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Abstract

Comparing two case studies regarding the Cree and Czechoslovakian notions of intelligence illustrates the how definitions of abstract notions vary with culture. The overarching theme, however, involves the belief that intelligent people will benefit society because they are those people who fulfill the ideals.  
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John Locke’s notion that “T’is men make sorts,” explains the innate human drive to classify, organize and define. Various cultures will perceive abstract and concrete notions uniquely. Accordingly, there will be variations among the definitions of these universally perceived concepts. One such abstract notion, intelligence, evades even Webster’s attempt to confine it. American dictionaries usually offer a measly excuse of a definition, a circular one. How can this intangible but recognizable perception produce so much discourse? The modern relativistic view is sympathetic to the limitations that both culture and language establish; humans are thus left unable to agree upon a holistic definition for the global phenomenon of intelligence. Indeed, it is a universal recognition that individuals act uniquely, producing either desirable or undesirable results. Value of results is dependent upon a culture’s needs and therefore their goals. Given two case studies, one concerning the Cree ideal of cognitive competence and the other concerning the newly formed Czech Republic’s goal for education, intelligence is illustrated as a universal but culturally defined phenomenon.  

The Cree people do not maintain a typical western lifestyle. Situated in Northern Ontario, historically they were a nomadic people who migrated seasonally (Berry & Bennett, 1992).  Values that are culturally encouraged include: self-reliance, independence, and low tolerance for group hostility (Berry & Bennett, 1992). The first two principles are often used as teaching tools. To westerners, Cree parents appear hands-off maybe even neglectful. They want children to gain knowledge through direct experience, so they rarely impede their children’s behavior. Observational learning is the cultural standard. In learning new tasks, children are expected to carefully watch and then repeat. Adults will help the child only if they risk damaging themselves or the project (Berry & Bennett, 1992). This unique approach to learning supports the theory that Cree have an entirely different concept of intelligence than their western counterparts.


In order to begin analyzing Cree intelligence, Berry and Bennett (1992) first had to categorize Cree language. Interviewing a small group, they gathered twenty Cree words pertaining to competence (Berry & Bennett, 1992). The cultural values and connotations within the Cree words were determined by having sixty individuals judge the words. The answers were then complied in order to form a reference plot. This plot led the researchers to determine which traits were favorable in terms of competence (Berry & Bennett, 1992). A cluster of words in the middle of the plot could be divided into three sub-groups; the researchers further investigated the definitions of these words. Ultimately, they determined three themes: taking time, independence, and development (Berry & Bennett, 1992). 

Taking time not only emphasizes the importance of being patient but the merit of perseverance. Cree perceive good thinking, or intelligence, as avoiding impulsive action. A good worker will stay with a job until it is finished. A lazy person will become impatient and leave the job. Independence and self-reliance are the manifestation of experience. As aforementioned, Cree are raised via first-hand experience, not by relying on another person’s orders. Finally, development of good thinking is a direct result of this experience. An intelligent person will take these encounters to heart and dually grow from them (Berry & Bennett, 1992). 

The overarching theme throughout the Cree ideal of good thought, however, is religion (Berry & Bennett, 1992). Knowledge, wisdom and the correct application of experience are gifts from the Great Spirit. This spiritual basis is again witnessed in how they raise their children. By allowing their child to roam without much supervision, a parent has a sense of trust not only in their child but also in their surroundings (Berry & Bennett, 1992).

A prime example of the westernized view of intelligence arises in the educational motivations of the early Czech Republic. Their definition of intelligence was far more secular and western than that of the Cree. For the Czech, intelligence was a test measurement, as well as an occupational indicator (Lepková, Heyting & Mulder, 2005). In the early formation of the Czech Republic, rhetoric surrounding the nature of intelligence was limited. More or less, it was supposed to be a heritable trait (Lepková et al., 2005). This culture was concerned with the function of intelligence. How could they use test scores to unify the newly developed republic?


Leaders presumed intelligence testing and therefore educational improvement would foster the development of a rational society. Ultimately, they hoped to create a good society formed by bridging the ethnic differences found within the newly formed republic (Lepková et al., 2005). This hope manifested itself in the notion that intelligence tests should determine a person’s future occupation. Appropriate people would fulfill their respective duties; never again would a brilliant mind fall through the cracks to take up a career in farming (Lepková et al., 2005). In this sense, the Czech notion of intelligence was that of a society gauge: people would be put in their place according to what a test mandates. Empirically, they would create a strong economic future, satisfied people, and therefore a strong society. Indeed, society would run smoothly because people would be tailored to their professions.  

This approach to intelligence testing in the early Czech Republic serves to illustrate the variability in intelligence. Unlike the Cree, the only aspect of intelligence that mattered was the result on a test: not experience, not patience, not independence. Furthermore, the test result would then be used to pigeon-hole an individual, in short, limit their experiences. The Cree would not even recognize this approach as fostering intelligence because a person would not be self-sufficient. Nevertheless, both Cree and Czech cultures recognize that a person who they deem as intelligent generally functions for the greater good. Positive connotations associated with the language of intelligence agree that somehow intelligent people benefit society.
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