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Nicholas Maxwell, Mathew Iredale, and Katherine
Crawley on the Progress of the Friends of Wisdom:

Friends of Wisdom began as a
suggestion on Nick Maxwell’s website
in 2003. For a while nothing much
happened except that, during the next
two years, four or five people joined.
Then, in August of 2005, Nick sent
out an email to everyone he could
think of suggesting that Friends of
Wisdom be brought into active life. A
number of people joined. The FOW
emailing list with jiscmail was set up.
There was a great burst of email
debate about a range of issues from
altruism versus greed, global crisis and
the role of science, to public
education, liberalism, and Adam
Smith’s Invisible Hand. At the same
time, Nick struggled with the task of
creating a FOW website: members
received drafts of the various pages of
the website and were asked to
comment. All this may be viewed,
incidentally, at the FOW archive:

www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/friendsofwis
dom.html.

In the spring of 2006, FOW went
public. An article about FOW
appeared in the Times Higher
Education Supplement in May and,
after much discussion about its

content, FOW produced a press
release, which announced the
existence of the group, and indicated
its aims. Almost overnight,
membership of FOW doubled in size,
from 53 to over 100. At the time of
writing, FOW has 137 members from
21 countries. One outcome of the
surge in membership was that the
emailing debate became almost too
enthusiastic. Some of those who were
among the first to join FOW left, and
others complained about the flood of
emails. In an attempt to enable
members to have their cake and eat it,
Nick created two inter-linked lists in
June 2006 – the primary one for new
contributions, the secondary one (to
which replies are automatically sent)
for discussion:

www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/friendsofwis
dom-d.html.

Quite soon after the list was set up
in 2005, it became apparent that
different people had different ideas
about what FOW should try to do.
This, of course, is entirely to be
expected. The initial idea was that
FOW should be “an association of
people sympathetic to the idea that
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academic inquiry should help
humanity acquire more wisdom by
rational means.” FOW would “try to
encourage universities and schools
actively to seek and promote wisdom
by educational and intellectual means”
(FOW website). Some members had
rather more definite ideas for FOW.
They hoped FOW would do what it
could to spread awareness of the
urgent need to put wisdom-inquiry
into academic and educational
practice. They hoped debate would
concentrate on such questions as
“What ought wisdom-inquiry to be?”,
and “How can FOW spread awareness
of the cogency of the case for wisdom-
inquiry?” Others were interested in
related but somewhat different issues.
Some wanted to know how “wisdom”
should be defined. Some had related
projects they wished FOW to take up
and pursue. Some had doubts about
the value, or relevance, of rationality.
Some had concerns about the nature of
modern physics. Some were more
interested in the spiritual dimension of
wisdom, than in the bearing wisdom
might have to academic and
educational matters. Various options
were discussed. Should FOW start up
an alternative, open, online university
devoted to wisdom? Should FOW
organise an international conference?
Should FOW form itself into a
properly constituted society, with
membership and a constitution?
Should FOW start up a journal, or be
primarily a vehicle for debate,
information and support?

So far, five projects have got
underway all associated, to a greater
or lesser extent, with FOW:

First, Ron Barnett, a member of
FOW and Professor of Higher
Education at the London Institute of
Education, asked Nick to edit with

him a special issue of the London
Review of Education devoted to
“Wisdom in the university”. This was
published in July 2007 (vol. 5, no. 2).
There are seven articles devoted to the
theme of wisdom in the university;
five of the authors are members of
FOW. This issue of London Review of
Education is to be published as a book
by Routledge in the winter of 2008,
Ron Barnett adding a short epilogue.

The second FOW project of note is
this very Newsletter. It is to be hoped
it will flourish, stimulate debate, and
help promote the ideas of FOW.

Third, Michael Krausz, Milton C.
Nahm Professor of Philosophy at Bryn
Mawr College, and a member of
FOW, decided to initiate a book about
Nick’s work, in a series he edits,
published by Rodopi. The book is to
be edited by Leemon McHenry. There
are eighteen contributors, seven of
whom are members of FOW.

Fourth, Jubair Alhadithi, a member
of FOW, is engaged in organizing a
conference on wisdom and education
at his University in Malaysia, the
University Technology Petronas.

And fifth, there is a plan to have a
modest meeting of Friends of Wisdom
in London, probably next spring.

What hope is there that FOW can
do anything to influence academia to
take more seriously than it does at
present the task of helping humanity
learn how to create a better, wiser
world? When one considers the
massive size of academia world-wide,
and the minuscule dimensions of
FOW in comparison – and when one
considers the powerful vested interests
that there are in preserving the
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academic status quo, and the way in
which academia, supposedly all about
innovation is, in so many ways, almost
rigidly conservative – the aspirations
of FOW may well seem hopeless. Is
not FOW a sort of institutional Don
Quixote, idiotically and laughably
attempting the impossible? Perhaps.
But in mitigation of this rather bleak
picture, there are a few recent
developments which just might be
interpreted as first faltering steps
towards putting wisdom-inquiry into
academic practice.

To begin with, the gravity of the
threat posed by global warming has
led some scientists in the UK in the
last few years to create new
interdisciplinary research bodies
designed quite specifically to come to
grips with some of the problems
engendered by global warming. These
do in effect put some aspects of
wisdom-inquiry into practice, in that
they seek to engage with the public
and parliament in addition to
coordinating relevant technical
research. There is the John Tyndall
Centre for Climate Change Research,
founded by 28 scientists from 10
different universities or institutions in
2000. It is based in six British
universities, has links with six others,
and is funded by three research
councils. Alongside the Cambridge
Environmental Initiative and the UK
Energy Research Centre, both
launched in 2004, there is the Oxford
University Centre for the
Environment, launched in 2005. Some
changes to academia are being made
because it is recognized that
traditional modes of inquiry, devoted
to the acquisition of specialized
knowledge, cannot respond adequately
to new problems of living.

In the UK there is increasing
concern that communication between
science and the public should go in
both directions, and should include
discussion of research aims and
priorities. This is illustrated by the
report on nanotechnology, published
by the Royal Society and Royal
Academy of Engineering published in
2004, a collaborative effort produced
by scientists and non-scientists. The
Royal Society has also created a
‘Science in Society Programme’ in
2000, with the aims of promoting
‘dialogue with society’, of involving
‘society positively in influencing and
sharing responsibility for policy on
scientific matters’, and of embracing
‘a culture of openness in decision-
making’ which takes into account ‘the
values and attitudes of the public’.

Demos, a London-based think tank,
has, in recent years, organized a series
conferences on public engagement
with science, attended by natural and
social scientists, civil servants and
others.

In the US there is the “teaching for
wisdom” programme. Robert
Sternberg (Dean of the School of Arts
and Sciences at Tufts University, and
a contributor to “Wisdom in the
university”) has done much to
promote this programme. The basic
idea is that, whatever else is being
learned and taught – history, physics,
geography – the learning and teaching
should proceed in such a way that
wisdom is acquired along with
specialized knowledge.

In the USA, the University of
Chicago has recently announced “a $2
million research program on the nature
and benefits of Wisdom”. They say
that “up to twenty, two-year research
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grants will be awarded to scholars
from institutions around the world
who have received their Ph.D. within
the past ten years”. This, we have been
told, is the first phase of a larger grant
programme to be launched next year.
For details see:

http://www.wisdomresearch.org/index.ht
ml.

Put “wisdom studies” into Google,
and over ten thousand entries come
up, some of which may be associated
with courses at universities. Wisdom
itself has over 82 million entries.
Another indication of increasing
interest in wisdom in academia in
recent years, one might cite the
wisdom bibliography by Richard
Trowbridge, which contains references
to over 800 works, (Richard is a
member of FOW and someone who
has engaged in wisdom-research). It
can be found on Cop Macdonald’s
“Wisdom Page” – Cop is also a
member of FOW and his site is a mine

of information about recent work
about wisdom:

http://www.wisdompage.com/.

One should also take into account
other campaigning groups with aims
similar to those of FOW, such as
Scientists for Global Responsibility
and Crisis Forum: see the “What
Needs to Change” page of the FOW
website. Is it idiotically quixotic to
hope that FOW might have a positive
role to play in helping to give support,
coherence and direction to these, and
other similar, scattered developments?
Could FOW help transform such
fragmentary initiatives into a coherent
movement?

We can but try.

Nick Maxwell
Mathew Iredale
Katherine Crawley

For Further Information on the
London meeting of the FOW
contact Nick Maxwell:

Email: nicholas.maxwell@ucl.ac.uk

For Further Information on the
wisdom-inquiry conference at the
University of Malaysia contact
Jubair Alhadithi:

Email: jubair.alhadithi@gmail.com


