Creative and Imaginative Wisdom: Where Is It in Today’s World?

Walter G. Moss

Wisdom scholar Robert Sternberg has written “Wisdom [is] the application of successful intelligence and creativity as mediated by values toward the achievement of a common good.” The virtues or values required for wisdom are many, and I have previously claimed that love is the greatest of them. Here I’ll make the case for the importance of creativity and imagination and indicate how a creative and imaginative wisdom is lacking in important aspects of life, especially here in the USA. 

Despite an excellent essay dealing with creativity and wisdom by Tom Lombardo (see below), creativity and imagination have been undervalued by wisdom scholars. In addition, the two terms are complex and not easy to understand. Writer Wendell Berry once stated, “I know less about creativity than I know about anything. It really is a mystery. I mean, where does it come from, how does it happen? I don’t know.”

The Oxford Dictionaries define creativity as “the use of the imagination or original ideas, especially in the production of an artistic work,” and imagination as “the faculty or action of forming new ideas, or images or concepts of external objects not present to the senses.” But dictionary definitions are just our starting point.

Although creativity may often be linked to artistic works like the poems or novels of Berry or paintings of Picasso, it can, as Sternberg suggests, extend far beyond the artistic realm. When he writes of it being used by wise people to improve “the common good,” he suggests its application to all sorts of problems, including those in economic, social, and political spheres. 

Lombardo on Creativity and Wisdom

Lombardo’s essay mentioned above makes the important point that creativity is not limited to humans, that a “creative evolutionary process” exists within nature, and that “it is our evolved creative capacity that is generating the accelerative speed of change within our world.” He examines the psychological and social aspects of creativity, as well as technological and artistic creativity, and then relates creativity to future consciousness and wisdom. There is much in his detailed essay that is valuable including his treatment of the four-stage theory of human creativity.

He believes that “hope, optimism, courage, and a constructive attitude toward the future—a positive spirit of adventure”—are qualities that creative and wise people possess. And his essay manifests an optimistic tone throughout.  He defines wisdom as “the highest expression of self-development and future consciousness. It is the “continually evolving understanding of and fascination with the big picture of life, of what is important, ethical, and meaningful, and the desire and creative capacity to apply this understanding to enhance the well being of life, both for oneself and others.” But he also recognizes that “wisdom clearly embodies an up-to-date realistically grounded knowledge of trends, challenges, and opportunities,” and “a deep understanding of trends and patterns through time.” And he believes that “to be truly wise is to think on one's feet and to creatively and intelligently address the issue at hand.”

Lombardo’s essay does not, however, address directly how creativity is displayed in our economic, social, and political life, or in our mass consumer culture, or in regard to the environment and peace. It is the lack of a wise use of creativity and imagination in these areas that I will explore in the remainder of this essay (see here for an earlier wide-ranging treatment of our collective imagination deficiency). And in keeping with Lombardo’s plea for positivity, I’ll end the essay with some suggestions to heighten their application in the future.

Consumer Capitalism and the Environment
The U.S. economy is primarily a form of consumer capitalism. This is also true for much of the rest of the world. From the 1890s forward, as historian William Leach has written:
American corporate business, in league with key institutions, began the transformation of American society into a society preoccupied with consumption, with comfort and bodily well-being, with luxury, spending, and acquisition, with more goods this year than last, more next year than this. American consumer capitalism produced a culture almost violently hostile to the past and to tradition, a future-oriented culture of desire that confused the good life with goods. It was a culture that first appeared as an alternative culture . . . and then unfolded to become the reigning culture in the United States.

Many Americans, including U. S. presidents, have perceived that ever-increasing consumption is necessary for the nation’s prosperity. Imagine what would happen to our economy—e.g., to employment opportunities, the stock market, pension funds, and retirement accounts—if people suddenly stopped buying products available from companies like Walmart, Amazon, and Apple. Few people would state the case as bluntly as one marketing consultant of the mid-1950s did, but since then our economy has operated similar to his description: “Our enormously productive economy . . . demands that we make consumption our way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek our spiritual satisfactions, our ego satisfactions, in consumption. . . . We need things consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced, and discarded at an ever increasing rate” (Quoted here).
Americans have always been creative in regard to inventions, marketing, advertising—and making money. One need only mention individuals like Thomas Edison and Steve Jobs. Or call to mind Sterling Cooper’s “Creative Department,” headed by Don Draper, in TV’s Mad Men (see here for more). And every winter there are numerous media comments on the creativity, or lack thereof, of the Super Bowl ads, which in 2014 cost about $8 million per minute.

So, yes our consumer capitalism has displayed creativity and imagination. But have such efforts furthered the common good or enhanced the well being of life, as Sternberg and Lombardo insist they must if they are to be used wisely?

Lombardo recognizes that the creativity involved in something new is sometimes accompanied by the destruction of something older. In his Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy (1942), Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter wrote that capitalism “incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one. This process of Creative Destruction is the essential fact about capitalism. It is what capitalism consists in and what every capitalist concern has got to live in.”
In our own time, we have seen plenty of examples as Walmart and Amazon have destroyed many smaller stores that sold goods like hardware and books.  Such creative destruction might be bad for the stores put out of business, but not necessarily bad for society overall. The question we have to ask ourselves is, “Does such creative destruction, as well as other capitalist practices, contribute to the common good?” The answer is that sometimes such practices do and sometimes they do not. The answer is neither automatic nor easy to arrive at.

An economist who once attended Schumpeter’s lectures, E. F. Schumacher (1911-1977), thought that many features of capitalism were unwise. He took aim directly at consumer capitalism when he wrote that “the cultivation and expansion of needs is the antithesis of wisdom. . . . freedom and peace. Every increase of needs tends to increase one's dependence on outside forces over which one cannot have control, and therefore increases existential fear. Only by a reduction of needs can one promote a genuine reduction in those tensions which are the ultimate causes of strife and war.” With its emphasis on rapid change, economic growth, and increasing Gross National Product (GNP), capitalism also failed to adequately consider “the availability of basic resources and, alternatively or additionally, the capacity of the environment to cope with the degree of interference implied.” By advertising and marketing, it encouraged a “frenzy of greed and . . . an orgy of envy.” Schumacher observed that by ignoring wisdom humans were in danger of building up “a monster economy, which destroys the world.” 
He realized that communist systems also paid little attention to the environmental consequences of their economic policies, and he favored a much more small-scale socialism. In the words of his daughter, it would be “a socialism that did away with the concentrations of economic power, a socialism which gave people work that allowed them to be fully human. . . . Small-scale technology, small-scale enterprise, workshops and small factories serving a community and served by a community; that was real socialism in action.” (See here for sources of all Schumacher quotes.)

Much earlier in the twentieth century, those labeled Progressives realized that capitalism was not serving the common good. For all its “creative destruction” and the creativity of entrepreneurs like Henry Ford, the general well being was often ignored.  Progressives believed that capitalism had to be constrained and supplemented in order to serve the public good. They pressured Congress to pass anti-trust and other legislation that would constrain capitalism and assist those that were often victims of the creative destruction that capitalism, with its constant zeroing in on profits, left behind. 

In other places (see here), I have written much that reflects the Progressive stance on capitalism and the environment, and I have quoted extensively from capitalist critics such as Schumacher, Pope Francis, and Wendell Berry. I have also acknowledged the many problems with communism and large-scale bureaucratic socialism. 

By the early twenty-first century, most of the world’s major economies had evolved into some sort of mixed economic systems. What the U. S. State Department said  in 2001 about the U. S. economy applied to many other major nations “the United States is often described as a ‘capitalist’ economy,” it “is perhaps better described as a ‘mixed’ economy, with government playing an important role along with private enterprise.”

Nevertheless, in 2014 our economy, like that of many other countries, still emphasizes consumer capitalist principles. This means a primary emphasis on creating new products and convincing people that they need them. The health of a nation’s economy is still generally measured by increases in Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which represents the value of all goods and services produced by a country.

What Al Gore wrote in his 1992 book, Earth in the Balance, about Gross National Product (GNP), also applies to the slightly different GDP:  Capitalism’s “calculations often completely ignore the value of . . . fresh water, clean air, the beauty of the mountains, the rich diversity of life in the forest, just to name a few. . . . For all practical purposes, GNP treats the rapid and reckless destruction of the environment as a good thing!”  
In his 2012 Jefferson Lecture, Wendell Berry identified “our present industrial system” with “pillage and indifference,” and “permanent ecological and cultural damage.” He went on to say:

Corporate industrialism itself has exposed the falsehood that it . . . ever has given precedence to the common good. No amount of fiddling with capitalism to regulate and humanize it . . . can for long disguise this failure. The evidences of it are everywhere: eroded, wasted, or degraded soils . . . whole landscapes defaced, gouged, flooded, or blown up; pollution of the whole atmosphere and of the water cycle . . . thoughtless squandering of fossil fuels and fossil waters, of mineable minerals and ores; natural health and beauty replaced by a heartless and sickening ugliness. Perhaps its greatest success is an astounding increase in the destructiveness, and therefore the profitability, of war.

In late 2013 the Frenchman Thomas Piketty in an influential new book, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, argued that capitalism inevitably worsened inequality. 
In summary, we know that our present economic system damages our environment, is unsustainable, and encourages (in Schumacher’s words) “the cultivation and expansion of needs,” which he and most of the major religions of the world consider unwise. In recent years it has also led to increased inequality, which it may or may not be achievable to correct while keeping free market capitalism intact. But we lack the creativity and imagination required to transition to a more sustainable, less materialistic economic system without creating economic havoc including mass unemployment. 

Peace and Politics

In Z, the Oscar-winning Best Foreign Film of 1969, the leading character played by Yves Montand criticizes the Greek right-wing military government of his day and says: “Even imagination is suspect, yet it is required to solve the problems of our planet, where the destructive power of stockpiled nuclear warheads equals a ton of dynamite for each person.”

A year earlier writer Wendell Berry had said in a speech: “We have been led to our present shameful behavior in Vietnam by this failure of imagination, this failure to perceive a relation between our ideals and our lives.” In the decades to follow, right up to the present, Berry has often repeated his criticism of U. S. leaders for their lack of imagination in regard to war and peace, as well as other issues.

When we look at the wars that continue to plague us, especially the Syrian one, but also the decades-long conflicts in Afghanistan and, despite the U.S. pullout, in Iraq, when we reflect on Israel’s relations with the Palestinians, it is difficult to think that world leaders and the people involved in these regions have been very creative or imaginative in working toward peace. 

In reviewing President Obama’s policies in Afghanistan (in October 2010), one progressive scholar, Michael Brenner, criticized President Obama in these words: “Obama has no one to blame for this sorry state [in Afghanistan] other than himself. . . . He is a remarkably conventional thinker who defers to established opinion and persons. He instinctively gives the benefit of all doubts to those who embody a conservative perspective. He lacks the imagination and forcefulness to fashion his own conception of what a situation is, what it means and what the public need dictates in the way of policy action.”
And if President Obama is not as creative and imaginative as we might like, the U.S. Congress is even worse. The gridlock and lack of meaningful legislation in recent years testifies to the fact of how pedestrian and uncreative our Congress has been. And the response of political leaders globally to the Great Recession begun in 2008 has hardly been marked by any new creative or imaginative policies.

In contrast, our Founding Fathers displayed considerable creative and imaginative wisdom. In his The Founding Fathers Reconsidered, historian R. B. Bernstein often speaks of their creativity and wisdom, but also notes that they were “subject to the same human frailties that bedevil all human beings in all societies—lapses of creativity or imagination and failures of care or foresight.” 

Bernstein also states: 

The Roosevelt administration’s experiments with creative uses of government power to remedy the damage that the Great Depression wreaked on the American economy, to tend to the needs of the American people, and to guard against a future catastrophic economic collapse collided with the fierce opposition of conservative politicians and scholars who insisted that these experiments violated the original intent of the Constitution as expressed by the founding fathers. In response, not only Roosevelt and his supporters but a host of scholars and journalists reinterpreted the Constitution’s origins, stressing the founding fathers’ creative experimentation, which they sought to foster in the new nation

Another historian, Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., in an introduction to a new edition of his The Coming of the New Deal, 1933-1935, wrote that “under the pressure of national crisis, FDR came into his own. . . . He was more interested in creativity than consensus. He did not mind competition and rivalry within his administration; he rather encouraged it.” As Schlesinger explained in his original text, “Competition in government, inadequately controlled, would mean anarchy. Adequately controlled, it could mean exceptional creativity. One consequence under the New Deal. . . . was a constant infusion of vitality and ideas.”

In subsequent decades, other U.S. presidents displayed creative and imaginative wisdom at times, for example President Kennedy in creating the Peace Corps, President Johnson in pushing through various pieces of civil rights legislation, and President Reagan in helping to end the Cold War—although I would argue that Soviet leader Gorbachev displayed more initiative in ending that decades-long hostility. In contrast, President George W. Bush foolishly led us into war with Iraq and Afghanistan and backed economic policies that helped lead to the Great Recession, beginning in 2008. 

One individual who did apply creative and imaginative wisdom to the problem of war and violence was Gandhi. His advocacy of non-violence resistance and working out the tactics of it was a major contribution to twentieth-century political theory and saved countless lives. Although never a head of state, he did exercise great political influence. Two other individuals who acknowledged their debt to Gandhi were Martin Luther King Jr. and Nelson Mandela, both of whom evidenced considerable creativity, imagination, and wisdom in regard to peace and overcoming discrimination. 
King remained committed to non-violent resistance throughout his life. During the 1950s, Mandela and his party, the African Nationalist Congress (ANC), attempted “over and over again” to use Gandhian non-violent resistance tactics in their battle against the racist apartheid system in South Africa. He eventually concluded, however, that these tactics were “to no avail” and that the government had left him and his party “no alternative to armed and violent resistance.” The Gandhian regard for life remained, however, and Mandela consistently attempted to avoid or minimize the taking of human lives (see here for source of quotes). His wise leadership after a quarter of a century in prison and then being elected president of South Africa prevented a bloodbath that many had predicted would occur before his nation could transition to a democracy.

Gandhi, King, and Mandela also demonstrated a characteristic that Max Weber, one of the fathers of sociology, emphasized and coupled with creativity—charisma. In an increasingly bureaucratized world, the type of personal charisma possessed by these three men remains a great asset in breaking through the usual unimaginative routines of political life. Its rarity is one explanation as to why our political life often seems so stagnant.

Mass Consumer Culture
Perhaps nothing demonstrates our mass consumer culture better than our Super Bowls and all the hoopla and ads that accompany them. News reports indicated that more people watched the 2014 Super Bowl than any previous TV show.  

In a 2003 essay, Wendell Berry made two comments worth considering: 1) “When else in history would you find ‘educated’ people who know more about sports than about the history of their country, or uneducated people who do not know the stories of their families and communities?” 2) “After forty-odd years, the evidence is everywhere that television, far from proving a great tool of education, is a tool of stupefaction and disintegration.”

Much more could be said along similar lines, quoting everyone from former chairman of the U.S Federal Communication Commission (FCC) Newton Minow, who in a 1961 speech referred to TV as a “vast wasteland,” to Bob Keeshan, TVs Captain Kangaroo, who declared “television is not a tool for nurturing. It is a tool for selling” (see here for sources of quotes).   

One might object by pointing out more intellectually-oriented TV programs, such as some on PBS. But how many Americans watch a thought-provoking program like Moyers & Company as compared to the Super Bowl and all its adds? Similarly one could mention all the great quality material on the Internet. But how much of it is regularly accessed as compared to the latest cute video on YouTube? 

The question is not does our media exhibit any creativity and imagination. Of course, it does. But whether these qualities are used wisely, to further the common good, is a whole other question. As humorist Dave Barry once said: “Another possible source of guidance for teenagers is television, but television's message has always been that the need for truth, wisdom and world peace pales by comparison with the need for a toothpaste that offers whiter teeth and fresher breath.”
Achieving Creative and Imaginative Wisdom: Education

An obvious place to start if we wish to heighten creative and imaginative wisdom is in our educational system, both formal and informal. Various authors quoted above, namely Sternberg, Lombardo, Schumacher, and Berry, have written on the inadequacies of our modern educational system and the need for it to stress creativity and wisdom more.

But first a few words on the interrelationship of creativity and wisdom. Of the four, Sternberg and Lombardo have written the most on the subject. In his Wisdom, Intelligence, and Creativity Synthesized (2003), he states: “It is important to note that although wise thinking must be, to some extent, creative, creative thinking . . . need not be wise. Wise thinking must be creative to some extent because it generates a novel and problem-relevant high-quality solution involving balancing of interests, and novelty and appropriate quality are the two hallmarks of creativity. But a solution can be creative . . . but have no particular characteristics of wisdom.” This is an important point. No matter how creative and imaginative ideas might be, if they are used for evil purposes they cannot be wise. 

In The Dark Side of Creativity (2010), we read that “acts of terrorism, as well as fraud, theft, and deceit, bring into focus the fact that creativity is by no means limited to the production of useful or effective novelty for universally positive purposes. In this same book, Sternberg has contributed a chapter entitled “The Dark Side of Creativity and How to Combat It.” Here he writes: “If creativity and intelligence both can lead to so much harm, is there some other construct that one would wish creative and/or intelligent people to possess that might deter them from using their abilities in destructive ways? I would argue that there is and that the construct is wisdom.” 
Lombardo agrees that wisdom is needed if creativity is to be employed for the good of society. He writes: “It can also be argued that wisdom is exactly what we need more of to successfully address the challenges and problems facing society today. We have plenty of money, plenty of technologies, plenty of creativity, but we are lacking in the ethics and wisdom to effectively employ these resources and capacities.” (See below for more specific educational ideas of Sternberg and Lombardo.)

Schumacher and Berry do not link creativity and wisdom together as much as do Sternberg and Lombardo, but the former two do have important things to say about both topics and about education. 

In his classic Small Is Beautiful, Schumacher writes that “education is the most vital of all resources.” He believes “that the key factor of all economic development comes out of the mind of man. Suddenly, there is an outburst of daring, initiative, invention, constructive activity, not in one field alone, but in many fields all at once. No-one may be able to say where it came from in the first place: but we can see how it maintains and even strengthens itself: through various kinds of schools, in other words, through education.”
Although writing more about wisdom and education than creativity, he did say in this same book that without “the creative imagination rushing in where bureaucratic angels fear to tread—without this, life is a mockery and a disgrace.” But like Sternberg and Lombardo, he recognized that creativity could be put to evil uses: “It is of little use trying to suppress terrorism if the production of deadly devices continues to be deemed a legitimate employment of man's creative powers.” In another book, he indicated that education for wisdom involves teaching us “to act as neighbors, to render service . . . . [and] to act as persons, as autonomous centers of power and responsibility, that is, to be creatively engaged, using and developing the gifts that we have been blessed with.” 

Wendell Berry’s criticisms of modern education are many and include the charge that it is mainly educating people to prepare them for fitting into a capitalist consumer society and culture. Instead, it should, as he writes, prepare them to serve “both the living human community in its natural household or neighbourhood and the precious cultural possessions that the living community inherits or should inherit.” 
He has been especially articulate about our absence of imagination and the need for more of it in our public life. One of his books of essays is entitled Imagination in Place, and one of the essays in it is “God, Science, and Imagination.” In it we read:

Fundamentalists of both science and religion do not adequately understand or respect imagination. Is imagination merely a talent, such as a good singing voice, the ability to “make things up” . . . ? Or is it, like science, a way of knowing things that can be known in no other way? We have much reason to think that it is a way of knowing things not otherwise knowable. As the word imagination itself suggests, it is the power to make us see, and to see, moreover, things that without it would be unseeable. In one of its aspects it is the power by which we sympathize.

Imagination enables us not just to empathize but also to know and love those who are different than us. In his novel Hannah Coulter, we read that “by imagination I mean knowledge and love. I mean compassion.” 
In an introduction to Berry’s essay collection The Art of the Commonplace, Norman Wirzba states that the type of social transformation Berry desires “will require the work of the imagination. We need to be able to envision a future that is markedly different from today’s world, and be creative in the implementation of economic, political, religious, and educational reforms.” A recent essay in The Nation by Antonino D'Ambrosio also expressed a sentiment that Berry could sympathize with: “For me, creative response is the antidote to the individualism, consumerism and cynicism that now define our culture.”
But like the other critics mentioned, Berry realizes that imagination and creativity, if they are to serve the common good, must be disciplined by a larger wisdom and by a sense of realism. 
Both imagination and a competent sense of reality are necessary to our life, and they necessarily discipline one another. Only imagination, for example, can give our home landscape and community a presence in our minds that is a sort of vision at once geographical and historical, practical and protective, affectionate and hopeful. But if that vision is not repeatedly corrected by a fairly accurate sense of reality, if the vision becomes fantastical or merely wishful, then both we and the landscape fall into danger; we may destroy the landscape, or the landscape (especially if damaged by us in our illusion) may destroy us.   

Although the comments of the four critics treated in this section have to this point lacked much specificity, both Sternberg and Lombardo have made specific suggestions on integrating the teaching of creativity and imagination into educational programs that stress wisdom. Sternberg has done this in numerous publications, papers, and lectures (see, e.g., Teaching for Wisdom, Intelligence, Creativity, and Success, of which Sternberg is one of the editors, and his paper “Academic Intelligence Is Not Enough.”) And Lombardo has described in detail a “futures-focused educational program” for college students. It includes creativity, imagination, and wisdom among its “specific learning objectives.”
Although The New York Times recently posted an essay on the growth of university creative studies programs, the words of the head of one such program—“you are seeing more attention to creativity at universities. . . . The marketplace is demanding it”—offered no encouragement that those fostering such creativity would do so wisely, in behalf of the common good.

Some other educational reformers, however, seemed more concerned with the wise uses of creativity. Philosopher Martha Nussbaum has deplored recent cuts in arts and humanities funding, in education and elsewhere, and insisted on the value of these disciplines, as well as those of the social sciences, for fostering creativity and the imagination.  In 2010 she wrote: “We are in the midst of a crisis of massive proportions and grave global significance. . . . damaging to the future of democratic self-government: a worldwide crisis in education. . . . What we might call the humanistic aspects of science and social science—the imaginative, creative aspect, and the aspect of rigorous critical thought—are also losing ground as nations prefer to pursue short-term profit by the cultivation of the useful and highly applied skills suited to profit-making.” And she added that “innovation requires minds that are flexible, open, and creative; literature and the arts cultivate these capacities.” 
Although in the 1970s Schumacher deplored the fact that social sciences like economics and politics were often taught without considering the “metaphysical and ethical problems involved” in dealing with human interaction and that they often propped up the status quo, such need not be the case. 

One of the most prominent social science thinkers of the 1950s, C. Wright Mills, was a strong critic of U. S. society and emphasized the importance of The Sociological Imagination, as he entitled one of his books. Such an imagination he believed enabled its possessors “to understand the larger historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of individuals.” And it helped “them to use information and to develop reason in order to achieve lucid summations of what is going on in the world and of what may be happening within themselves.” He also thought of such an imagination in broad terms, as one that sought “to grasp history and biography and the relations between the two within society.” 

A few decades later Isaiah Berlin, one of the world’s leading political philosphers, agreed with Mills on the importance of imagination, especially in regard to historical understanding. For such an understanding required an “imaginative projection of ourselves into the past. . . . Without a capacity for sympathy and imagination beyond any required by a physicist, there is no vision of either past or present, neither of others nor of ourselves.”
More recently, Nussbaum has also emphasized the importance of imagination in political thinking and politics. In “Cultivating the Imagination” she wrote: “We need the imaginative ability to put ourselves in the positions of people different from ourselves, whether by class or race or religion or gender. Democratic politics involves making decisions that affect other people and groups. We can only do this well if we try to imagine what their lives are like and how changes of various sorts affect them. The imagination is an innate gift, but it needs refinement and cultivation; this is what the humanities provide.”
Although most political thinkers following Berlin have not dazzled the world with their political creativity and imagination, books such as The Politics of Imagination (2011) at least recognize the importance of imagination in dealing with present-day political problems. And an even more recent book, Political Creativity: Reconfiguring Institutional Order and Change (2013), expresses a hope to “elevate political creativity from a residual problem to a research program.” Unfortunately, the contributors to this volume have little to say about how creativity could and should be guided by wisdom.  

One final problem that should be mentioned in regard to higher education, creativity, imagination, and wisdom, whether in the teaching of arts, humanities, social sciences, or natural sciences, is the problem of specialization. In 1925, mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead wrote that “the progressiveness in detail only adds to the danger produced by the feebleness of co-ordination. We are left with no expansion of wisdom and with greater need of it. Wisdom is the fruit of a balanced development. From then to columnist Nicholas Kristof’s recent column “Professors, We Need You!” critics of higher education have decried the tendency of colleges and universities to isolate themselves in their “ivory towers” of specialization—when not pandering to capitalist interests—rather than concern themselves with enhancing wisdom and the common good.  
The Need for Cultural Transformation
An argument could be made that popular culture has more influence on young people than does their formal education. According to a Nielsen report, by 2012 the average American was watching almost five hours of video each day, 98 percent of which was on a TV set, as opposed to other devices like smart phones. 

If Dave Barry is correct (see above) about TV being more a vehicle for selling products than encouraging wisdom, then there is little reason to hope that any creative and imaginative efforts displayed on our television screens are going to enhance our wisdom. The same can be said for many other media products from video games to YouTube videos. This is not to deny that some media available (including on YouTube) might be able to advance our wisdom, only that most of us access that which does not. 

In an essay on “Wisdom, Leisure, and Choices,” I cited many other criticisms of our popular mass culture, and in another essay, “A Progressive American Culture Is What We Need,” I have argued for the need to give birth to a new culture that would be “imaginative and creative, capable of coming up with solutions to . . . complex problems. Its ultimate goal would be the improvement of the common good.”

Of course, bringing about such a cultural transformation will not be easy. But there are some simple steps that each of us can take. When our children were growing up—this was before the age of smart phones—my wife, Nancy, and I had a few basic TV rules: 1) no more than one hour of TV watching a day, except for educational programing (which back then was mainly on PBS), and 2) all commercials had to be muted. We never could understand why more parents didn’t insist on this. Why would they want their kids exposed to so many ads? One source near the end of the twentieth century estimated that the average person in the USA was bombarded by 1 million commercials by age twenty.   

Today, children have access to many more media sources, which makes parental responsibility much more complex. But parental guidance is still essential if our children are going to develop the creative and imaginative wisdom they are going to need to survive and flourish (in the best sense of the word) in a world that is more globalized and technology-driven every day. In the film The Magic of Belle Isle, a young girl asks a writer (played by Morgan Freeman) to teach her about imagination, and he agrees to do so. More of us adults need to do likewise, and encourage youngsters to develop creativity and imagination and put them to wise use. 

The Need for Humor

In his in-depth work on creativity, The Act of Creation, writer Arthur Koestler begins with about one hundred pages on laughter and humor. He sees a strong link between creativity and humor: “To cause surprise the humorist must have a modicum of originality—the ability to break away from stereotyped routines of thought . . . he must provide mental jolts, caused by the collision of incompatible matrices.” Sternberg and others in a Handbook of Creativity have also mentioned a high correlation between creativity and humor. In another book, How Dogmatic Beliefs Harm Creativity and Higher-level Thinking, Sternberg and a co-author write of “the creative, think-on-your-feet mentality, which opens doors to spontaneous humor.”
As we look at the dehumanizing, unimaginative, mind-numbing aspects of our society and consumer culture, we need to break out of this “iron cage,” as Max Weber might have described it. As Berry wrote (see above), we need “the creative imagination rushing in where bureaucratic angels fear to tread—without this, life is a mockery and a disgrace.” I have written often (see here for links) on how the humor of the likes of Anton Chekhov, Mark Twain, Carl Sandburg, Art Buchwald, and Jon Stewart can help us wisely reject the targets they poke fun at and create wiser ways. The same could be said of film stars like Charlie Chaplin and political cartoonists like Herb Block. 
Chekhov, for example, once wrote that when people realized how badly they lived, they would “create another and better life for themselves. I will not live to see it, but I know that it will be quite different, quite unlike our present life. And so long as this different life does not exist, I shall go on saying to people again and again, ‘Please, understand that your life is bad and dreary!’” Often, he humorously satirized such life.

In films such as Modern Times (1936) and The Great Dictator (1940), Chaplin satirized economic and political conditions such as dehumanizing factory mechanization and the Hitlerite order. In the former film Chaplin satirizes the invasion of privacy by a video camera in a restroom and the dehumanization of a sped-up assembly line. 

The satirical humor of Jon Stewart often targets Fox News (see, e.g. here and here). It is an appropriate target since according to one survey those who watched only it for their news are less well-informed than those who get their news from Stewart’s The Daily Show and indeed even less informed than those who watched no news media at all. Poking fun at Fox and its political commentators like Bill O’Reilly is important because of the tremendous influence they and the rest of the Rupert Murdoch media empire have in this country. (See here and here for more on the topic.)

Conclusion

This essay has attempted to demonstrate that creative and imaginative wisdom is often lacking in our economic, social, political, and cultural life, including in regard to such vital issues as the environment and peace. It has cited Sternberg’s definition of wisdom as “the application of successful intelligence and creativity as mediated by values toward the achievement of a common good.” It has often quoted him and other thinkers such as Lombardo, Schumacher, Berry, Nussbaum, Koestler, and Berlin, both to clarify the importance of creativity and imagination in wisely furthering the common good and in indicating how and why such efforts are often lacking in our public life. Finally, this essay has emphasized the need for educational and cultural reforms to address this lack, and it has indicated that humor is often linked to creativity and can be an important transformative means of furthering a creative and imaginative wisdom that will serve the common good.

When he ran for the presidency in 1968, before his tragic assassination, Robert Kennedy attempted to demonstrate that imagination and idealism could be combined with political realism and wisdom. He liked to quote the Greek dramatist Aeschylus about sorrow bringing “wisdom by the awful grace of God.” But two of his other favorite quotes were “Some men see things as they are and say why. I dream things that never were and say why not” (a variant of a G. B. Shaw quote) and “Tis not too late to seek a newer world” (from Tennyson’s poem “Ulysses”).
In today’s dysfunctional political environment, characterized by growing social inequality and a lack of sufficient attention to environmental concerns, we could use more of that bold, imaginative, and can-do spirit.

