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Unit One

Knowledge and Wisdom
Bertrand Russell

About the Author

Bertrand Arthur William Russell ( 1872—1970), who was
born in Monmouthshire, England, was one of the greatest
philosophers, mathematicians, liberal political theorists, and authors
of the twentieth century. His works, comprising more than sixty
volumes, range from abstract explanations of mathematical theory to
fascinating memoirs that record British culture in the early years of
the twentieth century. From the early The Principles of Mathematics
(1903) through An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth (1940) to his
three-volume Autobiography (1967—1969 ) , Russell demonstrated his multifarious talents

as a writer, socialist thinker, and activist. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in
1950. In 1955 he received the Silver Pears Trophy for work on behalf of world peace. In
this essay from Portraits from Memory (1956 ), Russell argues that as we advance in

knowledge, wisdom becomes an increasingly necessary quality in peoples and cultures.
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Before-Class Activity

Discuss the following quotes about wisdom .
® Always without desire we must be found,
If its deep mystery we would sound;
But if desire always within us be,
Its outer fringe is all that we shall see. — Lao Tzu
e The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge: but fools despise wisdom and
instruction. — Proverbs 1:7

e Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom; and with all thy getting get

understanding. — Proverbs 4:7
e Wisdom is better than weapons of war. — Ecclesiastes 9: 18
e Memory is the mother of all wisdom. — Samuel Johnson

e [ hope our wisdom will grow with our power, and teach us, that the less we use our
power the greater it will be. — Thomas Jefferson

® The perfection of wisdom, and the end of true philosophy is to proportion our wants to our
possessions, our ambitions to our capacities, we will then be a happy and a virtuous
people. — Mark Twain

e “Never mistake knowledge for wisdom. One helps you make a living; the other helps you

’

make a life. ” — Sandra Carey

Text

J—Y

1 Most people would agree that, although our age far surpasses all previous ages in
knowledge, there has been no correlative increase in wisdom. But agreement ceases as soon
as we attempt to define “wisdom” and consider means of promoting it. I want to ask first
what wisdom is, and then what can be done to teach it.

2 There are several factors that contribute to wisdom. Of these I should put first a
sense of proportion; the capacity to take account of all the important factors in a problem and
to attach to each its due weight. This has become more difficult than it used to be owing to
the extent and complexity of the specialised knowledge required of various kinds of

technicians. Suppose, for example, that you are engaged in research in scientific medicine.



Unit One Knowledge and Wisdom 3

The work is difficult and is likely to absorb the whole of your intellectual energy. You have
not time to consider the effect which your discoveries or inventions may have outside the field
of medicine. You succeed (let us say), as modern medicine has succeeded, in enormously
lowering the infant death-rate, not only in Europe and America, but also in Asia and Africa.

This has the entirely unintended result of making the food supply inadequate and lowering the
standard of life in the most populous parts of the world. To take an even more spectacular
example, which is in everybody’s mind at the present time: you study the composition of the
atom from a disinterested desire for knowledge, and incidentally place in the hands of
powerful lunatics the means of destroying the human race. In such ways the pursuit of
knowledge may become harmful unless it is combined with wisdom; and wisdom in the sense
of comprehensive vision is not necessarily present in specialists in the pursuit of knowledge.

3 Comprehensiveness alone, however, is not enough to constitute wisdom. There must
be, also, a certain awareness of the ends of human life. This may be illustrated by the study
of history. Many eminent historians have done more harm than good because they viewed
facts through the distorting medium of their own passions: Hegel had a philosophy of history
which did not suffer from any lack of comprehensiveness, since it started from the earliest
times and continued into an indefinite future. But the chief lesson of history which he sought
to inculcate was that from the year A. D. 400 down to his own time, Germany had been the
most important nation and the standard-bearer of progress in the world. Perhaps one could
stretch the comprehensiveness that constitutes wisdom to include not only intellect but also
feeling. It is by no means uncommon to find men whose knowledge is wide but whose
feelings are narrow. Such men lack what I am calling wisdom.

4 It is not only in public ways, but in private life equally, that wisdom is needed. It is
needed in the choice of ends to be pursued and in emancipation from personal prejudice.
Even an end which it would be noble to pursue if it were attainable may be pursued unwisely
if it is inherently impossible of achievement. Many men in past ages devoted their lives to a
search for the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of Life. No doubt, if they could have found
them, they would have conferred great benefits upon mankind; but as it was, their lives were
wasted. To descend to less heroic matters, consider the case of two men, Mr. A and Mr. B,
who hate each other and, through mutual hatred, bring each other to destruction. Suppose
you go to Mr. A and say, “Why do you hate Mr. B?” He will no doubt give you an
appalling list of Mr. B’s vices, partly true, partly false. And now suppose you go to Mr. B.

He will give you an exactly similar list of Mr. A’s vices with an equal admixture of truth and
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falsehood. Suppose you now come back to Mr. A and say, “You will be surprised to learn

’

that Mr. B says the same things about you as you say about him,” and you go to Mr. B and
make a similar speech. The first effect, no doubt, will be to increase their mutual hatred,
since each will be so horrified by the other’s injustice. But, perhaps, if you have sufficient
patience and sufficient persuasiveness, you may succeed in convincing each that the other has
only the normal share of human wickedness, and their enmity is harmful to both. If you do
this, you will have instilled some fragment of wisdom.

5 The essence of wisdom is emancipation, as far as possible, from the tyranny of the
here and the now. We cannot help the egoism of our senses. Sight and sound and touch are
bound up with our own bodies and cannot be made impersonal. Our emotions start similarly
from ourselves. An infant feels hunger and discomfort, and is unaffected except by his own
physical condition. Gradually, with the years, his horizon widens, and, in proportion as his
thoughts and feelings become less personal and less concerned with his own physical states,
he achieves growing wisdom. This is, of course, a matter of degree. No one can view the
world with complete impartiality; and if anyone could, he would hardly be able to remain
alive. But it is possible to make a continual approach towards impartiality ; on the one hand,
by knowing things somewhat remote in time or space; and, on the other hand, by giving to
such things their due weight in our feelings. It is this approach towards impartiality that
constitutes growth in wisdom.

6 Can wisdom in this sense be taught? And, if it can, should the teaching of it be one
of the aims of education? I should answer both these questions in the affirmative. We are told
on Sundays that we should love our neighbor as ourselves. On the other six days of the
week, we are exhorted to hate him. You may say that this is nonsense, since it is not our
neighbor whom we are exhorted to hate. But you will remember that the precept was
exemplified by saying that the Samaritan was our neighbour. We no longer have any wish to
hate Samaritans and so we are apt to miss the point of the parable. If you want to get its

13

point, you should substitute “communist” or “anticommunist,” as the case may be, for
“Samaritan. ” It might be objected that it is right to hate those who do harm. I do not think
so. If you hate them, it is only too likely that you will become equally harmful; and it is
very unlikely you will induce them to abandon their evil ways. Hatred of evil is itself a kind
of bondage to evil. The way out is through understanding, not through hate. I am not
advocating nonresistance. But I am saying that resistance, if it is to be effective in preventing

the spread of evil, should be combined with the greatest degree of understanding and the



Unit One Knowledge and Wisdom 5

smallest degree of force that is compatible with the survival of the good things that we wish to
preserve.

7 It is commonly urged that a point of view such as I have been advocating is
incompatible with vigour in action. I do not think history bears out this view. Queen
Elizabeth I in England and Henry IV in France lived in a world where almost everybody was
fanatical, either on the Protestant or on the Catholic side. Both remained free from the errors
of their time and both, by remaining free, were beneficent and certainly not ineffective.
Abraham Lincoln conducted a great war without ever departing from what I have been calling
wisdom.

8 I have said that in some degree wisdom can be taught. I think that this teaching
should have a larger intellectual element than has been customary in what has been thought of
as moral instruction. The disastrous results of hatred and narrow-mindedness to those who
feel them can be pointed out incidentally in the course of giving knowledge. I do not think
that knowledge and morals ought to be too much separated. It is true that the kind of
specialised knowledge which is required for various kinds of skill has little to do with
wisdom. But it should be supplemented in education by wider surveys calculated to put it in
its place in the total of human activities. Even the best technicians should also be good
citizens; and when I say “citizens” , I mean citizens of the world and not of this or that sect
or nation. With every increase of knowledge and skill, wisdom becomes more necessary, for
every such increase augments our capacity for realising our purposes, and therefore augments
our capacity for evil, if our purposes are unwise. The world needs wisdom as it has never
needed it before; and if knowledge continues to increase, the world will need wisdom in the

future even more than it does now.

ew words and expressions

1. proportion; n. the relation of one part to another or to the whole with respect to
magnitude, quantity or degree

2. infant death-rate: the number of deaths compared to the number of those alive with regard
to little babies

3. populous: adj. with a large population

4. disinterested: adj. free from selfish interest
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10.
. in the affirmative. being in the attitude that agrees with the proposition
12.
13.
14.

15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

1.
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inculcate; v. to teach and impress by frequent repetitions
standard-bearer; n. a leader in a political group or campaign
inherently: adv. by one’s nature, intrinsically

confer upon: to grant, bestow

enmity ; n. mutual hatred

impartiality ; n. free from any biased ideas

exhort; v. to urge, advise

precept: n. a principle of action or conduct

Samaritan: n. from the Gospel According to Luke, referring to a kind and generous
person ready to help those in need

vigour: n. force

bear out; to prove the truth of something

customary; adj. usual, habitual

put something in its place: to place something where it should be

augment: v. to cause something to become bigger

as it was: in fact

otes to the text

Hegel: (born August 27, 1770, Stuttgart, Wiirttemberg; died November 14, 1831,
Berlin) full name: Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, German philosopher. After working as a
tutor, he was headmaster of the gymnasium at Niirnberg ( 1808—16); he then taught
principally at the University of Berlin ( 1818—31). His work, following on that of
Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, and F. W. Schelling, marks the pinnacle of
post-Kantian German idealism. Inspired by Christian insights and possessing a fantastic
fund of concrete knowledge, Hegel found a place for everything — logical, natural,
human, and divine — in a dialectical scheme that repeatedly swung from thesis to
antithesis and back again to a higher and richer synthesis. His panoramic system engaged
philosophy in the consideration of all the problems of history and culture, none of which
could any longer be deemed foreign to its competence. At the same time, it deprived all the

implicated elements and problems of their autonomy, reducing them to symbolic manifestations
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of the one process, that of the Absolute Spirit’s quest for and conquest of its own self. His
influence has been as fertile in the critical reactions he precipitated as in his positive impact.
His principal works are Phenomenology of Mind (1807), Encyclopedia of the Philosophical
Sciences (1817), and Philosophy of Right (1821). He is regarded as the last of the great
philosophical system builders. (Source: Britannica Concise Encyclopedia)

Hegel Quotes:

“The only thing we learn from history is that we learn nothing from history. ”

1l

“Whatever is reasonable is true, and whatever is true is reasonable. ’
“Nothing great in the world has been accomplished without passion. ”

. Philosopher’s Stone: a magic stone believed to have the power of changing a stone into
gold.

. Elixir of Life; a medicine believed to maintain life indefinitely.

. Samaritan; usually referred to as the Good Samaritan — a compassionate person who
unselfishly helps others, as in “In this neighborhood you can’t count on a good Samaritan
if you get in trouble”. This expression alludes to Jesus’s parable about a Samaritan who
rescues and cares for a stranger who had been robbed and badly hurt and had been ignored
by a priest and a Levite (Luke 10:30 —35). The Samaritans were considered a heretical
group by other Jews, so by using a Samaritan for the parable, Jesus chose a person whom
his listeners would find least likely to be worthy of concern.

. Hatred of evil is itself a kind of bondage to evil: probably a counter proposition to St.
Paul’s injunction: “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good” —
Romans, 12.9 (NIV).

. Queen Elizabeth I. (1533—1603; ruled 1558—1603 ), queen of England and Ireland.
The daughter of Henry VIII by his second wife, Anne Boleyn, Elizabeth was rendered a
bastard by Henry’s repudiation and execution of Anne in 1536. She was, however, reared
as a princess and received the same education in the classical curriculum as her half-
brother, Edward VI. In her father’s will Elizabeth was placed third in succession to the
throne after her two siblings, Mary and Edward. In her Catholic half-sister Mary’s reign,
Elizabeth fell under suspicion for her supposed Protestant sympathies and, in the wake of
the 1554 revolt led by Sir Thomas Wyatt (in which she had refused to participate) , she
was imprisoned in the Tower of London. However, Philip II of Spain, Mary’s husband,
protected her. Freed from the tower and then confined at Woodstock House in

Oxfordshire, she was finally released.



