

[image: cover.jpg]



 

 

Generating Talent

 


How to Put Intelligence to Work

 

 

JOSÉ ANTONIO MARINA

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


[image: 019]




 

 

SÍGUENOS EN

[image: imagen]

 

[image: imagen] @Ebooks

 

[image: imagen] @megustaleer

 

[image: imagen] @megustaleer

 

[image: imagen]


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			To María Teresa Rodríguez de Castro

			and Mariola Llorente Arroyo

			for their extraordinary assistance

			 

			 

			To the team at the Human Age Institute for

			their decision to promote talent

			 

			  [image: imagen]


    	

	
		
			 

			 

			Introduction

			 

			In which it is made clear why I have written yet another book when there are so many already in the bookshops.

			 

			‘Talent’ is in fashion. The number of books about it grows continuously. Surprisingly, these do not tend to be works of psychology, but rather books about management. Psychologists tend to abandon the concept because they don’t think it rigorous enough. At best they connect it with being ‘gifted’ or possessed of ‘special abilities’, which doesn’t throw enough light on the subject at all. Several years ago, The Economist mentioned that the world of business was using the word ‘talent’ a great deal, but did not know how to define it. They didn’t want to know about it, simply to use it.[1] You must admit that it is difficult to manage something without really knowing what it is. It’s like saying that you organise ghosts, sell auras, or think about smoke.

			In spite of these difficulties, I believe that we need to use the concept of ‘talent’, whether we call it as such or by a different name, because the term ‘intelligence’ is now both insufficient and static. We talk about it as though it were a faculty we were born with and which all we can do is administer as best we can. Science tells us otherwise. Intelligence brings us into a world which is constantly redesigning itself, building itself up or breaking itself down. Human intelligence is transformed into talent once it widens its horizons, once it begins to enact its creative project on itself, once it starts to grow. This is the story I want to tell in this book.

			Simultaneously, I need to tell you a part of the story of contemporary psychology, which has, with various advances and retreats, explored this complicated territory. For centuries psychologists connected intelligence and knowledge. This is what ‘cognitive psychology’ or even ‘Artificial Intelligence’ are still doing today. ‘Reason’ (in its broadest sense) and science are the archetypes for this kind of thinking. It is an attitude that has pushed the worlds of motivation and emotion to one side, seeing them as a hindrance to intelligence, rather than some of its fundamental components. But it is easy to see that emotion without reason is blind, and reason without emotion is paralysed. This is something that Hume knew, but it was actually proved by the Portuguese neuroscientist Antonio Damasio. People who, after an accident or surgery, have the neuronal links severed between the cognitive and emotional areas of their brain are perfectly capable of reason, but they are unable to take decisions.[2] It is as though they lacked the energy to take the final step towards action. The idea of ‘emotional intelligence’ tried to fill this gap, but it was not able to provide an integrated vision of the human mind. Now we know that we can only create such a picture if we consider that the function of intelligence—the function of the brain itself—is not to know things, or to feel, but to direct our actions. And everything else revolves around this objective.

			Action—rather than knowledge—is the unifying element of psychology. Robert Sternberg, a great psychologist, edited a book called Why Smart People Can Be So Stupid.[3] And it is true: an extremely intelligent person can behave in ways that are particularly unintelligent. And in such a case, how should we label this individual? This was a question which interested me so much that I wrote a book, La inteligencia fracasada (Failed Intelligence: The Theory and Practice of Stupidity), in an attempt to explain it to myself and to interested readers.[4] What remained after this was to study the other side of the coin: La inteligencia triunfante (Intelligence Triumphant), by which I meant the kind of intelligence that does not limit itself to understanding and processing information, and managing emotions, but rather takes the best decisions it can and puts them effectively into practice. The main axis of psychology is the movement from knowledge into action, which is the definitive test of its processes. What this shows is that, beyond cognitive intelligence and emotional intelligence, the new model which is emerging and which combines everything else is that of executive intelligence,[5] intelligence in action and geared towards action. We do not think in order to gain knowledge. We think in order to act. And talent is intelligence, acting in a way that is suitable, brilliant, efficient. This is a concept that combines both activity and the assessment of that activity. And so, alongside the idea of studying how intelligence functions, we should also create a practical science aimed at developing talent. This is a major idea of the day. Thomas Homer-Dixon, from the University of Toronto, asks in alarm: ‘Are we going to be capable of generating the talent we need to resolve the colossal problems that now face us?’[6] There is a universal interest in improving the methods employed to create talent, and this book wants to be a contribution to this act of creation.

			In order to begin putting things in order, we need to know how intelligence can transform itself into talent, because this is a question of vital importance. How can we think better, feel better, take better decisions, carry them out more effectively? We are starting to understand the untiring and unseen looms where our desires, ideas, projects and feelings are woven. And this is the journey we will make in this book. We will discover the surprising truth that an understanding of how the human subject is structured allows us better to understand how organizations, companies, even society, all function. But we should not be surprised, because the brain, as Marvin Minsky shows in The Society of Mind, is a society, the most complex society we know, composed of one hundred billion active members (the neurons), which organises itself in the most efficient of ways.

			And it does this via a particular activity which we carry out so easily and spontaneously that we find it hard to see how important it is: learning. The brain, an organism which is very similar in all humans, continuously modifies itself on the basis of experience, to the extent that apparent identity—one brain looks very like another—can in fact conceal completely different worlds. Saint Francis does not live in the same mental world as Jack the Ripper. This capacity for learning draws us ever further away from our animal ancestors. The beasts all have some capacity for memory, but our memory is wider, more flexible and above all, it has become a tool which we have learned how to manage and utilise.

			Human evolution—like evolution in general—is determined by the blind game of mutations and natural selection. But also, by our capacity for learning, which is the third evolutionary force. This force is made powerful by a single decisive factor: Not only are we able to learn more than other animals, but we can decide what it is we want to learn. In physiological terms, what this means is that we can redesign our brains. We can turn the intelligence we are born with into talent, and we know how to manage our memory. Perhaps it will be strange for you to hear me say this, because our idea of memory is slightly condescending and false. False, because, as I am going to show you in detail, memory is not the bureaucratic filing cabinet or the tedious photocopier which we tend to envision, but rather it is the origin of our creativity, our capacity for progress, our freedom. It is the great transformer, the absolute condition for creativity. It can be conservative, but also revolutionary. One title I was thinking of for this book was In Praise of Memory. The capacity for memory in the great creators of the past is proverbial. Mozart was capable of playing a complex piece of music from memory after hearing it only once. We have known for a long time about the memory capacity that the greatest chess-players have. The same thing happens in the world of business. Jack Welch, the CEO of General Electric, widely considered one of the best executives of the past century, could remember every single detail of one of the largest companies in the world. Harold Geneen of ITT Corporation was famous for having the same ability. Steve Ross, the founder of Warner Communications, thought that the ability to carry out mental calculations was a great advantage. ‘I hate calculators; they make everyone equal,’ he said. Apparently Warren Buffet has the same kind of ability.

			This is an optimistic book. Not optimistic with the slightly flaccid optimism of self-help books that promise us all that we can become instant millionaires[7], but optimistic because it describes how neuroscience shows our capacities to be even greater than previously thought. My job in this book is the organisation of a huge amount of scientific information from various sources, all of which I’ve indicated in the notes. The notes are the true biography of the book and of me at the same time, and so I’ve put them at the end, in a section with what is perhaps a strange title: Autobio(biblio)graphy. The biography of a research project is inextricably intertwined with the books that the author experienced during his journey. The structure of the book is as follows:

            
			 

			Part one: Defining talent

			Part two: Generating individual talent

			Part three: Generating talent in organisations
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			Additional Warning

			 

			 

			This book, which deals with human beings and their intelligence, could also have been called A Treatise on Prodigious Machines. Is this because I believe that human beings are machines? No. I use the word ‘machine’ in a poetical sense, like the modernist poets did. ‘Man, from birth to death, is a machine for making toys’, wrote a delicate, occasionally sentimental poet called Amado Nervo.

			What I understand by the term ‘machine’ is a collection of elements capable of automatically carrying out processes which produce an object, whether mental or physical. A famous Austrian physicist, Heinz von Förster, said that there were trivial machines, in which an input always produces the same output, and non-trivial machines in which the output changes.[8] The great sociologist Niklas Luhmann believes that humans and societies are non-trivial machines.[9]  I mention these two figures simply in order to give a certain degree of scientific support to my personal belief.

			Before starting the book, I would like to suggest a Universal catalogue of machines.

			Type 1. Physical machines. They transform energy into work. They are trivial.

			Type 2. Physical machines which can learn. They are sophisticated mechanisms which change depending on the effects they produce. Computers are hybrids: both trivial and non-trivial.

			Type 3. Biological machines. They are organic systems which automatically carry out organic functions. For example, chlorophyll. They are trivial.

			Type 4. Biological machines which can learn. The same as Type 2, but more easily tired. They are both trivial and non-trivial machines.

			Type 5. Prodigious machines. These are non-trivial machines which produce non-physical creations, which can intentionally regulate their functioning. For the time being we are only aware of two kinds: human beings and societies. 

			I want to make a confession. What I want to do in this book is emphasise what is admirable about human intelligence, capable of transforming extremely simple mechanisms, basic operations, into the source of marvellous creations. This is not, then, an attempt to reduce the human being to a mechanism, but to emphasise his capacity to overcome his humble origins. It is a hymn to the greatness of humankind.

		

	
		
			
			
			

		   

			 

			 

			 

			 


  			
			PART ONE


			 

			Defining talent
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			CHAPTER ONE

			 

			Why is Talent Important?

			 

			 

			In which it is explained why we have entered the age of talent 

			without being entirely sure of what it is, and also how the

			author defines this theme and plots it on a map.

			 

			 

			1. The new wealth of nations

			Two of the most influential books in the whole of European culture were written because their authors were bored. First, the Discours de la méthode. On his return from a military campaign, René Descartes found himself trapped by the snow alone in a room with a stove. Without anything else to do, he started to think about what he knew and what he did not know. Secondly, The Wealth of Nations. Adam Smith, the Duke of Buccleuch’s tutor, was spending a season with his ward in Toulouse. He didn’t know French and was bored. ‘I’ve started to write a book to pass the time,’ is how he puts it in a letter to his friend David Hume. This book was the point from which all modern economics develops. Now we need to write another one called The New Wealth of Nations, to which the current text might serve as prologue. There is a universal consensus that we are now living in a knowledge economy, and that the prime wealth of nations is not raw material, agricultural production, demographics or financial capital, but rather, talent. It is not surprising that in certain countries scientific research and universities are now dependent on the finance ministries of their respective governments. 

			In 1997, a study carried out by the consultancy McKinsey launched the slogan ‘the war for talent’, which as a phrase had large repercussions.[1] It is well known that there are points at which ‘magic words’ appear which seem to explain everything. And now, lots of studies are published which measure the talent contained in organisations, countries, even entire economies, but always, in my opinion, with an error in their approach.[2] In all these studies, talent is mentioned as though it were a rare and valuable gem that needs to be fought for. It doesn’t matter if you are talking about the world of business or that of football: the important thing is to sign the best. International surveys—for example, the one carried out by the Corporate Executive Board—show that for three quarters of the directors of human resources state that their chief activity is to discover and retain talent. This has led to a spectacular increase in the values of contracts signed with individuals, to the extent that a recent issue of the Harvard Business Review asked whether the talent economy might not be ‘overvalued’.[3] 

			Handbooks on talent also ask the question of how talent might be managed and maintained, always giving the impression that talent is a finite, even rare, resource.[4] This idea is a part of an understanding of the world that is static and, in my opinion, old-fashioned. Its idea is that there is a determined quantity of a particular resource—a cake—and that the only thing to do is to share it out properly, getting as large a piece as possible. This is the antithesis to a creative vision of intelligence, a capacity which is capable of invention and of amplifying our possibilities, our wealth, our talent. Although the metaphor is a little odd, human intelligence is a veritable cake factory.

			 

			 

			2. Introduction to talent theory

			Given that the economy has been our starting point, I’m going to use an economic simile as an introduction to the theory of talent. Current economic theory uses a great number of different definitions of the term capital—monetary, human, cultural, intellectual, emotional, relational, communal and so on; but all of them have something in common: Capital is a set of accumulated resources which increases the chance of action or production for an individual, a group, a company or a society. In order to clarify the concept a little, and also because it is the way I have been trained, I’m going to break this definition down.

			Resources are things, people, possessions or capacities which can be used to help resolve situations. The earth, fisheries, people, infrastructures, technology and tools are all resources. That is to say, sources of solutions or necessary instruments for the realisation of a particular project. A person with many resources is one who has a large available repertory of solutions, goods, capabilities or ideas.[5] Marvin Minsky, whom I’ve already mentioned, thinks of the brain as a collection of mental resources.[6] In this, he shows himself to be at the cutting edge.

			Accumulated. Capital is a deposit of resources. Intellectual capital is as well. It is a collection of knowledge, skills and abilities. To take a metaphor from physics, it is ‘potential energy’, like that of the water in a pond. It only turns into ‘kinetic energy’ when it starts to flow. Intelligence, in this model, is potential energy, and talent is kinetic energy.

			Increases the chance of action or production. I want to keep the idea of ‘chance’ or ‘possibility’ in my definition, as it is an essential element for understanding human beings. The way our intelligence interacts with reality is by viewing possibilities, anticipating the future, building plans. We change reality using invented unrealities. Mathematical calculus enables us to build a bridge or put a plane in the air. The possible is that which is not yet real but which might yet become so. ‘Possible’ and ‘power’ both come originally from the same root, the Latin word posse. In Spanish one might say of a rich man that ‘He has a lot of possibilities’ (tiene muchos posibilidades). Capital is constituted to permit possibilities that otherwise would not exist.

			We can define intelligence as mental capital, measurable, as are all forms of capital. But, if we go back to the economic origins of the metaphor, what has traditionally been said about capital is that it is an asset which has two characteristics: it is the result of investment (in the case of intelligence, the investment is in education) and that it generates income over time (this is measurable by achievements, CVs). But in order to achieve this income, capital has to be properly invested. In such a case, capital, instead of being spent, increases. The same thing happens with intelligence. The act of investing intelligence wisely is talent. We can perhaps go into a little more detail, give a hint of things to come. The way in which capital is accumulated is via apprenticeship, and capital (a collection of resources) is formed from habits of various kinds: intellectual, personal, creative, executive. Investment is action. If the action is successful, then it not only achieves one’s aims, but also increases the initial capital: intelligence. This is the schema as it is described in this book:
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			Talent is capital (intelligence) + good investment (good use of intelligence).

			 

			 

			3. A strange etymology

			The history of words is a source of surprise and information, because it tells us about secular experience. For example, the Spanish word ‘timbre’, meaning ‘stamp’ or ‘official paper’, comes from ‘tripa’, the word for ‘guts’. Guts were used in the past to make drums, drums appeared on noble coats-of-arms, the coats-of-arms appeared on seals that were used to authenticate documents, and so the second meaning followed the first. The stories of etymologies combine reason with the slippages of reason. In Greek, ‘talent’ means ‘balance, weight’, and from there went on to refer to an extremely valuable piece of money, used all over the ancient world. You could buy a large house with a single talent. Yet, nowadays, many people believe that ‘talent’ means ‘special gift’. How did this change of meaning take place? How did we move from a piece of money to an innate capacity? It happened because of a passage in the gospel according to Matthew, Chapter 25, 14-29:

			‘For the kingdom of heaven is as a man travelling into a far country, who called his own servants, and delivered unto them his goods. And unto one he gave five talents, to another two, and to another one; to every man according to his several ability; and straightway took his journey. Then he that had received the five talents went and traded with the same, and made them other five talents. And likewise he that had received two, he also gained other two. But he that had received one went and digged in the earth, and hid his lord’s money. After a long time the lord of those servants cometh, and reckoneth with them. And so he that had received five talents came and brought other five talents, saying, Lord, thou deliveredst unto me five talents: behold, I have gained beside them five talents more. His lord said unto him, Well done, thou good and faithful servant: thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord. He also that had received two talents came and said, Lord, thou deliveredst unto me two talents: behold, I have gained two other talents beside them. His lord said unto him, Well done, good and faithful servant; thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord. Then he which had received the one talent came and said, Lord, I knew thee that thou art an hard man, reaping where thou hast not sown, and gathering where thou hast not strawed: And I was afraid, and went and hid thy talent in the earth: lo, there thou hast that is thine. His lord answered and said unto him, Thou wicked and slothful servant, thou knewest that I reap where I sowed not, and gather where I have not strawed: Thou oughtest therefore to have put my money to the exchangers, and then at my coming I should have received mine own with usury. Take therefore the talent from him, and give it unto him which hath ten talents. For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.’

			In analysing this parable, medieval theologians started to use the term ‘talent’ to refer to an innate gift, given by God, which had to be developed, used, invested, made to bear fruit. But this was a mistaken interpretation, because the gospel-writer did not want to emphasise the innate nature of this gift, but the importance of successfully investing the gift once given. And that is why the lord scolds the man who left his talent in the ground. Talent is intelligence successfully invested in oneself.

			 

			 

			4. Our definition of talent

			When there are many definitions of a thing, one might suspect that none of them is successful in pinning down its headword. I’m not going to overwhelm you here with an anthology of definitions, you can see them in the notes.[7] I am instead going to offer what seems to me to be the best possible definition: Talent is intelligence which chooses its goals well, knows how to manage information, controls emotions and to put actions into play sufficient to achieve them, to amplify its ability to act and achieve continuous improvement. Talent is an appreciatory concept. An action rather than a capacity, the capacity is intelligence. Talent is the good use of intelligence, intelligence which succeeds. To sum it up in 140 characters: Talent is having good ideas, taking good decisions, and knowing how to bring them to fruition. It implies—and this is important—the idea of improving its own performance. A stagnant talent is no talent. It is not a property which one obtains, but rather a way of living which one follows.

			By defining talent as the good investment of intelligence forces us to change our way of thinking about it. Whether one makes a good or a bad investment does not depend on the size of the capital one is investing but rather on how one invests and what the results of the investment are. The only thing a successful investment has to do is make a return and add to the initial capital. In numerical terms, although this may seem a prosaic way of discussing something so transcendental, a person with a capital of 100 units who manages to increase it by 50 units has more talent than someone with a million units who manages to lose money. To a certain degree this democratises the concept of talent and puts it within everyone’s reach. Well, within the reach of everyone who makes the effort to achieve it. One can have talent for daily life or talent for great projects. In a recent documentary by the Austrian Ministry of Education—Promoting Talent and Excellence—it was made clear that success in promoting talent is indicated by developing in the best possible way the potential of all children and young people, not that of an exceptional minority.[8]

			This difference allows us to analyse talent in two different fashions. The speed of a runner can be judged comparatively, as happens in races against other runners, or individually, if you consider the progress made by an individual over the period of their training. From a comparative point of view, Warren Buffet may be the best investor in the world. From the individual point of view, it might be some entirely unknown individual. This problem has been studied in the field of creativity. Margaret Boden distinguishes between the H-creative types (historical creativity) and the P-creative ones (psychological creativity). The first group engage in creative activity that creates objective, historical innovation. The second groups engage in innovations relative to themselves, they practise everyday creativity.[9] This is an extremely important distinction, because it allows one to talk about talent in normal people rather than solely in exceptional individuals.

			A comparatively mediocre work can also be a gigantic creative advance for a particular individual. Jorge Luis Borges wrote a marvellous story called ‘Pierre Menard, Author of El Quixote’. The protagonist, Pierre Menard, is a French writer whose major achievement is to write, in the middle of the twentieth century, the ninth and thirty-eighth chapters of the first part of Don Quixote, as well as a fragment of chapter twenty-two. The chapters are identical, down to every last comma, to those written by Cervantes. But they are not a copy. From Menard’s point of view, he is possessed of a talent equal to that of Cervantes, but comparatively, the fact of having written the fragments four hundred years later makes Menard lose out.

			 

			 

			5. The map of talent

			The given definition allows us to create the outlines of a ‘science of talent’. The first part of this must consist in the ways in which talent can be generated. The second part is the management of already-existing talent. This book is only concerned with the first part. It is a pessimistic notion to think that we are all born with a certain absolute quantity of intelligence which is maintained over the course of one’s life. A famous American researcher, Carol Dweck, showed that this idea was false, and also has a destructive effect. Children and adults who already are seen as being intelligent make no effort to improve. They lack what is known as a ‘growth mentality’.[10] The rise of genetics led to a vague belief in destiny. The dice of our life are already thrown. Fortunately, the 21[st] century is turning into the century of epigenetics.[11] While it is clear that we are built with a degree of genetic inheritance, what is also clear is that not all the genes are activated, or—to put it in technical terms—expressed. Environment influences this selective activation, and one of the component parts of an environment is education, which affects our genetics in this way and becomes a talent generator in the strictest sense of the word. Classical genetics, as Marino Pérez has it, ‘within its apparent clarity, is, in fact, obscurantist, given that it does not allow one to see the role of learning in the evolutionary process, but also in the way in which it prevents one from understanding the role of the genes themselves.’ From an epigenetic perspective, genetic inheritance is the starting point for a constructive process which involves continuous checks and balances. And so, for example, in the case of homozygotic twins, with the same genes, one may develop cancer and the other may not. The cloned sheep Dolly developed obesity and diabetes while her mother suffered from neither of these conditions. Genes are not a ‘program’ for a set of final results. The results of development are not contained in genes or cells.’[12]

			Up to this point, I have only spoken about intelligence and the individual talent, but this, in outline, is a scheme that can be applied to organisations and societies as well. Over the last few years, there has been increasing interest in the idea of intelligence that derives from interactions between people. We now discuss shared intelligence, collective intelligence, intelligent organisations, and I’ve even heard people speak about intelligent societies. In such an instance, we go up a level. Following the model I’ve laid out, if we talk about group intelligence and organisational intelligence, we should always talk about group talent and organisational talent. We can define it analogously to how we defined it in the individual. The talent of a group, a society or an organisation is its capacity to choose its goals well and to motivate all its component individual intelligences in order to attain them, at the same time increasing its options. If learning allows us to move from intelligence towards talent, then this is something that organisations should learn as well. This is why they talk so much in management handbooks about learning organisations.
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			CHAPTER TWO

			 

			Intelligence and Action

			 

			 

			In which the author presents the protagonist of his narrative—intelligence—and reveals its true name: memory.

			 

		   

			1. Behavioural science

			What intelligence does is direct action. It is only by understanding an action that one can understand intelligence, and vice-versa. This is how psychology has always understood this, but what it is doing is, in my opinion, studying in discrete parcels something that in fact is a synthesis.

			In 2002, the Review of General Psychology classified the 99 most influential psychologists of the twentieth century. The number one position was given to B.F. Skinner. As rankings always provoke a degree of curiosity, I’ll add here that Jean Piaget came in second, followed by Sigmund Freud. Those were the podium finishes.

			In 1953, Skinner published a book to which I have returned many times over the course of my life: Science and Human Behaviour. It attributes all the disasters suffered by the human race, including two world wars, to wrong-headedness in refusing to apply the discoveries of ‘the science of human behaviour’ and use them to achieve a proper level of conduct. ‘We must expect to discover that what a man does is the result of specifiable conditions and that once these conditions have been discovered, we can anticipate and to some extent determine his actions.’ This science, Skinner added, is difficult to develop because human behaviour tricks us with its apparent simplicity. I’m thirsty and I decide to have a beer. Nothing could be simpler. However, behaviour is ‘a process, rather than a thing, it cannot easily be held still for observation. It is changing, fluid, and evanescent, and for this reason it makes great technical demands upon the ingenuity and energy of the scientist.’[1]

			Skinner decided to study human behaviour by focussing only on what was observable. For example, if I give a pigeon a reward every time it pushes a lever, the pigeon will carry on pushing the lever and this will eventually become an ingrained habit. Skinner’s studies on ‘conditioning’ were magisterial, but they were entirely based on a lack of interest as to what might be happening in the ‘black box’ of the brain. He did not think that any phenomenon of consciousness was relevant. And although he admitted, as was only logical, the existence of thoughts and emotions, he thought that there was no way of doing research into them. It was only observable behaviour that could be analysed with sufficient clarity to add to the store of scientific knowledge. 

			This led him to certain exaggerations, which a joke of the time makes clear. After a passionate sexual encounter, one behavioural psychologist turns to his partner, also a behavioural psychologist. ‘I know that it was good for you, darling. Tell me: how was it for me?’ The pushback against this appeared in the 1950s, and ‘cognitive psychology’ entered the fray. To be precise, this happened in 1956.[2] The system of rewards and punishments could not explain all kinds of human behaviour, for example language-learning. What had to be taken into account was also the way in which information was developed in the brains of the agents. Psychology moved from simply studying conduct to studying the acquisition, elaboration and maintenance of information. Conduct was reduced to the result of a process. It is not determined by the prizes that will be gained, but by the beliefs which we have about the prizes.

			‘Cognitive psychology’ turned out to be far too ‘cognitive’. And so, a further counterweight appeared, in the form of ‘emotional intelligence’.[3] Over the course of a few years, interest arose once again in the world of the emotions, which was made into the explanatory key to understand behaviour. Courses in emotional education began to proliferate.

			However, it is not behaviour by itself, nor knowledge by itself, nor the emotions by themselves which allow us to understand the mind of man. The important aspect is, indeed, action, but not separated from its antecedents; rather, including all factors which might influence it: beliefs, thoughts, values, emotions, plans, complications, perseverance. Every action is a hologram of an individual’s intelligence: it gathers together and synthesises it in all its aspects. The executive theory of intelligence[4] is the name given to this field of study, and it integrates knowledge, emotion and behaviour. Its essential act is that of decision. The starting point is the action. We may be confused, undecided, but the point of decision, as its name suggests, cuts this plurality of options back and moves from possibility towards realisation.

			In the jungle that is the mind, we need a Linnaeus who will systematically categorise all of its mental flora. From time to time, as we wait for this figure to appear, I will need to take on this role. Actions can be either physical or mental. I learnt from my teacher Jean Piaget that a mental operation is ‘an interiorised action which modifies the object of consciousness.’ These operations, ‘coherently unified, result in the creation of an individual’s mental structure.’[5] In the physical world, we can take a box of Lego and use it to make different objects. Or we can cut a piece of paper into different shapes, as Matisse did. What I mean is that we can carry out physical operations on an object. We separate them, group them, combine them, sort them. Mentally, we can do something similar with representations, with images, with concepts: combine them, separate them, connect them. Representations and operations are the two basic components of our intelligence.[6] Reuven Feuerstein made an inventory of those operations which allow us to work with the information we receive: we identify it, differentiate it, represent it, transform it, call it up, compare it, classify it, sort it, codify it, project it, analyse it, synthesise it, use it to make inferences, reason via analogy, reason hypothetically, think divergently, think convergently, reason logically.[7] Every single one of these operations can be developed and applied to different contents, just as the act of cutting something with a knife can be applied to surgery or butchery.
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