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“When Aristotle, in the sixth book of the Nicomachean Ethics, distinguishes the manner of 

‘practical knowledge’…from theoretical and technical knowledge, he expresses, in my opin-

ion, one of the greatest truths by which the Greeks throw light upon ‘scientific’ mystification 

of modern society of specialization. In addition, the scientific character of practical philo-

sophy is, as far as I can see, the only methodological model for self-understanding of the 

human sciences if they are to be liberated from the spurious narrowing imposed by the model 

of the natural sciences” Gadamer (1988: 86).

This paper will define techne and phronesis, examine the differences between the two concepts, show the relevance of the ancient ideas for today’s world (most specifically, the United States), and make an argument that phronesis is a potent and viable force for change within the modern United States. If, as Gadamer claims, self-understanding is of major importance, then an examination of phronesis will stand one in good stead, for Aristotle’s teacher’s teacher, Socrates, known as “the father of wisdom,” said: “He who would move the world must first move himself.”  

Techne is as old as phronesis, and omnipresent. Bernstein (1983: 148) notes that Gadamer laments that we inhabit a world marked by “a domination of technology based on science, a false idolatry of the expert, a scientific mystification of the modern society of specialization, and a dangerous inner longing…to find in science a substitute for lost orientation.”  This succinctly describes the nominally-Judeo-Christian, primarily individualistic, mostly capitalistic, largely hierarchical, fairly patriarchal parts of the world, including (perhaps especially) the United States. 

Techne was most assuredly discussed in the time of Aristotle, because techne refers to “technique” or “craft” more precisely than it does “science” or “technology,” though it is not a stretch to see that technology is the grandchild of technique. Further, it is appropriate to contrast phronesis with science and technology, since it was scientists who built the nuclear bomb, not coopers or millers. Writing of Aristotle’s pioneering work to define and compare techne and phronesis, in this case in regard to different styles of research, Herda (1999: 4-5) indicates that: 

“In the performance of traditional positivist or functionalist research, we learn how to use specific techniques; in other words, we gain skills. Technical expertise, or techne, is learned but can be forgotten. However, ethical knowledge, or phronesis, is moral judgment and can be neither learned nor forgotten.”  It is not a simple matter for people to get out from under the assumption of the primacy of techne and the linear, scientistic, positivist view of the world is connotes. Consider Herda (1999: 91): “Graduate students are not taught enough history, literature, or philosophy to be able to frame and risk their own ideologies.” This kind of uncritical swallowing and regurgitation of facts, technique, and method that are passed down to graduate learners – who often are just slightly more mature than high school students – by teachers who are often fully indoctrinated by our society – does not bode well for a country that has numerous problems such as overpopulation, domination of politics by “big money”, global warming, nuclear proliferation, a shrinking middle class, reduced civil liberties, and a pseudo-capitalistic economy that leaves many out in the cold. 

In this way, one might consider science, which was so useful in propelling society beyond the Dark Ages – based largely on feudalism and unquestioning adherence to religious orthodoxy – to be akin to philosopher Gilbert Ryle’s parody of scientist/philosopher Rene Descartes: the ghost in the machine. Indeed, Harry Woodburn Chase quipped that “Man's knowledge of science has clearly outstripped his knowledge of humanity.” Even the warrior Omar Bradley confesses about humankind’s atrophy: “The world has achieved brilliance without wisdom, power without conscience. Ours is a world of nuclear giants and ethical infants.” Bellah and colleagues (1992: 44) agree: “…what we need to know is not simply how to build a powerful computer or how to redesign DNA, but precisely and above all, what to do with that knowledge.” 

Raw knowledge, with its dubious effects, is not sufficient to help humankind during its time of great need – it was techne, after all, that was mastered by German engineers working on their country’s war machine during World War II – almost ruining the entire world. In that vein, consider an example of French resistance: “Everything has been figured out, except how to live” (Jean-Paul Sartre). From the other side of the pond, the noted English musician Gordon Sumner sums up the idol of science and technique separated from moral sentiments with a lyric from his song “If I Ever Lose My Faith in You”: “I never saw no ‘miracle of science’ that didn't go from a blessing to a curse/ I never saw no ‘military solution’ that didn't always end up as something worse.”  

In fact, the military is a prime example of how techne can easily go awry if partitioned from ethical wisdom. The creation and use of weaponry (including devices such as buried landmines) is one of humankind’s direst problems. And, since America is the #1 exporter of small arms to the entire world, one might say that it is a peculiarly American problem. No surprise, perhaps, since America is quite a proponent of unbridled scientific know-how devoid of a relational, humanist/humanitarian concern. Again, consider no less an authority on war than Omar Bradley: “If we continue to develop our technology without wisdom or prudence, our servant may prove to be our executioner.”  Peacemonger Martin Luther King, Jr. agrees that science, although once a savior from a world dominated by ignorance and reliance on authority, may be becoming a juggernaut: “Our scientific power has outrun our spiritual power. We have guided missiles and misguided men.” America is the most advanced country in the world in regard to science and technology, but, as American immigrant Albert Einstein said, “All our science, measured against reality, is primitive and childlike.”  Finally, if change and progress is what we as a country desperately need, science cannot provide that bereft of a moral sensibility. Perhaps no one knows this better than Einstein, since his theories were utilized, more or less, in the process of inventing the atomic bomb – which although superior to allowing the Nazis to invent such a weapon first, showed that a new ethos would need to grow in the hearts of men if we are to avoid self-induced annihilation. He predicted: “The significant problems we have cannot be solved at the same level of thinking with which we created them.” So, techne got us here, and techne is insufficient to extricate us from this place.

Hearteningly, a different kind of thinking is possible, and it is far less complicated than physics or biochemistry. It has been around since at least the time of Aristotle, and many people exemplify it on a daily basis in 2008. One can see the threads of it in the great teachers: “If you want to make a stand, help others make a stand, and if you want to reach your goal, help others reach their goal. Consider yourself and treat others accordingly: this is the method of humanity” (Confucius), who also is reported to have said: “The superior man understands righteousness; the inferior man understands profit.” Though less ancient, the highly influential thinker and teacher Jesus of Nazareth is perhaps most well-known for his ethical dictum: “Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them: for this is the law of the prophets.” Socrates, who also died for his beliefs, indicated that “there is no release or salvation from evil except the attainment of the highest virtue and wisdom.” Following in those ancient footsteps, the great spirit Mohandas K. Gandhi, who peacefully and courageously brought an empire to its knees, taught that: “true morality consists not in following the beaten track, but in finding out the true path for ourselves and fearlessly following it,” and the moral titan Helen Keller knew that “until the great mass of the people shall be filled with the sense of responsibility for each other's welfare, social justice can never be attained.” 

This kind of thinking is called phronesis. Aristotle is credited with explicating the concept. Though sophia is perhaps better known – being part of the root of philosophy – phronesis has more application and can be well-contrasted with techne. Phronesis in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics is “the virtue of moral thought,” usually translated as "practical wisdom", sometimes as "prudence";  Aristotle held that having phronesis is both necessary and sufficient for being virtuous (Wikipedia). 

A concept that not only has an ancient Greek name but that is not a particularly common concept in modern-day America is not easy to grasp. Here are some definitions: “… phronesis characterizes all authentic understanding” Herda (1999: 5). A graduate of USF, Gonzalez (1991: 81) indicates that phronesis is “a form of reasoning or knowledge that calls for a prudent understanding of the situation and of other human beings.”  Prominent exponent of critical hermeneutics Richard A. Bernstein (1983: 147) writes that, unlike techne, which can be learned and then forgotten, “…ethical ‘reason’ can neither be learned nor forgotten…. The end of ethical know-how, unlike that of a technique, is not a ‘particular thing’ or product but rather the ‘complete ethical rectitude of a lifetime.” Bernstein notes also that “in ethical know-how there can be no prior knowledge of the right means by which we realize the end in a particular situation” (1983: 147). He further states that Hans-Georg Gadamer notes that “phronesis, unlike techne, requires an understanding of other human beings. …Thus, it is a mode of moral judgment….” (1983: 147). Bernstein cautions though that “the person with understanding does not know and judge as one who stands apart and unaffected, but rather, as one united by a specific bond with the other; he thinks with the other and undergoes the situation with him” (1983: 147). He also states that “phronesis is a form of reasoning and knowledge that involves a distinctive mediation between the universal and the particular. …a form of reasoning yielding a particular type of know-how in which what is universal and what is particular are codetermined” (1983: 146). Finally, “we can even appeal to the Greeks in order to point out that both for them and for us techne without phronesis is blind, while phronesis without techne is empty” (1983: 161).

Whereas techne is, by and large, an individualistic phenomenon, phronesis necessarily involves the other. For example, an individual can, in isolation and with no context or background, memorize facts, be trained to perform tasks, and even do some creative thinking and problem-solving with a Newtonian, reductionistic level of understanding. One person can, in isolation, invent awesome armaments. However, as Herda (1997: 35) wrote in a paper delivered at a Venezuelan conference on global economics, phronesis is deeper and wider than mere techne: 

“We have to learn to make judgments as to what information and knowledge we need, how to 

interpret the meaning, and how to apply it to our work and personal lives in relationship to others. 

No longer can we merely take in information in a linear and incremental format. Using and understanding the information and knowledge we have at hand is more a moral than a logical act 

and cannot be carried out in an individualistic framework.”

Techne is part-and-parcel of the positivistic strain of research in the social (or moral) sciences, but phronesis undergirds interpretive research: 


“Social science research into current policy issues cannot be a technical science trying to 

uncover statistical generalizations or intervention mechanisms but primarily must be an interpretive science through which the researcher searches for meanings and engages in critical discourse characterized by ethical considerations with those who are part of the research project. The move 

from research based in techne to one based in phronesis is a conscious move and a moral decision”

Herda (1999: 31). 



Later in the book Herda notes that “moral knowledge is concerned with right living, and the implications of our moral judgments need to be thought about and discussed throughout the teaching and learning of all disciplines (1999: 134). This raises the point that there is little utility to doing research per se; research is only valuable for what it can teach us that is valuable, and what it can do to facilitate the helping of others. Indeed, philosopher Nicholas Maxwell carefully distinguishes between knowledge (akin to techne) and wisdom (roughly synonymous with phronesis) in his book From Knowledge to Wisdom: “The fundamental intellectual and humanitarian aim of inquiry would be to help humanity acquire wisdom – wisdom being the capacity to realize (apprehend and create) what is of value in life for oneself and others; wisdom thus including knowledge and technical know-how but much else besides” (2007: 5)

Humans prioritizing techne and idolizing scientism are largely responsible for where we are today as a culture, for better or for worse. But phronesis, perhaps known today as “wisdom,” is what will help humanity progress into the future with better results than if we did so with mere techne. Consider what wisdom expert Copthorne Macdonald says about what he refers to as the global problematique: “Humanity attempts to solve its myriad problems with factual knowledge alone, when what is needed is the integration of facts and wisdom” Macdonald (1993: 10). I believe he and Maxwell are referring to the different levels of understanding represented by techne and phronesis when they compare knowledge and wisdom. Techne is a shallow knowing; phronesis is a deeper understanding of something that has moral and valueable significance: “Understanding is not concerned with grasping a fact but with apprehending a possibility of being” Ricoeur (1984: 56). 

It is very important that we continue to make efforts to inculcate phronesis within ourselves, and to teach it to the young, for the more we are conscious of a new way of thinking, the more likely it will be useful. Consider what Thomas Kuhn, an expert on paradigms, says of the need to orient ourselves to this way of thinking: "What a man sees depends upon both what he looks at (observations) and also upon what his previous visual-conceptual experience has taught him to see" (1970: 113). The difference between techne and phronesis is like the psychologically constructed visual duck-rabbit paradox, and one can be thinking about the world or a problem in a techne-based manner and not really even be conscious of the fact. A thought like this one by noted historian Jacques Barzun can “snap us out” of that conventional way of perceiving the world: “Man as a scientist has come to know a great deal, but as a human being, knows and feels intuitively love and ambition, poetry, and music. The heart and mind reach deeper than the power of reason alone.” 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to delve far into practical methods of inculcating phronesis in the self, or increasing the sum of it in our world. However, phronesis is not just an academic concept, one that can be understood apart from its context. So to that end, consider that  we have made little progress in nurturing phronesis on a cultural level, a fact reflected in America’s $10 trillion debt, two unending wars, and the vast array of social problems – despite being the most technologically-advanced society in the world. Frankly, many powerful forces in society seem unconcerned with its propagation. However, consider briefly Bernstein shedding some light on the potential for phronesis to be better understood and more successfully utilized: “…phronesis becomes a living reality and where citizens can actually assume what Gadamer tells us is their ‘noblest task’ – decision-making according to one’s own responsibility – instead of conceding that task to the expert” (1983: 159). Herda also elucidates the shallow concept techne versus the deeper phenomenon of phronesis: “…judgments we make have moral implications. One does not learn about morality, however, by taking a class that teaches a subject called ethics. As Aristotle pointed out in his Ethics, moral principles cannot be the object of a course or body of knowledge that can be taught” (1999: 133). Maxwell, more sanguine, argues for a deliberate change in the public educational system of England – even starting with teaching philosophy to 5 year-olds: 

“What we have at present is academic inquiry devoted primarily to acquiring knowledge and technical know-how dissociated from any intellectually more fundamental concern to help us resolve our conflicts and problems of living in more cooperatively rational ways – dissociated, that is, from the pursuit of wisdom – a recipe for disaster” (2007: 5). 

Long ago, Aristotle began discussing phronesis, but 25 centuries later, it seems that we are still ethical infants. However, perhaps a full understanding of the ostensibly nebulous concept of phronesis is no mystery or insolvable puzzle. We might already know everything we need to know about phronesis. The core of the idea may simply be that helping each other is the way in which we help ourselves. Helping others is consummately human, and probably evolutionarily determined. Considering the Golden Rule, one is struck by the fact that phronesis has always been there. It is as deep as sexual desire and equally important for the progress and survival of Homo sapiens. However, techne developed within us since we began making tools, and is blind or even potentially harmful when separated from its handler, phronesis. Any efforts – religious, pedagogical, political, and personal – that can bring about a greater awareness of, understanding of, and honoring of phronesis will pay dividends beyond that of any technique. 
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