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Conference:
L ondon 2009

Wisdom and the
University: How Can
Universities Best Help
Us Create a Better
World?

Dear Friends of Wisdom,

At the mini-meeting of Friends of
Wisdom in March of this year, it was
agreed that 1, Bruce Lloyd and Niall
Scott should explore setting up a
Friends of Wisdom Conference. It
was agreed that | should see if this
could be done at the London Institute
of Education.

On Tuesday, 17 June, | met up with
Professors David Watson and Ron
Barnett about the possibility of
holdingthe Friends of Wisdom
Conference a the Ingtitute of
Education (London, UK). David
Watson and Ron Barnett are Co-
Directors of the Centre for Higher
Education Studies at the Institute. The
proposed Conference would be hosted
by the Centre.

We discussed various ideas. Should
we have keynote speakers? How can
we arrange things so that there is as
much general discussion as possible,
and people have as much chance as
possible to meet and talk? Do we split
up into groups? Do we have parallel
sessions? Might we invitethose
attending to contribute a200 word
mini-article, before the Conference,

saying what they would like the
Conference to concentrate on, with the
idea that we would gather these
contributions up and send them to al
those attending at least two weeks
before the Conference begins? Should
we have sessions, each devoted to
some specific problem or theme, but
instead of a talk, have someone
chairing a discussion session, perhaps
giving no more than a 5 minute
introductory talk? What should we
call the Conference?

After exploring ideas for about an
hour, the three of us agreed that we
should go ahead with the Conference.
It would be, | imagine, under the joint
auspices of the Centre and Friends of
Wisdom, but open to anyone. It
would be a two day event and will
take place in May or June of 2009, at
the Institute of Education,
Bloomsbury, London, UK, and will
have an upper limit of about 100
people. After various suggestions had
been thrown around, the following
possible title emerged: "Wisdom and



the University: How Can Universities
Best Help Us Create a Better World?"
When we come to advertise the
Conference, there would be a brief
rationale spelling out in a bit more
detail what the Conference will be
about. It was suggested that we
should perhaps have two or so keynote
speakers. There  would be a
registration fee, probably of the order
of £125-135, which would include
refreshments and a dinner. The
publicity would be amed at a wide
possible set of participants, including
institutional leaders of universities and
relevant others (e.g., in Think Tanks
and in policy making).

| explained that | would like to consult
Friends of Wisdom about what shape
the Conference should take. David,
Ron and | will only begin organizing
the Conference in earnest at the
beginning of September. We have the
summer to discuss possibilities.

Do please send ideas and suggestions
to the FOW emailing list - to the full
list, rather than the discussion, "D" list
(unless a discussion of some detailed
matter gets going). And it would be
helpful if those who think they might
want to attend the Conference could
let me know, so we can have a
provisional idea of how many Friends
of Wisdom will want to attend.

At the Conference we might have a
session devoted to Friends of Wisdom
matters: the future of the organization,
whether we should form ourselves into
a Society, how we can increase our
impact on the world, develop the
pursuit of wisdom-inquiry, etc.

Nicholas Maxwell
Email; nicholas.maxwell@ucl.ac.uk



UNIVERSITIESWITH
A ROOM FOR
WISDOM INQUIRY*

Giridhari Lal Pandit

University of Delhi South Campus

Emalil: panditgl @yahoo.co.in

|
VALUES: WHAT DIFFERENCE
MIGHT WISDOM MAKE TO
QUALITY OF LIFE?

| agree with Nicholas Maxwell that the
overwhelming question that faces us
iss What ought to be the aims of
Friends of Wisdom? In this very
context, he has rightly been urging us
al to provoke debate about (i) what
the aims of academia should be; (ii)
how Friends of Wisdom might help
those who attempt to put some aspects
of wisdom-inquiry into academic
practice; (iii) how Friends of Wisdom
might pursue aspects of wisdom-
inquiry; and, above all, (iv) what kind
of inquiry should wisdom-inquiry be.
In this article, | shall briefly try to
indicate why such an inquiry is needed
and how it might be conceived and
planned a various levels and in
different fields by turning universities
around.

It makes sense to ask: What difference
would wisdom make to our quality of
life, whether considered in relation to
the life-supporting ecosystems of our
host planet Earth or in relation to the
future generations who may have to
bear the costs on account of the

! This article forms part of a larger research
project on the human condition of our world.

-

present and past adverse impacts of
human activity on environment? In
relation to the current and the future
global warming and climate change
scenarios, the question assumes much
greater significance. It cannot be
answered either within science or
within technology. This gives rise to
the further question how is wisdom to
be understood within the diverse
cultures of our world, if it is rooted
neither in science nor technology.
There is no doubt that science and
technology make man increasingly
smarter. Think of our smarter and
clever ways of taming and adapting to
the forces of nature. Most of this is
evident from mankind's accelerated
domestication  of nature  and
urbanization which science and
technology facilitate with great ease
and speed. They have only ensured his
arrogant control over these forces
without making him any wiser. On the
contrary, their adverse environmental
impacts, which are responsible for
global warming and climate change,
are themselves ample evidence how
adversely absence of wisdom affects



the present and the future scenarios of
our quality of life.

Where should we then look for
wisdom, if science and technology on
the one hand and human greed on the
other are part of the problem? How
can we as a species enhance our self-
knowledge in order to deal with our
host planet Earth in the wisest possible
manner? If the roots of wisdom are to
be found only in the depths of diverse
cultures of our world, and not in
science, it is reasonable to understand
it , or its absence, as indicative of the
quality of our life which we lead,
whether as individuas or as
responsible members of civil society.
Given our varied activities in diverse
fields and our plans for changing the
world we live in, and given the
aternative possibilities of carrying
them out, it makes sense to ask how
valuable they are to us or to nature.
The imperative of wisdom-inquiry in
this sense clearly originates from the
following universaly  recognized
crisis:

That, as a species, we must own, if for
the first time in human history, our
collective guilt, having ritualistically
committed collective crimes against
the host planet Earth and the future
generations.

Thus, taken as a quaity of life
parameter (QLP), wisdom has to do
with the ways and means of bringing
values to bear upon all kinds of human
activities with which we are so
familiar. Consider, e.g., the following:

()Science and technology, more
generdly the search for knowledge
without wisdom, the totalitarian
clams about their problem-solving

effectiveness being made regularly
and ritualistically on their behalf;

(i) The politica economy of
sustainable development and
environment;

(iii)  Urbanization and industria
development;

(iv) Globalization of production and
market;

(v) Domestication of nature and so on
and so forth.

What difference might it make if in
any of them we pursue one set of
values instead of another set? As an
example of QLP, let us consider
individuals or groups at the fore-front
of public debate, interrogating the
fundamental purpose of those diverse
things which human  societies
ritualistically seek to do or achieve,
often in highly competitive yet
dogmatic ways. Their way of life,
when taken in relation to nature and
the future generations, may be seen as
more valuable than leading a way of
life which is dominated by the attitude
of shunning all such interrogation. The
former, not the latter, would
consequently be perceived as QLP-
enriching. And, it would, therefore,
indicate the wiser path to achieving
harmony with nature and the future
generations. The latter is best
illustrated by dictatorships which still
rule ruthlessly in many parts of our
world. In a dictatorship you do not
guestion what is handed out to you.
You just accept it. Otherwise, you risk
being killed or thrown into jail.
Instead of learning to live with dissent,
dictatorships suppress dissent. Fed on
the government-vetted news, people
are denied access to different



perspectives. In a  nutshdl,
dictatorships remain pre-occupied
with defending themselves instead of
human dignity and freedom. Universal
values of human dignity and freedom,
seen more as an obstacle to
governance than as QLP- enriching,
take a back seat in the organization of
society and economy, in domestic and
international politics.

It is, therefore, reasonable to conclude
from this that the fundamental aim of
wisdom-inquiry should be two-fold:
(i) to probe the QLPs on the widest
scale possible; and (ii) to probe the
merits, or demerits, of alternative
ways of organizing our societies and
economies with a view to finding out
the most valuable way with the least
adverse impacts on nature and on the
future generations. But are our
universities ready to institutionalize
wisdom-inquiry in this sense?

[
SETTING UP QUALITY OF LIFE
STUDY CENTRESAND ETHICS
CONSULTATION SERVICES

The universities worldwide,
particularly in the developing world,
are aging under their out-dated
bureaucracies. Their crying need is
innovative "bottom-up" restructuring.
Most universities in the developing
countries are notorious for their
complaisant bureaucracies. It is the
bureaucratic inertia and inefficiency
which causes costly delays in planning
and development on behalf of
administration. In short, everywhere
universities and schools are ripe for
revolutionary and innovative
restructuring. In many cases, their
bureaucracies have a size which is
unsustainable in terms of the annual
budget. What is worse in the case of

the developing societies generdly is
this: Thereis an unholy nexus between
an exploitative political class that
patronizes  sycophancy and a
complaisant bureaucracy which derails
good governance. This has impacted

universities in  these societies
adversely.

In his recent book A Large and
Liberal Education: Higher Education
for the 21st Century (2007), Donald
Markwell poses the most basic
guestion:

“In thinking about what one gains as a
university student, we speak of
knowledge and skills and sometimes
values: why is it that we do not so
often speak of wisdom? In our
universities, as throughout society at
large, it seems to me that there are far
more clever people than there are wise
people. No doubt it has always been
so: it is nearly four centuries ago that
Orlando Gibbons wrote in a beautiful
song, The Silver Swan', ‘'more geese
than swans now live, more fools than
wise". "You are undoubtedly a person
of greater knowledge"

Markwell further asks,

"and of greater skills than you were
when you started your studies. But are
you wiser? And, on the new journey of
learning and of life which commences
today, what will you do to gan
wisdom?" (p. 178)

In a nutshell, the question is: How can
the universities and society at large
ensure that those who have earned
their degrees are not only better
informed but wiser aso? Since
knowledge is fallible, it will keep
changing, at times so quickly that it
may not be easy for everybody or



every society to keep pace with new
knowledge or new technology which it
promises. This implies that the
education which isimparted in schools
and in the universities at best gives its
receivers toolsto gain new knowledge.
And, obviously, that is not enough to
make room for wisdom-inquiry.

What is then the way forward? Sooner
or later there have to be policy
decisions on the kind of framework
within which schools, universities and
other institutions of higher learning
must be reformed. Two kinds of
consideration are most important, if
reforms, instead of being just
decorative, have to empower them to
meet the chalenges of the 21st
century. One of these has to do with
the question how to meet the challenge
of bureaucracy. Here the main task is
how to cut it down to a minimum size
which is sufficient (a) to manage the
educational systems and (b) to keep
these systems from  becoming
subservient to the ever-expanding
mechanisms of bureaucracy. The other
considerations have to do with the
guestion which new centres of study
deserve priority in the developmental
planning of the universities and
schools. | think that it is imperative to
set up Quality of Life Study Centres
(QLSCs) as integral parts of the
education systems. Immediately,
however, the question arises how are
QLSCs to be conceived, planned and
made to deliver. What kind of study
are they to be entrusted with? Here |
would like to suggest the following
steps to begin with. QLSCs would
take charge of studies whose aim
would be the following (1-18):

1. To study how self-knowledge is
central to wisdom, if we take wisdom
to involve a sense of what is right and

what is wrong, including the judgment
about which courses of action are or
are not valuable (Markwell 2007: 179)

2. To study how we can place the
expert skills and knowledge we posses
in particular fields in wider epistemic
and cultural contexts in order to gain
holistic perspectives on alternative
courses of action and their possible
impacts beyond the scene of action.

3. To study cultural diversities and the
values they foster, particularly the
values which bring issues of ethics and
justice in the forefront of public debate
on matters of policy and decision
making.

4. To study the values which science
presupposes but which science cannot
provide, science itself being a fruit of
the tree of knowledge which is
nourished by values.

5. To study and promote incul cation of
values which must bear upon quality
of lifein every society.

6. To study values with a view to
generating dternative models  of
organizing society and economy So
that there is greater freedom of choice
where organization of individual and
socia life are concerned.

7. To study values, including the value
of wisdom, with aview to re-defining
the global human development index
and impacting the UN's globa
development network.

8. To study values with a view to re-
defining the UNMDGs.

9. To study values with a view to
generating aternative perspectives as
to how we might wisely deal with our



environment and learn to treat the
planet Earth differently.

10. To study values with a view to re-
defining children's well-being, taking
note of the recent findings by the
UNESCO citing negative correlations
between the well-being of children
and the economic status of individual
countries.

11. To study values with a view to
distinguishing more sharply between
human greed and human need.

12. To study values with a view to
bringing them to bear upon domestic
politics and international relations.

13. To study values with a view to
bringing them to bear upon good
neighbourly relations and bilateralism
as a foundation for multilateralism in
international relations, since there can
be no sound multilateralism without a
healthy and good neighbourly policy,
i.e. bilateralism. Today's international
system, with Africa neglected, Tibet
ignored and good neighbourly
relations getting a back seat, the
dilemma is how to empower it with
values.

14. To study values with a view to
bringing them to bear upon the
industrial relations, labour market,
trade-unions, global market forces and
the corporate world as a whole.

2 pandit, G. L. (2007a): "Ethica Tasks of
Media Advocacy in the 21st Century",
Philosophie der Informationsgesellschaft /
Philosophy of the Information Society,
Beitraege des 30. Internationalen Wittgenstein
Symposium (5. - 11. August 2007), Band XV,
edited by Herbert Hrachovec, Alois Pichler
and Joseph Wang, pp. 169-173. Kichberg am
Wechsal:  Austrian Ludwig Wittgenstein
Society.

15. To study vaues with a view to
promoting regulation by the Ethics
Consultation Services (ECSs) at the
core of every publicly or privately
funded institution.

16. To study values with a view to
impacting political-economical models
of development which create forms of
excluson and which give rise to
structural violence.

17. To study vaues with a view to
distinguishing high quality libera
education from purely vocationd
education (Markwell 2007:29-33).

18. To study how the rura poor can
contribute to knowledge economy?
This question is particularly relevant
in the context of Indias rich tradition
of Ayurveda, Siddha and Unani
medical practices which need to be
researched and standardized, if India's
or world's ailing hedthcare system is
to improve. India has one of the
largest number of HIV/AIDS infected
people in the world. Its traditiona
medicines can come to her rescue.

Apart from these preliminary steps,
what ought Friends of Wisdom to do
in an attempt to fulfil the goals it can
realistically set for itself? The best
answer is that it is of fundamenta
importance for Friends of Wisdom to
have feedbacks from maor crises
spots of our world, if we want real and
long-term impact. For example, how
are we going to respond to the human
situation of those who are in distress
because of massive human rights
violations and forms of exclusion
which are fostered by the policies of
governments and politicians around
the globe? What about those who need
urgent support, moraly, politically
and economically? Friends of wisdom



must gain insights regarding how to
foster its own goals from interactions
with such communities and groups.



