MENSA Article

"Cognition" comes from the Latin root "cognoscere" meaning to become acquainted with. Cognoscere is made up of "co-" + "gnoscere" = to come to know.


        




   --Webster’s New World Dictionary.

     “Problems cannot be solved at the same level of awareness that created them.”

-- Albert Einstein   http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/awc-thkg.htm#problem


Lauren Rahn, in the May MENSA International Journal (p. 02 at the end of the MENSA Bulletin, May, ’05) revisits the definition of intelligence, pointing to Howard Gardner’s expansion of cognitive talent, as measured by verbal and math abilities, to a wider range of abilities used in the understanding, manipulation, and expression of information.  She offers Gardner’s point that it takes more than logico-deductive reasoning to succeed in real life.  While formal and symbolic logic are central abilities measured by intelligence tests, recent research and theory on the higher levels of adult development is giving the intellectually inclined new food for, well, consideration.


Gardner proposes at least 8 “intelligences”: word smart, number/reasoning smart, picture smart, body smart, music smart, people smart, self smart, and nature smart (http://www.thomasarmstrong.com/multiple_intelligences.htm).  He is also defining levels of existential intelligence.  Robert Sternberg’s “triarchic” theory of intelligence includes analytical, practical, and creative processing (Sternberg, Beyond IQ: A Triarchic Theory of Human Intelligence, 1985).  


How is “intelligence” being defined?  Theorists tend to agree with Piaget, that it is a set of associated skills used for adaptation (Piaget), found in all cultures, which develops in stages and whose highest level varies across individuals (Gardner).  Intelligence is also defined in terms of problem solving, success (Sternberg), and the ability to take and integrate different perspectives (Ken Wilber).  Common usage usually ties it to thinking and knowing (“gnosis”, and the plot thickens, more on that later).


Piaget’s levels of cognitive development topped at “formal operations”, which jives with what I.Q. tests measure.  But cognitive stages beyond this are being suggested, such as “post-formal  thought”, which may include dialectical reasoning, relativistic thinking, a general theory of systems, and analogic thought, which includes art as an approach to truth/reality (see: 

(http://www.tiac.net/~commons/Four%20Postformal%20Stages.html,  (http://www.prometheus.org.uk/Publishing/Journal/Papers/MarchandOnPostFormalThought/Text.htm).  

Is there a point beyond which cogitating can’t beget us more knowledge, wisdom, or understanding?  Do emotions really inform us?  Is kinesthetic information useful in any sophisticated manner?  What is intuition (e.g., Bruner, http://www.infed.org/thinkers/bruner.htm)?  While MENSANs are, cognitively speaking, highly intelligent, Rahn reminds us that there is room to develop our talents and to broaden as whole human beings.  Research on stages of adult development sheds light on the higher reaches of many kinds of knowing.

Ken Wilber synthesized the work of over 100 theorists (Integral Psychology, 2000) and arrived at a schema of human development, whose underlying theme is that of overall awareness, or consciousness, expressed through at least 24 lines of development  He delineated 4-5 cognitive levels beyond Piaget’s highest.  Also, he cites such additional lines as morals, self-identity, ego function, worldviews, psychosexuality, role taking, creativity, altruism, several spiritual lines, communicative competence (separate from interpersonal), modes of space and time, affect/emotion, death-seizure, needs (Maslow), gender identity, defense mechanisms, and empathy (“A Theory of Everything,” 1996, p. 44).  

Wilber believes that awareness of reality, with all its levels of complexity, is a central goal of the developing person.  While no one who knows of this philosopher-writer doubts that he is an off-the-charts cognitive genius, he believes that apprehension of reality also includes developmental lines besides the cognitive, especially the emotional, moral, worldview, and spiritual lines.    He also stipulates that the highest levels of any line are correlated with, or exist within the context of, well-developed brain and physical functioning, as well as a supportive cultural and physical milieu (his AQAL view).  

In her article, Rahn mentioned highly intelligent people who don’t succeed in a career or settle for less-than-stimulating careers.  This is explainable by the other lines of development holding a person back.  But Wilber notices the major advantage offered by the cognitive line.  When a person works to develop other lines (e.g., through psychotherapy, social skills groups, ethical practices, etc., in what he calls developmental cross-training in an “Integral practice”), the person more quickly grasps the underlying idea and translates it into other areas of life.  

Finally, Wilber ventures bravely into the domain of spirituality, challenging that rationalists have shied too far away from this subjective realm of human experience, perhaps because of its partial history of ravaging intellectual (and personal) freedom. Subjective experience and objective science both define our worldviews, whether we admit it or not.  Wilber and others investigated the world’s mystical and meditative psychologies and translated for the Western mind the maps they found there of higher consciousness (see, for example, Transformations of Consciousness).  They’ve shown that higher spiritual development, approached as disciplined subjectivity, adds new insight that doesn’t contradict science or rationality.  

If this expanded definition of intelligence is stimulating your subjective sensibilities, you might enjoy Wilber’s philosophical discussions with Dr. Cornell West in the complete boxed set of the three Matrix movies.  There, you will either find an updated definition of the Overmind, or else you’ll find a great stretch of ungrounded imagination, depending upon your worldview.

