OUR POLITICIANS NEED TO BE WISER BUT HOW DO WE MEASURE WISDOM?

Q. What is philosophy? 

A. Translated literally, it means the love of wisdom.  

Q. What do we do when we fall in love?

A.  We want to know everything about the object of our love; in short we study it voraciously and obsessively.

Q. What is wisdom for?  

A. It helps us avoid pain and obtain pleasure; in short, it gets us the things we want or the forbearance to accept what we cannot change or obtain, and even avert disaster.  Sometimes, it can predict the future as well as tell truth from falsehood and good from evil, using knowledge and reason.

Having now established that wisdom is a very useful thing indeed, it cannot be doubted that those in charge of the ship of state need it more than the rest of us, since they are in a position to pass laws that will have an effect on the whole nation, for good or ill.  

British politicians are not generally noted for their wisdom.  Why is that?  Is it because we no longer expect them to be?  Or is it because they do not consciously cultivate wisdom?  Perhaps they do not understand the nature of it enough to want to acquire it. 

What is politics?  It has its origins in the establishment of city states and the ways and means of  keeping the city and its citizens strong and functioning.  

I would venture to define politics as the practice of doing what is possible and necessary (therefore moral).  

Necessary for what, one might well ask?

Necessary to stay in power?  Necessary to climb the greasy pole?  Necessary for the greater good?  What is the greater good and what is the lesser evil?  How is this decided and who decides?  Can the rules about how decisions are made and who makes the decisions be changed?  Can the established order be changed?  How should one go about it?  Would it be wise to overthrow the government?

A competent politician would say that what he proposes is necessary to climb the greasy pole.  When he is in power he will say that it is necessary to stay in power for the greater good, because he is wiser than his opponents in that he is able to distinguish between the greater good and the lesser evil, while they cannot.  It will then fall to his opponents to convince enough people otherwise.  

In the end, the one with the greater number of supporters and/or the greater might will be the one in power.  

Were these politicians trying to convince us how wise they are, by what criteria should we judge the truth of their assertions?

 “Know thyself, Know thy God” is a Sufi saying some might find puzzling.  If we were wise, we would wish for wisdom in order to avoid pain, obtain pleasure and generally get what we want.  If we knew ourselves, we would know what is good for us.  (Wisdom is of course a particular attribute of God, and this is so whether or not we believe in Him, in the same way that a unicorn is a horse with a horn in the middle of its head whether or not such a creature exists.)  If we were truly wise, we would be able to obtain through our wisdom the things we want, or have the wisdom to not want them in the first place.  

The wise are happy, the wise are good – this is quite an important thing to note.  It is just one of those rules of definition that those who are wise cannot be unhappy and cannot be evil, since being unhappy and evil would logically negate the very concept of wisdom.  

As for the saying of being “sadder and wiser” the sadness in this context does not mean that one is unhappy.  The wise are never unhappy, though they can be philosophical, ie resigned and accepting of a given situation, eg a financial loss, a bereavement, the loss of a lover or even the loss of a war.

Our politicians do not seem to us to be happy or good, and this is a tragic state of affairs because it does suggest that the people most in need of wisdom because those who govern us are not wise.  

The solution seems to me to be simple, we either get wiser leaders or we make our leaders wiser.  

How to go about doing this probably requires a degree of wisdom, I would think.  

It would appear that the decline in respect that we have for our politicians is connected to  the decline in the belief in the existence of a God that is infinitely wise.  

Am I therefore suggesting a theocracy?  

I see no harm in the whole nation worshiping the concept of wisdom or cogitating on the nature of wisdom.  I am already convinced that the very act of doing so would make us marginally wiser.  

So yes, I am suggesting that we all start worshiping Wisdom.  The personification of this concept would of course turn it into a deity.  This is the process by which all deities are created by Man, of course.  

The love of wisdom AKA philosophy could be said to be synonymous with the act of worshiping a God of Perfect Wisdom, I would suggest.  

Such a deity of Perfect Wisdom would of course also personify Truth, Reason and Justice, because Wisdom cannot be acquired without the use of Truth and Reason, and it is through Wisdom that Justice can be dispensed.  

The contemplation of a deity who dispenses perfect justice may dispose us to think how we should act in any given situation and what we think such an entity might or might not approve of in what we do.  

Since justice is what all of us without exception say we want, it is to be hoped that our  politicians have the necessary wisdom to dispense it.  If they do not in fact possess wisdom, then it is time they were made to acquire it, which seems fair enough.  

Plato himself proposed that it would be better if society were ruled by a philosopher king, ie a wise king.  Plato pointedly did not say a Philosopher Queen, though the Athenians worshiped Athena – the Goddess of Wisdom and War.  Perhaps Plato meant no more than that a society should be ruled by the wisest possible person in the land?  If so, no one can quarrel with that, can they?  

Now we come to decide upon how to measure wisdom.  Who is the wisest in the land?  We have had beauty contests, talent shows, X Factor and the like.  

Perhaps we should have a kind of politics and morality show in which the contestants vie with each other over a period of time perhaps in a Philosophical Big Brother Household (which would be a kind philosophical endurance test) to decide who is to be given the title Wisest in the Land.  

The test of their wisdom is to be the last man or woman standing in the household after the candidates are eliminated one by one by the entire nation through the means of SMS voting.  

The winner of this contest can then be promised a certain amount of money with which to start his political party and prepare himself or herself for the next General Election.  

It has been pointed out to me that such a contest  would not in fact test the wisdom of any candidate, only the gullibility of the voting  public, who might be swayed by demagogues who wish to become evil dictators etc.  

My response would be that this process would test the wisdom of the voting public, and the voting public should always get the government they deserve – good and hard!   
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