the number of years spent in schools or col-
leges. Wisdom is the question of spiritual openness towards the 
whole of reality (respecting and accepting the scientific, but also 
the non-scientific) and the perpetual comprehension of ourselves 
and the world. 

The folly or the foolishness, as the opposite of wisdom, sig-
nifies the lack of good, right and true, both, on the theoretical lev-
el, in the sense of knowledge, and on the practical level, as a way 
of life. That folly has nothing to do with the mental illness. It is 
rather an existential foolishness. The folly, as opposed to wisdom, 

2 N. Malović, Mišljenje i djelovanje. O znanju, društvu i vrijednostima, 
Zagreb 2016, pp. 13-26.

3 Slavoj Žižek, the star of contemporary philosophy, seems to have 
understood it and is acting accordingly. For more about the spiritual malaise 
of the society, please see: G. Weiss, Libido Dominandi – Dominatio Libidinis. 
Zur Pneumopathologie der „Marktgesellschaft“, München 2003.; N. Malović, 
„Pneumopatologija društva – filozofija kao terapija“, in D. Tolvajčić et al. 
(eds.), Filozofija i religija. Suvremene perspektive, Zagreb 2018, pp. 287-299.
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is a state of mind, a type of mentality, a mindset and consequently 
a way of life.

The following paragraphs will show some conditions under 
which the meaning of wisdom and folly may become their oppo-
sites and change their meaning.

Some characteristics of the modern society
In this chapter, some characteristics of society, which can 

help to distinguish wisdom and folly, will be presented: the mean-
ing of majority, the mentality of society, the perspective for eval-
uation of values and the fragmented life. The four elements are 
connected and interweaving.

Generally, the majority of people consider themselves as 
“normal” and being “normal” includes being good, smart and 
wise. On the other side, the minority is “abnormal” – although it 
is not verbalized, mostly only due to political correctness. Any-
way, from the perspective of the majority, the minority is not as 
good as the majority. The criteria and the state of what is wisdom 
and what is folly is decided by the “normal majority”. Now, it 
can happen that the majority becomes foolish and the foolishness 
starts being considered as “normal”. In our time, that is called a 
“trend”. Being “trendy” or “fashionable” is always an easy way 
for immature individuals to get some recognition and confirma-
tion. Trends are not the result of wisdom in an original sense. 
Every society has its dominant standards of thinking and acting 
which determine what is and what is not acceptable in the society.

The public space, formed by the media, is full of “reality 
shows”. The best known one is “Big brother”, but every year there 
are several new shows based on the principle of the mentioned 
show. ‘Big brother’ is an incorporation of actually closed, alien-
ated and deformed way of human existence. At the same time, it 
is an expression and the designer of the minds of its spectators 
i.e. the society. The way of human existence is trivialized and re-
duced to only three main issues which probably stand for values. 
1. Instinct/drive: the question of sex – the other as a possibility for 
pleasure. 2. Power: the question of who is going to be the next to 
leave the house – the other as an enemy who has to be defeated. 
3. Profit: the question of who is going to win the money at the ex-



5

pense of others. Humanity is reduced to its biological-instinctive 
background; intimacy becomes public. The categories of drive/
instinct, power and profit are made to the outgoing point of the 
human self-understanding, self-interpretation and the meaning of 
human existence. Of course, ‘Big brother’ is not a simple reflec-
tion of the state of public mind and societal mentality. It does not 
mean that whole society is based on these “values”. Hence, ‘Big 
brother’ contains compressed key elements of deviations spread 
in the modern society, helping us detect dominant trends.4 Vo-
yeurism and exhibitionism of such reality shows have become 
generally accepted on social networks, which are dominated by 
the following two traits: following the most banal life situations 
of another person and at the same time offering the banality of 
one’s own life to others. Again, trends are an important social 
element, as not because being trendy is seen as foolish by the ma-
jority, and nobody wants to be in the foolish minority.

The understanding of wisdom and folly largely depends on 
the common and prevailing mentality, on the “spirit” of the so-
ciety in a certain period of history. St. Paul calls it the “world’s 
standards”. One of the indicators of that mentality are certainly 
the “values” set and spread by ‘Big brother’ and similar television 
shows. The material broadcasted on TV affects the mentality and 
public opinion. Every show, although may seem only as enter-
taining and fun at first, forms the mentality of spectators medi-
ating and distributing specific values. Where these values come 
from and where they are rooted is already obvious from the pre-
vious statement. Spiritual humanity, capable for transcendence, is 
not being explored; instead, the merely biological-instinctive one 
is. Step by step, such understanding of people and life gets more 
and more followers, becoming “normal”. Remember: majority 
decides on the matters of normality and social acceptability. The 
new mentality then becomes the perspective for the evaluation of 
values of a certain society. The pressure of the society and com-
monly accepted public opinion including specific “values” cre-
ates a situation in which every different meaning is or can easily 
be considered foolish. 

4 N. Malović, „Pneumopatologija društva – filozofija kao terapija“, p. 
289.
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As an introduction to his book Liquid Times. Living in an 
Age of Uncertainty, Zygmunt Bauman mentions five deviations 
of the so-called developed world.5 All of them will be presented 
shortly, although the third and the fourth are useful and interest-
ing for our topic. The first one is “the passage from the ‘solid’ to 
a ‘liquid’ phase of modernity.”6 Social forms do not keep their 
shape for a long time and, as a consequence, they cannot offer se-
curity, stability, and orientation for human actions and long term 
life planning. The role of social structures and institutions was/is/
should be to create and secure the frame for individual decision 
making and life planning concerning individual life as well as 
life in a community. The stable and long-lasting institution should 
also set clear limits for individual choices. In order to organize 
and plan both, meaningful individual and social life, individuals 
and societies need stable and long-lasting structure on which they 
can rely and trust, at least from the perspective of one human life. 
The current liquid phase of modernity neither satisfies this need 
nor fulfils this condition.

The second change, or, in Bauman’s words, “departure”, 
represents “the separation and pending divorce of power and pol-
itics”.7 The power, which was intrinsic to the modern nation-state 
as a guarantee for the maintenance of the nation-state commu-
nity and homogeneity, is now transferred to the politically un-
controlled and practically extraterritorial global space. Politics is 
no longer able to decide the direction and purpose of a political 
agenda on the global level, and it remains only local.

“The absence of the political control makes the newly 
emancipated powers into a source of profound and in principle 
untameable uncertainty, while the dearth of power makes the ex-
tant political institutions, their initiatives, and undertakings, less 
and less relevant to the life problems of the nation-state’s citizens 
and for that reason they draw less and less their attention.”8

5 Z. Bauman, Liquid Times. Living in an Age of Uncertainty. Cambridge 
– Malden 2007, pp. 1-4.

6 Z. Bauman, Liquid Times, p. 1.
7 Z. Bauman, Liquid Times, p. 1.
8 Z. Bauman, Liquid Times, p. 2.
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As a consequence of the separation of power from politics, 
the state gives up and outsources a significant number of its func-
tions to the free market, which is unpredictable, or to a private 
individual initiative. 

The consequence of the lack of state insurance and support 
for individual problems reduces the interest for social engagement 
and solidarity. That is the third departure, according to Bauman. 
The word “community” and everything that “community” means 
for social life in a sovereign state has lost its meaning and signif-
icance. Social connections among people and matters of common 
interest are no longer worth any long-term investments of time 
or energy. The consequence of the labour market and competi-
tiveness is not unity, but division. Short-term collaboration and 
teamwork last only as long as there is a single interest of a specif-
ic group of citizens. One can no longer speak about society as a 
“structure”, but as a “network” of relations. There is no society as 
a structural and organized “one” or “whole” anymore.9 There are 
only random connections and disconnections in the field of the 
open number of possibilities and interests.

The fourth weakness of modern society is the lack of long-
term thinking, planning, and acting, as a result of the lack of so-
cial structures appropriate for such thinking, planning, and acting. 
Both political history and individual life are divided “into a series 
of short-term projects and episodes which are basically infinite, 
and do not combine into the kinds of sequences to which concepts 
like ‘development’, ‘maturation’, ‘career’ or ‘progress’ (all sug-
gesting a preordained order of succession) could be meaningful-
ly applied. The life so fragmented stimulates ‘lateral’ rather than 
‘vertical’ orientations.”10

The type of planning that is “from the beginning up to the 
end” does not guarantee success, the knowledge which was use-
ful and successful for the previous steps can even become an ob-
stacle. Forgetting can be more beneficial for future actions then 
the experience from the previous steps. That situation requires the 
ability to respond to a different set of possibilities and challenges 

9 Z. Bauman, Liquid Times, p. 3.
10 Z. Bauman, Liquid Times, p. 3.
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with a constant change of the habits. Actually, habits are not de-
sirable. 

The fifth deviation: individuals are responsible for the solv-
ing of dilemmas resulting from the constant changes in life cir-
cumstances. Individuals must choose and accept the consequenc-
es of their choices. The problem is that the risk of their actions 
and decisions does not depend only on them, but also on the forc-
es which transcend the ability of comprehension and action of 
individuals. There are no clear rules or recipes on what the in-
dividuals could rely on to give their decisions and choices some 
kind of a guarantee. Moreover, flexibility is demanded rather than 
conformity and following of the secured principles. The flexi-
bility does not imply a long-term fidelity, loyalty, or following 
the established preferences. It means permanent preparedness to 
break free of the past and current, and to take on the constantly 
new opportunities. 

The described situation of the Western or “developed” soci-
eties indicates, according to Bauman, their endemic uncertainty. 
For our topic, two of them – the third and the fourth – are inter-
esting and useful. Generally, the endemic uncertainty is a particu-
larly fertile ground for escaping into banality and creating paral-
lel fiction that is designed to help escape from precarious reality. 
Such insecurity and immaturity11, often described as ‘adolescent’, 
turns life into an entertaining television show with ever-new sur-
prises, leading to the forgetting of the essential, which is not al-
ways pleasant, and can be painful. It is evident that there is no 
room for true wisdom in such a situation. Wisdom is long-term 
thinking that involves vertical orientation, meaning that wisdom 
tries to look at the big picture of life, not just the momentary 
fragments that ask for constantly new responses, again and again. 
The logic of “Big brother” and similar shows does not allow a 
vertical perspective that would provide a broader outlook on life 
but instead, closes life to the narrow confines of the primitive 
short-term satisfaction of individual needs. 

11 For more about the adult crisis today and its consequences on the 
upbringing please see: R. Razum, „Kriza odraslih. Posljedice za odgoj“, in: J. 
Šimunović – S. Migles (ed.), Uzvjerovah, zato besjedim (2 Kor 4,13), Zagreb 
2019, pp. 659-675.
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Criticism of the spiritual pathology as a folly
From the perspective of wisdom in its original sense, the 

described spiritual state of society, or, in St. Pauls words, “this 
world’s standards”, deserves a revolt. Compared to the main-
stream thinking, what is trendy, fashionable and modern in the 
spiritual sense, wisdom appears to be a folly for the mainstream 
followers. Not being a part of the mainstream means being fool-
ish. Wisdom is not contemporary; it is not suitable for a frag-
mented way of life. From the perspective of short-term thinking, 
it is almost impossible to recognise the value of wisdom because 
wisdom doesn’t follow the short-term trends. In the context of 
dominating short-term trends, wisdom (in its original sense) is 
foolish. The strength of wisdom is visible in a long-term thinking. 
Wisdom should be capable to bear designation of being named 
folly. That seems to be the only way to point out the real folly of 
the mainstream mentality and question the values of society. Of 
course, to achieve that, courage is needed.

Hence, wisdom is not in a tragic situation at all. There is a 
good historical example for the service to wisdom and the way 
of acting against the mainstream ideology through the folly: the 
court jester. Folly designates all that is inconsistent with the main-
stream that supposedly represents the majority. And the folly of a 
court jester is the foolishness that speaks against the folly of the 
majority. The folly of a court jester is, as a double folly, a priv-
ileged place of wisdom, because the court jester may say what 
others do not dare, though they may think it.12 Court jesters had 
the right to tell the truth when the social or political pressure did 
not allow any criticism of different opinions. This is a special 
kind of folly that is not natural, but artificial and intentional.13 The 
dominant traits of such expression are humour, jokes, and irony 
which all enable truth to be told in a concise and intelligent way, 
even when it is not appropriate. The history and destinies of court 

12 Carnivals are contemporary remnants of this privilege, though 
they are also problematic if focused on themes that are not alligned with the 
mainstream.

13 For more about it, please see: D. Dajani, „Foolish Citizens“, in E. Isin 
(ed.), Citizenship after Orientalism. Transforming Political Theory, London 
2015, pp. 237-262.
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jesters show that they could be punished or even lose their heads 
on account of their freedom of speech.14

It seems that this kind of foolishness can be attributed to the 
work of Erasmus of Rotterdam: In Praise of Folly.15 It is a critique 
of the society in which he lived, notably a critique of the devia-
tions and hypocrisy of the Church and Church dignitaries who 
lost their primal orientation and created new frameworks of func-
tioning. The social and ecclesiastical elites established inverted 
values, although they referred to the original ones they allegedly 
represented. Although at first glance it may seem that Erasmus’ 
attitude was arrogant, a closer reading and interpretation reveals 
his conviction of the necessary awareness of human limitation.16 
For Erasmus, the perversion that was in the establishment of the 
mainstream caused the perversion that was the establishment of 
folly. It can be said that Erasmus used double bluff at the level of 
the narrator: he wrote in a way that allowed him to tell what other-
wise would not really be sensible, given the possible consequenc-
es. Although with conviction and lots of humour, he created the 
impression of the preponderance of folly over wisdom, though 
at the end of the book, in a more serious tone17, he questions the 
folly of a minority that does not fit into generally accepted behav-
iours and in many places directs the blade toward the beliefs and 
behaviours of the majority.

14 That is why one of the important characteristics of a court jester is 
their resilience: “There is in the jester a quality of resilience that means that 
even when he is beaten it does not seem to injure him.“ B. K. Otto, The Court 
Jester Around the World, Chicago – London 2001, p. 135.

15 D. Erasmus, In Praise of Folly, trans. J. Wilson [1688], Michigan 
1958, http://www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu/03d/1466-1536,_Erasmus_
Roterodamus,_In_Praise_Of_Folly,_EN.pdf (accessed February 4, 2020).

16 For more, please see: I. Džinić, „Utjeha filozofije i Pohvala ludosti: 
paradigmatski okvir kvalitete življenja“, Filozofska istraživanja 36 (3/2016), 
pp. 439-449.

17 „[…] the work becomes more and more serious as it goes on. Still, 
the beginning pages do begin to prepare us for the Pauline identification of 
Christian folly as highest wisdom, a topic Erasmus fully discusses at the 
conclusion of the Praise.“ Z. Pavlovskis, The Praise of Folly. Structure and 
Irony, Leiden 1983, p. 9.
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“Again, if this happens upon the score of religion, though 
perhaps it may not be the same kind of madness, yet ’tis so near it 
that a great many men would judge it no better, especially when 
a few inconsiderable people shall differ from the rest of the world 
in the whole course of their life. And therefore it fares with them 
as, according to the fiction of Plato, happens to those that being 
cooped up in a cave stand gaping with admiration at the shadows 
of things; and that fugitive who, having broke from them and re-
turning to them again, told them he had seen things truly as they 
were, and that they were the most mistaken in believing there was 
nothing but pitiful shadows. For as this wise man pitied and be-
wailed their palpable madness that were possessed with so gross 
an error, so they in return laughed at him as a doting fool and cast 
him out of their company.”18

This example also shows the double folly seen in the court 
jester and in the concept of Erasmus’ work: when the foolish ma-
jority ridicules someone as foolish, then those ridiculed can be 
considered wise. Finally, Erasmus concluded that Christ himself 
chose folly when He became human in order to help man.

“And Christ himself, that he might the better relieve this 
folly, being the wisdom of the Father, yet in some manner became 
a fool when taking upon him the nature of man, he was found in 
shape as a man; as in like manner he was made sin that he might 
heal sinners. Nor did he work this cure any other way than by the 
foolishness of the cross and a company of fat apostles, not much 
better, to whom also he carefully recommended folly but gave 
them a caution against wisdom and drew them together by the ex-
ample of little children, lilies, mustard-seed, and sparrows, things 
senseless and inconsiderable, living only by the dictates of nature 
and without either craft or care. Besides, when he forbade them 
to be troubled about what they should say before governors and 
straightly charged them not to inquire after times and seasons, 
to wit, that they might not trust to their own wisdom but wholly 
depend on him.“19

18 D. Erasmus, In Praise of Folly, pp. 50-51.
19 D. Erasmus, In Praise of Folly, p. 49.
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It is only at the end that the true blade of Erasmus’ wise fol-
ly, imitating St. Paul and unlocking the interpretation of Erasmus’ 
In Praise of Folly, is felt :

„And therefore, while he would have this received as a 
truth, lest nevertheless it might not relish their ears as being spo-
ken with too much arrogance, he foreshortened his argument with 
the vizard of folly, ‘I speak like a fool,’ because he knew it was 
the prerogative of fools to speak what they like, and that too with-
out offense.“20

Erasmus obviously assessed his living situation in a way so 
that he could fully and freely express his opinion if, like St. Paul, 
he is wrapped in a cloak of folly. 

In view of the origin of this text, i.e. International confer-
ence St. Sophia – “Wisdom has built her House” (Proverbs 9,1), 
held in October 2019 in Ohrid – Struga, it is worth mentioning 
Erasmus’ connection to Ohrid. Well, Erasmus used the Gospel 
commentary and especially the extensive commentary on the 
Epistles of St. Paul written by the Bulgarian Archbishop The-
ophylact of Ohrid, who was based in Ohrid. Erasmus took the 
idea of “divine folly” from Theophylact.21 Erasmus calls him Vul-
garius while writing In Praise of Folly, misinterpreting the name 
Bulgarius, which marked the area of his archdiocese.22

Conclusion
Speaking from the perspective of public opinion and so-

cial influence, it can be said that the relation between wisdom 
and folly has always been the same. Every period of time has its 
prevailing public opinion that is not devoid of deviance. In this 

20 D. Erasmus, In Praise of Folly, p. 46.
21 Д. Оболенски, Шест византијских портрета, Београд 1991, pp. 

45-46.
22 See: M. A. Screech, Ecstasy and the Pride of Folly, London 1980, pp. 

144-152.; J. L. de Burigny, Das Leben des Desiderius Erasmus von Rotterdam: 
zugleich Beyträge zur Geschichte vieler seiner berühmtesten Zeitgenossen, ein 
kritisches Verzeichniß seiner Schriften, und eine unpartheyische Untersuchung 
seiner Religionsmeinungen, Halle und Helmstädt 1782, pp. 582-583. (Reprint 
2011 by Nabu Press.)
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view, wisdom and folly depend on the perspective, whether it is 
observed through the prism of prevailing values   and values   that 
do not follow the mainstream. The key question is where these 
values   are rooted: if the prevailing values   are superficial, as seen 
in the example of ‘Big brother’, foolishness is represented in any 
attempt to speak and critique from a perspective that transcends 
fragmentation of existence and which is rooted in transcendence 
or at least attempts to observe life beyond the context of an indi-
vidual’s limited life. From the mainstream perspective, wisdom is 
what prevails, that is, a personal position, and folly is all that is 
contrary, and vice versa. Wisdom and folly depend on the criteria 
by which they are judged. One of the elements that prevents seri-
ous criticism of society today is the so-called political correctness 
that actually represents censorship. That is why the concept of 
court jesters and Erasmus’ work In Praise of Folly seem as a good 
way to criticize social deviations and raise awareness of the need 
for a way of thinking that would be more appropriate to man as a 
being of reason. In this sense, wisdom is associated with common 
sense (ortos logos), which consciously presents itself as folly on 
the verge of the absurd so that its original intention would be 
easier to recognize, yet not superficially perceived as just another 
fun episode.

Maybe that is the way of wisdom in our time: playing the 
role of jester, accepting to be called folly and making folly the ul-
timate, practical and shocking form of wisdom, even when every-
body pretends not to understand it and even more, not to take it 
seriously.
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