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As a companion piece to Graham’s Duncan’s post What Do You See?, I’d like to share a wonderful
passage from Charlie Munger’s 1994 speech at USC, which my colleague Darko Lovric shared with
me.

Most intellectual progress comes from those who can see one thing more clearly than anyone has
seen it, and learned to show that vision to the world. As Wittgenstein wrote, and Steve Reich turned
into one of the most beautiful pieces of music that I know: “How small a thought it takes to fill a
whole life.”

Wisdom, though comes differently. As Munger describes, wisdom requires having many, many
models through which to see a reality that can’t be processed in the full tangle of its complexity…
but can’t be understood and acted well upon, either, through any one way of seeing, no matter how
clear and how luminous. Munger shows us why Graham’s “what do you see” question is so
important. These ways of seeing are the colors from which we can represent reality: to see what is,
imagine what might be and construct a path between them.

Well, the first rule is that you can’t really know anything if you just remember isolated
facts and try and bang ’em back. If the facts don’t hang together on a latticework of
theory, you don’t have them in a usable form.

You’ve got to have models in your head. And you’ve got to array your experience both
vicarious and direct on this latticework of models. You may have noticed students who
just try to remember and pound back what is remembered. Well, they fail in school and
in life. You’ve got to hang experience on a latticework of models in your head.

What are the models? Well, the first rule is that you’ve got to have multiple models
because if you just have one or two that you’re using, the nature of human psychology is
such that you’ll torture reality so that it fits your models, or at least you’ll think it does…

It’s like the old saying, “To the man with only a hammer, every problem looks like a
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nail.” And of course, that’s the way the chiropractor goes about practicing medicine. But
that’s a perfectly disastrous way to think and a perfectly disastrous way to operate in the
world. So you’ve got to have multiple models.

And the models have to come from multiple disciplines because all the wisdom of the
world is not to be found in one little academic department. That’s why poetry professors,
by and large, are so unwise in a worldly sense. They don’t have enough models in their
heads. So you’ve got to have models across a fair array of disciplines.

You may say, “My God, this is already getting way too tough.” But, fortunately, it isn’t
that tough because 80 or 90 important models will carry about 90% of the freight in
making you a worldly wise person. And, of those, only a mere handful really carry very
heavy freight.

Source: Charlie Munger talk at USC Business School, 1994: A Lesson on Elementary Worldly
Wisdom
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