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What Should Friends of
Wisdom Do?

By Nicholas Maxwell

Email: nicholas.maxwell@ucl.ac.uk

What Are Our Aims?
The basic task of Friends of Wisdom
(FOW) is to help transform academia
so that its aim becomes to seek and
promote wisdom – wisdom being the
capacity to realize what is of value in
life, for oneself and others. Wisdom,
so construed, includes knowledge,
technological know-how and
understanding, but much else besides,
such as the capacity to see what is of
value, and the capacity to help solve
those problems of living that need to
be solved if what is of value is to be
realized.

With this much all – or almost all –
members of FOW would, I think,
agree. Disagreement may, however,
begin to emerge when this basic task
is specified in more detail. In what
follows, I spell out, in more detail,
how I think the above should be
interpreted, and then consider:

(a) How FOW might set about
clarifying its agreed basic task, and

(b) What FOW can do.

What I think the basic task of FOW
should be is spelled out in my
publications:

From Knowledge to Wisdom (1984,
2nd edition 2007);

Is Science Neurotic? (2004);

“What Kind of Inquiry Can Best Help
Us Create a Good World?”, Science,
Technology and Human Values 17,
1992, pp. 205-27;

and

“Can Humanity Learn to become
Civilized?”, Journal of Applied
Philosophy 17, 2000, pp. 29-44.

See also

www.knowledgetowisdom.org

www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/FRIENDSOF
WISDOM.html.

Here, I give as succinct a summary as
I can.
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Two Kinds of Inquiry:
Two kinds (or conceptions) of inquiry
need to be distinguished: knowledge-
inquiry and wisdom-inquiry. Both take
a basic humanitarian or social aim of
inquiry to be to help promote human
welfare, help enhance the quality of
human life. Both claim to be rational.

According to knowledge-inquiry, the
proper way for academic inquiry to
pursue its humanitarian aim is, in the
first instance, to pursue the quite
distinct intellectual aim of acquiring
knowledge. First, knowledge is to be
acquired; then it can be applied to help
solve social problems.

Knowledge-inquiry exercises a
profound influence over academia
today. It is the current paradigm for
rational inquiry. Some academics, in
the social sciences and humanities,
influenced by such things as
romanticism, postmodernism and
social constructivism, resist the
influence of knowledge-inquiry. These
academics nevertheless tend to attest
to the power and influence of
knowledge-inquiry by their hostility
towards it, and their anti-rationalist
stance. (They make the great mistake
of opposing knowledge-inquiry on the
grounds of its supposed rationality,
failing to appreciate that it is the
irrationality of the view that is the
problem.)

For, despite being the current
dominant conception of rational
inquiry, knowledge-inquiry is
nevertheless deeply and damagingly
irrational in a wholesale, structural
manner. In the long term, this has
profoundly adverse consequences for
humanity. It means, above all, that
humanity does not have, what it so
urgently needs, a kind of inquiry

rationally devoted to helping us learn
how to make progress towards a good,
civilized, wise world.

Wisdom-inquiry is what emerges
when knowledge-inquiry is modified
just sufficiently to correct its structural
irrationality. Two arguments reveal
the irrationality of knowledge-inquiry,
and show how (and why) it needs to
be modified to create wisdom-inquiry,
a genuinely rational kind of inquiry
that is, potentially, of greater benefit to
humanity as a result.

First Argument: Problem-Solving
Rationality
Four elementary rules of rational
problem solving are:

(1) Articulate, and try to improve the
articulation of, the problem to be
solved.

(2) Propose and critically assess
possible solutions.

(3) When necessary, break the
problem to be solved into preliminary,
specialized problems, in an attempt to
work gradually towards the solution to
the basic problem to be solved.

(4) Whenever (3) is put into practice,
interconnect basic and specialized
problem-solving, so that each may
influence the other.

In order to enhance the quality of
human life the problems that need to
be solved are, fundamentally,
problems of living. Even where new
knowledge is needed, in medicine for
example, or agriculture, it is always
what we do, or abstain from doing,
that enables us to achieve what is of
value in life, and not new knowledge
or technological know-how as such
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(except when new knowledge is itself
of value).

Thus, if academia is to pursue its
humanitarian aim rationally, it needs
to give intellectual priority to the tasks
of

(1) articulating, and improving the
articulation of, our problems of living,

and

(2) proposing and critically assessing
possible actions, policies, political
programmes, philosophies of life.

In addition,

(3) specialized problems of knowledge
and technological know-how need to
be tackled,

but

(4) fundamental and specialized
problem-solving need to influence
each other.

Academic inquiry today, organized in
accordance with the edicts of
knowledge-inquiry, puts rule (3) into
practice to splendid effect.
Disastrously, however, it violates rules
(1), (2) and (4). Some discussion of
problems of living does go on in
academia, in departments and centres
devoted to policy, peace, environment,
international relations, development,
in the social sciences and humanities.
But this does not proceed as the
intellectually fundamental task of
inquiry, at the heart of the academic
enterprise, influencing more
specialized research in the natural,
technological and formal sciences – as
required by rules (1), (2) and (4). As

long as knowledge-inquiry is the
dominant creed, this cannot happen.

Academia today, in short, violates in a
wholesale, structural way, three of the
four most elementary rules of reason
conceivable.

The first version of wisdom-inquiry
emerges when knowledge-inquiry is
modified just enough to ensure that all
four rules of problem solving are put
into academic practice. This would
have dramatic consequences for the
nature of academic inquiry, and its
relationship with the rest of society, as
we shall see below.

Second Argument: Aim-Pursuing
Rationality
What is the origin of the current
structural irrationality of academia? It
goes back at least to the
Enlightenment of the 18th century. The
philosophes of the French
Enlightenment, in particular, had
(implicitly at least) the magnificent
idea that it might be possible to learn
from scientific progress towards
greater knowledge how to make social
progress towards an enlightened
world. Unfortunately, they developed
this idea in a seriously defective form.
They thought it involved creating the
social sciences alongside the natural
sciences. This defective version of the
basic Enlightenment idea was then
further developed throughout the 19th

century, and built into the structure of
academia in the early 20th century with
the creation of disciplines and
departments of social science. The
result is what we have today:
knowledge-inquiry.

In order to implement the basic
Enlightenment idea correctly, it is
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essential to get the following three
steps right:

(i) The progress-achieving methods of
natural science need to be correctly
specified.

(ii) These need to be correctly
generalized so as to become
potentially fruitfully applicable to any
worthwhile, problematic human
endeavour, and not just to the
endeavour of acquiring knowledge.

(iii) These generalized progress-
achieving methods then need to be got
into the social fabric, into all aspects
of human life, into all our other
institutions besides science, into
government, the media, industry,
commerce, the law, education,
international relations and, above all,
into the long-term endeavour to make
progress towards an enlightened
world.

Unfortunately, the philosophes got all
three steps wrong. Much more
disastrously and reprehensibly,
academia today continues to get all
three steps wrong – knowledge-
inquiry being the outcome. I take the
three steps in turn.

(i) Natural scientists today continue to
hold that the basic aim of science is
truth, the basic method being to assess
claims to knowledge impartially with
respect to evidence. But this orthodox
idea of standard empiricism (as it may
be called) is untenable. Physicists only
ever accept explanatory or unified
theories, even though endlessly many
empirically more successful non-
explanatory, disunified rivals can
always be concocted. This persistent
acceptance of explanatory theories
only, in a sense against the evidence,

means that physics makes a big,
profoundly problematic implicit
assumption about the nature of the
universe: it is such that all non-
explanatory theories are false. Or: the
universe is (more or less) physically
comprehensible.

Standard empiricism misidentifies a
basic intellectual aim of natural
science. It is not truth as such, but
rather explanatory truth, truth
presupposed to be explanatory.

But this aim is highly problematic.
Precisely for this reason, it needs to be
acknowledged explicitly within
science, so that it can be critically
assessed, and improved. In order to
facilitate this, the problematic
assumption or aim of science needs to
be represented in the form of a
hierarchy of assumptions and
associated methods (aims and
methods), assumptions becoming less
and less substantial, and more and
more such that their truth is required
for the pursuit of knowledge to be
possible at all, as one goes up the
hierarchy. In this way a framework of
relatively unproblematic assumptions
and methods (aims and methods) is
created within which much more
specific, substantial and problematic
assumptions and methods (aims and
methods) can be critically assessed,
and improved. As scientific
knowledge improves, aims and
methods improve as well. Knowledge-
about-how-to-improve knowledge
improves. The relationship between
science and philosophy of science
(aims and methods) is transformed.
Philosophy of science becomes an
integral part of science itself. There is
something like positive feedback
between improving knowledge and
improving-knowledge-about-how-to-
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improve-knowledge. This hierarchical,
positive feedback conception of the
progress-achieving methods of science
I call aim-oriented empiricism.

(ii) Aim-oriented empiricism can be
generalized to become aim-oriented
rationality, potentially fruitfully
applicable to any worthwhile human
endeavour with problematic aims. For
it is not just in science that aims are
problematic; this is true in life too.
Aim-oriented rationality requires that
we represent the problematic aim of
any worthwhile human endeavour –
personal, institutional or global – in
the form of a hierarchy of aims and
associated methods, aims becoming
less and less specific, and so less and
less problematic, as one goes up the
hierarchy. In this way, a framework of
relatively unproblematic aims and
methods is created within which much
more specific and problematic aims
and methods can be critically assessed
and improved, as we act. As a result,
we give ourselves the best hope of
improving our problematic aims and
methods as we live, in the light of
success and failure, and imaginative
and critical exploration of
possibilities. There is the possibility
that we might get into life some of the
astonishing progressive success of
science. Aim-oriented rationality is
especially relevant when people have
conflicting aims and ideals, in that it
helps disentangle agreement and
disagreement about aims.

(iii) A basic task of social inquiry and
the humanities then becomes to help
humanity build aim-oriented
rationality into the fabric of personal,
social and global life, into all our
institutions other than science – into
government, industry, commerce,
agriculture, the media, the law,

education, international relations, and
into personal life as well. Above all,
aim-oriented rationality is required
when it comes to the task of making
progress towards a good, civilized,
wise world – the aim of this endeavour
being, notoriously, profoundly
problematic. Social inquiry is not
primarily science, or the pursuit of
knowledge: it is, rather, social
methodology. What philosophy of
science is to science (according to
aim-oriented empiricism), so social
inquiry is to social life (according to
aim-oriented rationality). As a special
case, the sociology of science is the
philosophy of science.

Wisdom-inquiry, based on aim-
oriented rationality, is the solution to
the fundamental problem: What kind
of inquiry can best help humanity
learn how to make progress towards a
good world?

Rationalism and Romanticism:
Many are hostile to the idea that all of
life, personal and social, should
become rational. But this hostility is
directed, quite properly, at a
characteristic kind of irrationality
masquerading as rationality,
associated with knowledge-inquiry.
The above arguments for wisdom-
inquiry transform, along the way, the
whole way in which rationality is to be
conceived. Aim-oriented rationality
does not deprive us of our freedom by
specifying what we must do; on the
contrary, it enhances our freedom by
enabling us to discover how to realize
in life what is of most value. Again,
aim-oriented rationality does not
require us to attend exclusively to
intellectual considerations, and ignore
feelings and desires. How could we
possibly discover what is of value if
we do not attend to our feelings and
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desires? But not everything that feels
good is good, and not everything that
we desire is desirable. In order to live
in an aim-oriented rationalistic way,
we need to interconnect intellect and
feelings, mind and heart, so that we
develop “mindful hearts and heartfelt
minds”. Aim-oriented rationalistic
wisdom-inquiry is not the triumph of
Rationalism over Romanticism. On
the contrary, it is a synthesis of the
two, and a great improvement over
both.

Implications of the Two Arguments:
Basic Features of Wisdom-Inquiry
The upshot of the above two
arguments is that, in the interests of
both reason and humanity, we urgently
need to transform academia so that it
puts wisdom-inquiry into practice. The
revolution we need would change
every branch and aspect of academic
inquiry. A basic intellectual task of
academic inquiry would be to
articulate our problems of living
(personal, social and global) and
propose and critically assess possible
solutions, possible actions, policies,
political programmes, philosophies of
life. This would be the task of social
inquiry and the humanities. Tackling
problems of knowledge would be
secondary. Social inquiry would be at
the heart of the academic enterprise,
intellectually more fundamental than
natural science. On a rather more
long-term basis, social inquiry would
be concerned to help humanity build
cooperatively rational methods of
problem-solving – aim-oriented
rationality – into the fabric of social
and political life, so that we may
gradually acquire the capacity to
resolve our conflicts and problems of
living in more cooperatively rational
ways than at present. Natural science
would change to include three

domains of discussion (in accordance
with aim-oriented empiricism):
evidence, theory, and aims - the latter
including discussion of metaphysics,
values and politics. Pursued for its
own sake, science would be more like
natural philosophy, intermingling
science, metaphysics and philosophy
as in the time of Newton. Academic
inquiry as a whole would become a
kind of people's civil service, doing
openly for the public what actual civil
services are supposed to do in secret
for governments. Academia would
actively seek to educate the public by
means of discussion and debate, and
would not just study the public. Above
all academia, internationally, would be
devoted to helping humanity learn
what we need to do in response to the
impending crisis of global warming.
The intellectual/institutional
revolution, from knowledge to
wisdom, has dramatic consequences
both for the internal structure and
organization of academia, and for its
relationship with the rest of the social
world.

These changes are not arbitrary. They
all come from demanding that
academia cure its current structural
irrationality, so that reason – the
authentic article – may be devoted to
promoting human welfare. The upshot
– wisdom-inquiry – would put into the
hands of humanity, for the first time,
an instrument of learning rationally
designed to help us realize what is of
most value to us as we live – rationally
designed to help us make progress
towards a good world.

The Importance of Lively
Intellectual Debate:
It would be unreasonable to expect all
members of FOW to agree with all the
details and implications of the two
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arguments just sketched. The agreed
basic task of FOW should be, I think,
what I specified in the first paragraph
of this article. However, it seems to
me that FOW ought also to engage in
a lively debate about what we should
be trying to achieve. In particular, I
would hope that the two arguments,
spelled out above, and their
implications, would receive fierce
critical scrutiny. Or, if we assume in
broad outline that academia needs to
move from something that we might
call “knowledge-inquiry” to
something that we might call
“wisdom-inquiry”, we should debate
issues about what exactly “wisdom-
inquiry” amounts to. How do our
universities need to change? What
kind of inquiry do we really need?
What can we do to begin to put
wisdom-inquiry into practice? These
are questions we want our fellow
academics to take seriously, to
discuss, ponder and explore. But how
can we expect our colleagues to do
this if we don’t do it ourselves?

When FOW began in earnest, in the
Summer of 2005, there was a surge of
emailing debate – so much so, indeed,
that some began to complain about the
flood of emails, and others left FOW
altogether. A part of the problem,
perhaps, was that the debate ranged far
and wide, and was not sufficiently
focused on the issues FOW was set up
to address. In an attempt to solve the
problem, in June 2006 I set up the two
emailing lists, the “D” list being
devoted to discussion. Since then,
debate has died down.

The Revolution is Underway
It is vital for us to appreciate that all
sorts of developments and initiatives
are at present taking place in
universities which could be interpreted

as steps towards wisdom-inquiry.
Natural scientists have in the last five
years or so, in the UK, created a
number of centres and institutions
concerned to tackle problems of
climate change and the environment,
interdisciplinary in character, and
concerned to interact with the public,
government, the media and industry.

www.tyndall.ac.uk/;
www.cei.group.cam.ac.uk/
http://www.ouce.ox.ac.uk/

Natural scientists have begun to
appreciate that non-scientists need to
be involved in debating questions of
science policy. The Royal Society set
up 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’.

http://royalsociety.org/page.asp?id=69
75

A similar initiative is the ‘science in
society’ research programme funded
by the Economic and Social Research
Council.

http://www.sci-soc.net/SciSoc/

A number of departments, institutions
and research centres have been formed
during the last decade or so concerned
with social policy, with problems of
development, poverty, injustice and
war, and with such matters as medical
ethics and community health. In
December of 2007, History and Policy
was launched, a new initiative that
seeks to bring together historians,
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politicians and the media, and “works
for better public policy through an
understanding of history”.

http://www.historyandpolicy.org/

In the USA, Germany and elsewhere,
research into wisdom has been
undertaken by psychologists and
others, and there is now a flourishing
literature on the subject. There is also
the “teaching for wisdom” initiative in
the USA, the idea being that whatever
else is taught – science, history or
mathematics – the teaching should be
conducted in such a way that wisdom
is acquired as well.

http://www.apa.org/science/ed-
sternberg.html

It is interesting to note that, at the
same time that a special issue of the
London Review of Education
appeared, in June 2007, devoted to the
theme “Wisdom in the university”
(which I co-edited with Ronald
Barnett, and to which a number of
Friends of Wisdom contributed), a
special issue of another journal, Social
Epistemology, also appeared with a
related theme: “Wisdom in
Management”.

What Can FOW Do?
Here is a list of things that FOW might
do.

1. Make contact with Departments,
Centres, Institutions, Schools,
Research Groups and individuals in
Universities that seem to be putting
some aspect of wisdom-inquiry into
academic practice. Suggest to them
that what they are doing is a part of a
more comprehensive transformation
taking place gradually in Universities,
and indicate that we are actively

engaged in trying to track down
individuals and groups, from all
branches of academic inquiry, who
can be regarded as being a part of this
transformation. Ask for help, for
relevant information, and suggest they
may find the webpage (or publication)
we produce of interest. (David Morey
has suggested we do something along
these lines. Something of this can be
found on the “What Needs to Change”
page of our website. This needs to be
developed further.)

2. Take up Bruce Lloyd’s suggestion
that we write to vice-chancellors of
UK universities (and universities in
other parts of the world as a parallel
project) and ask: 'What role do you see
for Wisdom in the educational strategy
of your University, and Universities in
general both in the UK and globally?'
Or, perhaps, ask: ‘What recent
initiatives are there in your university
that could be regarded as putting some
aspect of wisdom-inquiry into
practice?’ The idea being that the
answers should be put together in a
published article.

3. Building on contacts made as a
result of 1 and 2, FOW should host an
international conference on an agreed
FOW theme (such as “Do we need an
academic revolution?”).

4. Funds will be required if FOW is to
host a conference. In order to
facilitate getting funds, FOW should
perhaps turn itself into a Society, with
a constitution, Chair, Secretary,
Treasurer, and members. The ground
work for this has already been done.
As a result of earlier discussion, we
have drawn up a constitution: all we
need to do is to go through the process
of agreeing to set up the FOW Society.
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5. Individual members of FOW should
continue to do what they can to spread
the word about what FOW is
attempting to achieve.

6. More work needs to be done on our
website, especially on the “What
Needs to Change” page. We also
ought, perhaps, to have two new
pages: one devoted to University
Departments, Centres, etc., that can be
regarded as putting some aspect of
wisdom-inquiry into practice, the
other devoted to exploring possible
futures, good and bad.

7. We should come up with a list of
specific changes that need to be made
to academia to put wisdom-inquiry
into practice – changes that no one
else is advocating. Two candidates
that have occurred to me:

(a) A “Science and Human Need
Commission”, which has the task of
highlighting the mismatch that
inevitably arises between the priorities
of scientific research and the priorities
of human need, and of proposing new
research priorities and initiatives
designed to lessen this mismatch.

(b) A Shadow Government within the
university system which seeks to
propose wise legislation and announce
wise government actions, without
power, free of the constraints and
pressures of the actual government.
The idea would be that nations have
national Shadow Governments within
their university system, and there is
also an international Shadow
Government charged with the task of
proposing what a world government
would do, and working out how an
actual world government can be
created.

Nick Maxwell
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Changes Required to Turn Knowledge-
Inquiry into Wisdom-Inquiry

(from N. Maxwell, Is Science Neurotic?, pp.
119-121)

1. There needs to be a change in the basic
intellectual aim of inquiry, from the
growth of knowledge to the growth of
wisdom — wisdom being taken to be the
capacity to realize what is of value in
life, for oneself and others, and thus
including knowledge, understanding and
technological know-how.

2. There needs to be a change in the nature
of academic problems, so that problems
of living are included, as well as
problems of knowledge. Furthermore,
problems of living need to be treated as
intellectually more fundamental than
problems of knowledge.

3. There needs to be a change in the nature
of academic ideas, so that proposals for
action are included as well as claims to
knowledge. Furthermore, proposals for
action need to be treated as intellectually
more fundamental than claims to
knowledge.

4. There needs to be a change in what
constitutes intellectual progress, so that
progress-in-ideas-relevant-to-achieving-
a-more-civilized-world is included as
well as progress in knowledge, the
former being indeed intellectually
fundamental.

5. There needs to be a change in the idea as
to where inquiry, at its most
fundamental, is located. It is not esoteric
theoretical physics, but rather the
thinking we engage in as we seek to
achieve what is of value in life.

6. There needs to be a dramatic change in
the nature of social inquiry (reflecting
points 1 to 5). Economics, politics,
sociology, and so on, are not,
fundamentally, sciences, and do not,
fundamentally, have the task of
improving knowledge about social
phenomena. Instead, their task is
threefold. First, it is to articulate
problems of living, and propose and
critically assess possible solutions,
possible actions or policies, from the

standpoint of their capacity, if
implemented, to promote wiser ways of
living. Second, it is to promote such
cooperatively rational tackling of
problems of living throughout the social
world. And third, at a more basic and
long-term level, it is to help build the
hierarchical structure of aims and
methods of aim-oriented rationality into
personal, institutional and global life,
thus creating frameworks within which
progressive improvement of personal
and social life aims-and-methods
becomes possible. These three tasks are
undertaken in order to promote
cooperative tackling of problems of
living — but also in order to enhance
empathic or “personalistic”
understanding between people as
something of value in its own right.
Acquiring knowledge of social
phenomena is a subordinate activity,
engaged in to facilitate the above three
fundamental pursuits.

7. Natural science needs to change, so that it
includes at least three levels of
discussion: evidence, theory, and
research aims. Discussion of aims needs
to bring together scientific, metaphysical
and evaluative consideration in an
attempt to discover the most desirable
and realizable research aims.

8. There needs to be a dramatic change in
the relationship between social inquiry
and natural science, so that social
inquiry becomes intellectually more
fundamental from the standpoint of
tackling problems of living, promoting
wisdom.

9. The way in which academic inquiry as a
whole is related to the rest of the human
world needs to change dramatically.
Instead of being intellectually
dissociated from the rest of society,
academic inquiry needs to be
communicating with, learning from,
teaching and arguing with the rest of
society — in such a way as to promote
cooperative rationality and social
wisdom. Academia needs to have just
sufficient power to retain its
independence from the pressures of
government, industry, the military, and
public opinion, but no more. Academia
becomes a kind of civil service for the
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public, doing openly and independently
what actual civil services are supposed
to do in secret for governments.

10. There needs to be a change in the role
that political and religious ideas, works
of art, expressions of feelings, desires
and values have within rational inquiry.
Instead of being excluded, they need to
be explicitly included and critically
assessed, as possible indications and
revelations of what is of value, and as
unmasking of fraudulent values in satire
and parody, vital ingredients of wisdom.

11. There need to be changes in education so
that, for example, seminars devoted to
the cooperative, imaginative and critical
discussion of problems of living are at
the heart of all education from five-year-
olds onwards. Politics, which cannot be
taught by knowledge-inquiry, becomes
central to wisdom-inquiry, political
creeds and actions being subjected to
imaginative and critical scrutiny.

12. There need to be changes in the aims,
priorities and character of pure science
and scholarship, so that it is the
curiosity, the seeing and searching, the
knowing and understanding of
individual persons that ultimately
matters, the more impersonal, esoteric,
purely intellectual aspects of science and
scholarship being means to this end.
Social inquiry needs to give intellectual
priority to helping empathic
understanding between people to
flourish (as indicated in 6 above).

13. There need to be changes in the way
mathematics is understood, pursued and
taught. Mathematics is not a branch of
knowledge at all. Rather, it is concerned
to explore problematic possibilities, and
to develop, systematize and unify
problem-solving methods.

14. Literature needs to be put close to the
heart of rational inquiry, in that it
explores imaginatively our most
profound problems of living and aids
personalistic understanding in life by
enhancing our ability to enter
imaginatively into the problems and
lives of others.

15. Philosophy needs to change so that it
ceases to be just another specialized
discipline and becomes instead that
aspect of inquiry as a whole that is
concerned with our most general and
fundamental problems — those
problems that cut across all disciplinary
boundaries. Philosophy needs to
become again what it was for Socrates:
the attempt to devote reason to the
growth of wisdom in life.
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Account of Friends of
Wisdom Meeting in
London on 15 March
2008

Present: Dennis Bury, Brian Cariss,
Colin Feltham, Ian Glendinning,
Mathew Iredale, Bruce Lloyd,
Nicholas Maxwell, Geoffrey Read,
Harvey Sarles, Niall Scott.

Nick opened the discussion with a few
introductory remarks. He proposed
that they should not worry about
keeping too strictly to the Agenda. He
suggested two basic questions should
be discussed, namely:

(1) What should the aim of FOW) be?

(2) What should FOW do?

In response to (1), Nick suggested that
the aim should be to get wisdom-
inquiry put into practice in schools and
universities throughout the world. Or,
slightly more modestly and
realistically, it should be to get into the
public arena the idea that we urgently
need to put wisdom-inquiry into
practice in schools and universities
throughout the world.

In response to (2), Nick suggested
that, whatever we do, we should try to
get some publicity for it, and take that
aspect of the task into account. We
should also take into account that, in
recent years, a number of changes
have taken place in the natural
sciences, and in other departments of
academia, that could be interpreted as
first steps towards putting wisdom-
inquiry into practice. He went on to
suggest that FOW should perhaps set
up a big international conference with

some such theme as “How Can
Universities Best Help Humanity
Create a Better World?”. And a
number of other suggestions for action
were indicated.

An extraordinarily wide-ranging,
lively and wholly friendly discussion
ensued. The discussion was both
wholly serious and conducted with
much laughter. There was some
discussion of other organizations that
had aims similar to those of FOW.
Science for Global Responsibility,
Science for Humanity, History and
Policy, and Pugwash were mentioned.
The readiness of natural scientists to
accept that the public should be
involved in discussing science policy,
in connection with problematic new
developments such as nanotechnology,
was discussed. Cop Macdonald’s
“Wisdom Page” was mentioned, as
well as the World Wisdom Council.
The importance of getting into touch
with such organizations and
developments, and indicating that they
were perhaps a part of a broader trend,
was stressed. The question of how to
get into touch with students was also
discussed. Could this be done via
Facebook and MySpace?

There was some discussion of how the
spirit of the 60s had been lost sight of,
and replaced by concern for careers
and income. Despite the inspiring
idea of the 60s that life is for living,
and the world really can be changed
for the better, a certain lack of realism
and anti-intellectualism led to its
collapse. Harvey, however, stressed
that the 60s had left a lasting legacy in
the US in connection with the Civil
Rights movement, opposition to the
Vietnam War, and Feminism.
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Abruptly, we realized we had not
introduced ourselves properly, so we
went round giving a brief indication of
our life, work and concerns.

In connection with deciding what the
aims of FOW should be, Nick
suggested that the fissure in FOW as a
whole was reproduced to some extent
– but in a wholly friendly way – in our
meeting. On the one hand, there were
those who saw the main task to be to
get academia to take up and
implement wisdom-inquiry. On the
other hand there were those who saw
the main task to be to get universities
to take wisdom seriously. The latter
might involve learning what wisdom
is, what various traditions hold
wisdom to be, what examples of wise
people are to be found in the past, and
also teaching in such a way that,
whatever is being taught – physics,
economics, history – the teaching is
conducted in such a way that wisdom
is also acquired. (Robert Sternberg’s
“teaching for wisdom” programme
was mentioned.) It was pointed out
that these two concerns, “universities
implementing wisdom-inquiry” and
“universities taking wisdom
seriously”, overlap but are also
different, in some respects.
Universities might come to take
wisdom seriously, in both teaching
and research, and yet not implement
wisdom-inquiry. On the other hand,
implementation of wisdom-inquiry
might not lead to some of the teaching
and research that those interested in a
more traditional idea of wisdom might
favour. There was general agreement
that we could live with this difference
of emphasis. Bruce said that
opposition to wisdom stemmed in part
from its association with religion, in
part from the use of the word
“wisdom” in the phrase “the received

wisdom”. The “guru” aspect of
wisdom was discussed, there being too
many well-known cases of false gurus
having disastrous consequences for
their followers. There was also
discussion of the association of
“knowledge” with rationalism and the
Enlightenment, “wisdom” with anti-
rationalist attitudes and Romanticism.
The profound irrationality of pursuing
knowledge dissociated from wisdom
needs to be more broadly appreciated,
by both “Rationalists” and
“Romantics”.

This led on to teaching, and a
discussion of a “problem solving”
approach to teaching, and Karl
Popper. The vital importance of
enabling students to speak, to develop
their own narratives, and to discover
how to transform a sense of
bafflement into an articulated
problem, was discussed.

Someone suggested that FOW might
create podcasts of wisdom-inquiry
courses, and make them available on
the internet. There was some
discussion of the idea that FOW
should create a virtual university that
put wisdom-inquiry into practice. It
was agreed that this would not help
much with the task of getting the
message of FOW into the public
arena.

The question of how FOW could get
into touch with simpatico individuals
in academia was discussed, but no
definite answer was forthcoming.
Colin asked who was FOW for? For
humanity, came the response. Yes, but
who needed what FOW had to offer?
Everyone! Yes, but who was aware of
this need? Ah, there lay the problem.
Faced as we all are by intensifying
global problems – global warming,
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population growth, war and the threat
of war, environmental degradation and
extinction of species, etc. – it is
desperately important that humanity
learns how to tackle its problems in
more cooperatively rational ways than
at present, and this in turn requires that
we have schools and universities
devoted to the task. The basic
message of FOW is of profound
importance for the future of humanity
but, alas, there is very little awareness
of any such thing at present. This is
the problem, the task, confronting
FOW: to create awareness of this need
both within and without universities.

It was agreed that FOW would need to
do many different things in an attempt
to get its basic message across. The
suggestion was made that FOW
should be encouraged to report by
means of emails their efforts, both
their successes and failures, in
attempting to get aspects of the
message of FOW across. Ian
suggested that we should do this by
means of a Blog, or something similar,
so that a readily accessible record of
accounts of FoW activities could be
made available. (As it is, a record is
maintained of all emails sent to the
two FOW emailing lists – but perhaps
this could be done in a more
accessible form.) The possibility of
FOW holding virtual conferences,
perhaps by means of Skype, was
mentioned. The idea of a big
international conference was again
mooted, and Niall suggested that,
instead, we might set up a series of
“wisdom workshops”, each one in a
different location, each one devoted to
a different aspect of the problem. This
was thought quite generally to be a
very good idea. It was agreed that the
first one might be in London, ideally
in the Institute of Education. A

steering group was formed, consisting
of Bruce, Niall and Nick. It was
suggested that one such workshop
might discuss the implications of
wisdom-inquiry for different
disciplines – physics, history,
sociology, economics, and so on.
(Nick confessed he had long planned
to write a book about just that, with
the title “Implications of Wisdom”).
We had some discussion of
economics. Someone else suggested
that we needed a short book outlining
the basic message of FOW. Niall
suggested that we should produce a
Manifesto, and mentioned that the
Manifesto of the Futurist movement in
Russia had been enormously important
and influential in its time. Another
person made the point that ideas could
often be most effectively
communicated by means of the arts:
drama, film, podcasts, broadcasts,
cartoons.

Nick Maxwell
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Suggestions for things FOW might
do that emerged from the London
Meeting of 15 March 2008

1. Establish a series of one-day
seminars or workshops in different
localities, each devoted to a different
aspect of the basic FOW theme.

2. Set up a big, open, international
conference with some such theme as
“How can Universities Best Help
Humanity Create a Better World?”

3. Start up a campaign to create a
seminar within each university
devoted to the discussion of global
problems.

4. Make contact with organizations
with aims related to ours.

5. Make contact with departments in
universities engaged in wisdom-
inquiry activities.

6. Seek out and get into touch with
individuals in academia who are
engaged in wisdom-inquiry activities
(research, teaching, administration,
publicity) from the natural and
technological sciences to the social
sciences, the humanities and
administration.

7. Get into touch with ministers,
politicians, science and education
correspondents of newspapers, radio
and TV, and others, and put across the
case for wisdom-inquiry.

8. Form ourselves into a Society, with
a constitution, chair, secretary, and
committee – in part to help obtain
funds for a conference, in part to help
get publicity for FOW.

9. Encourage members of FOW to
email their attempts at getting our
message across – perhaps creating a
Blog to record such attempts, whether
successful or not.

10. Pursue wisdom-inquiry research,
on an individual basis and in
cooperation with others, and publish
the results.

11. Develop the FOW website.
Especially “What Needs to Change”,
links to simpatico organizations, and
possibly a new web page on possible
futures.

12. Stimulate discussion of wisdom-
inquiry problems and issues on the
FOW emailing list.

13. Hold FOW Skype Conferences.

14. Write letters to newspapers, and
contribute to email discussion groups.


