

    
        
          Intelligence: It’s Not What You Think

        

        
        
          Sandeep Chavan

        

        
          Published by SANDEEP CHAVAN, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      INTELLIGENCE: IT’S NOT WHAT YOU THINK

    

    
      First edition. September 10, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sandeep Chavan.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232690373

    

    
    
      Written by Sandeep Chavan.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Disclaimer

Why This Book Now?

Opening Note

Preface

Prologue

Part I – The Illusion of Intelligence

Chapter 1 – Introduction

Chapter 2 – The IQ Trap

Chapter 3 – The Wisdom Illusion

Takeaways – Part I

Closing Reflection – Part I

Part II – The Mechanics of Intelligence

Chapter 4 –The Critical Distinction

Chapter 5 – Response to Consequence

Chapter 6 – The Field Effect

Takeaways – Part II

Closing Reflection – Part II

Part III – The Layers of Intelligence

Chapter 7 – Pure Intelligence

Chapter 8 – Artificial Intelligence

Chapter 9 – Living Intelligence

Takeaways – Part III

Part IV – Clearing the Confusions

Chapter 10 – Instinct, Habit, and Intelligence

Chapter 11 – The Moral Mislabel

Chapter 12 – The Universal Skill

Takeaways – Part IV

Part V – Intelligence in Context

Chapter 13 – Redefining Human Intelligence

Chapter 14 – AI as the Mirror

Chapter 15 – The Future of Intelligence

Epilogue

Appendices

Appendix A – Glossary of Core Terms

Appendix B – The Law of Consequence

Appendix C – Quick Reference

Appendix D –Cultivating Universal Skill

Appendix E – Case Studies

Appendix F – Intelligence Across Scales

Appendix G – AI: The Mirror Checklist

Appendix H – Recommended Readings

Final Author’s Note

Reader’s Guide

Quote Bank

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Sign up for Sandeep Chavan's Mailing List

Further Reading: Our Story

Also By Sandeep Chavan



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my students,who remind me every day that intelligence is not a score but a living response.
To my family,who smiled quietly with every ripple of progress, even when words were unspoken.
And to every reader,who dares to question what intelligence truly means —may you not just think intelligently,but live intelligently.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The future will not ask, 'Are you intelligent?' It will ask, 'Do you live intelligently?'"
Chavan
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Disclaimer
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Disclaimer and Statement of Originality

This book is a work of independent research, reflection, and synthesis. It is not intended as medical, psychological, or legal advice, nor should it be used as a substitute for professional consultation in those areas. The discussions, interpretations, and frameworks presented here are philosophical and educational in nature, aimed at encouraging critical thinking, self-reflection, and deeper inquiry into the meaning and practice of intelligence. Readers are encouraged to apply discernment and adapt ideas responsibly within their own contexts.

All concepts, models, and interpretations of intelligence as consequential alignment and Universal Skill are original to the author unless otherwise noted. References to historical traditions, philosophies, or scientific ideas are used for context and contrast, not as direct endorsements or representations of those traditions. While the book draws inspiration from both ancient texts and modern research, the synthesis and conclusions are uniquely the author’s.

Any resemblance to personal practices, cultural traditions, or institutional philosophies is coincidental in intent, as the goal of this work is to build a universal lens free from dogma or exclusivity. The responsibility for interpretation and application rests with the reader.

© Sandeep Chavan. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews or scholarly works.
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Why This Book Now?
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Because everyone thinks they know what intelligence is — and everyone is wrong. We’ve measured it with IQ tests, glorified it in ancient scriptures, and now we’re busy comparing it to artificial intelligence. But what if all of these are just shadows on the wall?

We live in a world obsessed with data, speed, and cleverness, yet strangely blind to the essence of intelligence itself. People compete with machines without asking the simplest question: What exactly are we competing with? We fear AI, we worship it, but we rarely pause to ask: what is intelligence at its root?

This book does not give you comfort. It gives you clarity. And clarity is urgent. Because until we uncover what intelligence truly is, we will keep mistaking noise for knowledge, memory for meaning, and machinery for mind.

So turn the page. Ask the question with me. If intelligence is not what you think — then what is it?
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Opening Note
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When people hear the word intelligence, they often think of numbers, grades, or sharp minds that always have the right answer. Others picture wisdom, spirituality, or the moral glow of a “great thinker.” And today, many immediately jump to Artificial Intelligence, as if machines hold the key to defining us.

But here’s the problem: for all the talk, nobody really knows what intelligence is. We measure it, admire it, fear it, and market it — but we do not define it. We describe what we wish it would achieve, but not what it actually is. And in that gap, confusion thrives.

This book is an attempt to clear the fog. Not by adding more theories, but by peeling them away. What if intelligence was never about IQ scores, ancient blessings, or mystical sparks? What if it was something simpler — a mechanism, common to every living being, from the smallest cell to the largest civilization?

The journey you’re about to take is not about becoming more “intelligent.” It is about understanding intelligence differently — and once you do, your relationship to life, work, learning, and even machines will change.

Read with curiosity. Question freely. Let yourself be surprised. Because intelligence, as you’ll discover, is not what you think.

— Sandeep
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Preface
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This is not a book about how to become “smarter.” It is not a manual for higher test scores, faster thinking, or clever tricks. We already live in a world overflowing with information, tips, and shortcuts. What we lack is not knowledge, but clarity.

For centuries, intelligence has been described, praised, and misused — but rarely defined. We equated it with numbers, dressed it up as wisdom, tied it to morality, and even built machines to imitate it. Yet in doing so, we lost sight of what intelligence truly is. We mistook its outcomes for its essence.

This book began with a simple conviction: intelligence is not what you think. It is not a score, not a glow, not a virtue. It is something far more fundamental — the mechanism by which life responds to consequence. Intelligence is consequential alignment, the silent law by which cells survive, societies adapt, and civilizations endure.

The chapters that follow peel away the illusions — IQ as rank, wisdom as identity, morality as mask — before uncovering the mechanics of intelligence itself. From information to knowledge, from instinct to habit, from pure intelligence to artificial simulation, the journey leads us to a redefinition: intelligence as Universal Skill. Not a gift, not a badge, but a practice every living being engages in, consciously or not.

Why write this now? Because we stand at a turning point. Machines can already outcalculate us, schools still mismeasure us, and societies confuse charisma for intelligence. Unless we understand what intelligence truly is, we will continue to compete with tools, glorify illusions, and ignore consequences. That path leads only to collapse.

This book is not here to give you answers to memorize. It is here to give you a lens — to see intelligence as it really is and to practice it as a skill. If you finish these pages with one conviction, let it be this: intelligence is not what you have, but how you live.

— Sandeep
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Prologue
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Everyone talks about intelligence. Everyone assumes they understand it. Schools measure it, companies hire for it, philosophers debate it, and now machines are built to imitate it. But pause for a moment — has anyone truly defined it?

We’ve been content with descriptions: the ability to solve problems, to act rationally, to adapt, to align with morality, to comprehend complex ideas. But description is not definition. These are outcomes, not essence. They tell us what intelligence should look like, not what it actually is.

Look closer and the cracks appear. IQ reduces intelligence to numbers. Ancient texts wrapped it in virtue and mysticism. AI mirrors fragments of it but lacks the living spark. And still, we keep competing, measuring, fearing, and imitating — all without clarity.

This book is not another praise song for human brilliance or machine power. It is a journey into the core — a peeling away of illusions to reach the mechanism beneath. Intelligence, as you will see, is not what you have been told. It is simpler, deeper, and more universal.

I will not reveal it here. That’s the task of the pages that follow. My role in this prologue is only to unsettle you, to invite you into the question. If intelligence is not what you think, then what is it?

Turn the page. The answer waits in the ripples.
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Part I – The Illusion of Intelligence
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Intelligence is not what you know — it is what you do with what follows.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
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The Most Misunderstood Word

We speak of intelligence as if we know it well. Teachers claim to measure it, corporations demand it, philosophers glorify it, and now machines are said to possess it. Yet, for all this noise, intelligence remains the most misunderstood word of our time. We treat it like a mirror that reflects cleverness, morality, or computational power, depending on who is looking. But when you strip away the tests, the traditions, and the technology, one question refuses to go away: what is intelligence, really?

1.1 The Word Everyone Uses, But Nobody Knows

We live in a world where the word intelligence is everywhere. In schools, teachers praise it when students solve problems quickly or score high on exams. In workplaces, managers use it as a metric for “smart hiring” or “strategic thinking.” In politics, it becomes a weapon — “intelligence reports” shaping wars and treaties. The media throws it around casually, branding celebrities as “intelligent voices” or mocking leaders for their “lack of intelligence.”

And yet, in each of these contexts, the word points to something different. In education, intelligence often means memory plus speed. In corporate boardrooms, it means foresight and manipulation. In politics, it means classified information. In philosophy, it stretches into wisdom and discernment. And in the age of technology, it has been hijacked by machines — “artificial intelligence” being hailed as the next revolution.

That’s the paradox. One word, so common, used every day, and yet, when we pause to ask, What does intelligence actually mean? — silence. There is no agreement. No universal definition. Only fragments. To one person, it is IQ. To another, it is moral clarity. To a third, it is clever wit. To a scientist, it is problem-solving. To a monk, it is awakening. To a CEO, it is strategy. The same word, stretched and twisted into whatever shape the speaker needs.

But a word this important — one that defines how we judge people, how we build societies, how we compare ourselves to machines — cannot remain undefined forever. The lack of clarity is not harmless. It misleads education, misguides policy, and fuels unnecessary competition between humans and AI. The truth is urgent: if everyone uses the word, but nobody truly knows what it means, then perhaps we have been living with an illusion all along.

This book begins with that question: Why do we all talk about intelligence as if we know it, when in reality, we don’t?

1.2 Historical Fragments – How We Got Here

To understand why intelligence is so misunderstood today, we need to take a quick journey through history. Each era, each culture, has given the word a new costume, dressing it in the values of the time. What we call intelligence has never been a fixed concept — it has always been shaped by belief systems, needs, and anxieties.

In ancient India, the Upanishads spoke of buddhi — the faculty of discernment. It was not mere cleverness but the ability to separate truth from illusion, to align one’s actions with dharma. Intelligence, in this view, was almost sacred, a moral compass gifted by the divine. In Greece, philosophers spoke of nous, the intellect that could apprehend eternal truths. Intelligence was exalted as a bridge to the divine order, a pathway to wisdom beyond ordinary reasoning. The Chinese tradition emphasized zhi, intelligence as wisdom in action, inseparable from morality and harmony with the Tao. In the Islamic world, ’aql — reason and intellect — was seen as God’s gift that distinguished humans from animals, a faculty meant to be used in service of faith and justice.

Notice the pattern here: in ancient traditions, intelligence was never defined as a neutral mechanism. It was bound to virtue, morality, and divinity. It was not simply about how humans thought, but about how they should live.

The Enlightenment brought a shift. Thinkers in Europe began to pull intelligence down from the heavens and seat it in the human mind. It was framed as rationality — the power to calculate, to reason logically, to question authority. Intelligence became associated with problem-solving, discovery, and the scientific method. This was liberating in one sense, but limiting in another. Intelligence was still being described in terms of its outcomes — the capacity to invent, to analyze, to build.

By the 20th century, psychology attempted to make intelligence measurable. Alfred Binet’s IQ tests, designed originally to identify children who needed extra help in school, turned into a global obsession. Intelligence was reduced to scores and scales, neatly boxed into categories: verbal, spatial, logical, emotional. Later, multiple-intelligence theories emerged, stretching the word again — now it meant musical ability, bodily coordination, even interpersonal sensitivity. But the problem remained. These were still descriptions of performance, not a definition of the phenomenon itself.

And now we are in the AI era. Here, intelligence has been shrunk to algorithms and efficiency. If a system can process data faster than humans, predict outcomes, and learn patterns, we call it intelligent. The label has become so diluted that a chatbot, a vacuum cleaner, or a stock-trading program can all be marketed as “intelligent.”

The irony is clear. Across time, intelligence has been described as divine gift, moral compass, rational faculty, test score, or machine performance. In every case, cultures and disciplines defined it by what it should achieve — virtue, discovery, problem-solving, efficiency — rather than what it fundamentally is. That is why the word has grown so heavy with associations, yet so hollow at its core.

We have been handed descriptions, not a definition. Shadows, not the source.

1.3 The Confusion Today

If the past gave us fragments, the present gives us chaos. We live in a time where intelligence is everywhere, yet nowhere. It is a word that gets thrown around so casually that it has lost almost all precision. Everyone claims to have it, to measure it, to market it — but what it points to changes from one context to the next.

Take education. From the first day a child enters school, intelligence is equated with test scores. Those who memorize quickly, solve problems under timed conditions, and reproduce knowledge on paper are called “intelligent.” Those who don’t fit that mold are pushed to the margins, often branded as “slow” or “weak.” But does solving a math problem under pressure define intelligence? Or is it merely measuring performance in one narrow situation? By confusing test-taking ability with intelligence, education systems condition generations to equate worth with grades, leaving little room for curiosity, creativity, or adaptability.

Then there is the spectacle of social media. Here, intelligence is packaged as “smartness” — the ability to fire off a witty remark, a sharp comeback, or a clever meme. Cleverness has become a proxy for depth, and the number of likes or shares a post receives is taken as proof of brilliance. But intelligence reduced to quips and soundbites is like mistaking fireworks for the sun — dazzling for a moment, but gone in an instant.

In the corporate world, intelligence has taken on yet another meaning: strategic manipulation. The “intelligent leader” is often the one who can outmaneuver rivals, negotiate deals, or exploit markets for profit. Intelligence here is celebrated not for clarity or truth but for effectiveness in pursuit of power or money. This framing has trained organizations to value cunning over understanding, leaving morality and consequence outside the boardroom.

And then there is the public debate on AI. Headlines scream: “Are machines intelligent?” “Will AI surpass human intelligence?” But what are we even comparing? Machines process data, predict outcomes, and mimic human conversation. Does that make them intelligent? Or does it make them efficient? The lack of a definition leaves us in a state of confusion where we can neither deny nor confirm the intelligence of machines — because we don’t know what the word means in the first place.

The result of all this is clear: intelligence has become a catch-all word, stripped of precision. It has been stretched so thin — from grades to memes, from boardrooms to algorithms — that it risks meaning everything and nothing at the same time. And when a word loses its meaning, it becomes dangerous. It shapes education, society, and technology in misleading ways, creating illusions instead of clarity.

This is the confusion we inherit today. And unless we unravel it, we will keep competing with machines, glorifying cleverness over wisdom, and mistaking shadows for substance.

1.4 Why Description Is Not Definition

There is a world of difference between describing a thing and defining it. Description tells us how something appears, how it behaves, or what it produces. Definition explains what it fundamentally is. For centuries, intelligence has been trapped in the cage of description.

Consider the analogy of fire. Before the science of combustion was understood, people described fire in terms of what it did: it gave warmth, light, and destruction. It was admired as sacred, feared as dangerous, and misunderstood as a gift from the gods. These descriptions were not wrong, but they were incomplete. They captured the effects of fire, not its essence. Only when science uncovered combustion did we gain a definition — fire as a chemical process of rapid oxidation, releasing heat and light. That definition changed everything. It allowed us to harness fire safely, reproduce it, and even control it with precision.

Intelligence today stands where fire once stood — admired, feared, and misunderstood, but never defined. We know how to describe it: the student with high IQ, the sage with wisdom, the executive with strategic brilliance, the machine with fast processing. But these are still only effects. They tell us how intelligence appears in action, but not what it is at the root.

Take IQ as an example. An IQ score tells us how intelligence performs in numbers, under certain tests of memory, logic, and pattern recognition. But it does not tell us what intelligence itself is. It is like saying fire is “the thing that produces smoke.” Useful, but not fundamental.

Or look at scriptures. Ancient traditions told us how intelligence should align with virtue, morality, or divine order. They taught us what intelligence ought to achieve in life — wisdom, clarity, ethical action. But again, that is description. It is like saying fire is “that which brings warmth to the family.” Inspiring, perhaps, but not definition.

And so, we remain surrounded by descriptions — from tests to texts, from algorithms to anecdotes. Yet description without definition is dangerous. It makes us chase outcomes without understanding origins. It makes us mistake performance for essence. It makes us confuse cleverness, morality, or even machine efficiency with intelligence.

This book argues that it is time to move beyond description. Just as we once defined fire and unlocked its true power, we must now define intelligence if we are to use it wisely, measure it meaningfully, and stop being misled by its shadows.

1.5 Competing with Shadows

When a word is left undefined, it becomes a shadow — vague, shifting, and dangerous. That is exactly what has happened with intelligence. In the absence of a clear definition, we are not dealing with intelligence itself, but with distorted reflections of it. And the tragedy is that people are competing with these shadows.

Look at the way humans compare themselves to machines. We panic when computers store more data than we can remember, as if memory were the measure of intelligence. We marvel at how quickly algorithms process calculations, as if speed were the same as depth. We even point to pattern recognition in AI and call it “thinking,” as if repetition of data were the same as understanding. But memory is not mind, and speed is not intelligence. Depth requires more than algorithms.

This confusion creates a misplaced fear: that machines will “replace” us. But pause for a moment — replace what, exactly? Replace our memory? Replace our calculations? Replace our efficiency? Perhaps. But those are not intelligence in its true sense. They are only fragments of performance we mislabeled as intelligence in the first place. By handing over the wrong crown, we have mistaken efficiency for essence.

The provocation is simple: if we cannot define intelligence, how do we know who has it, or what has it? Does a child struggling in school lack intelligence, or is the test blind to the way his mind works? Does a tree responding to drought show intelligence, or do we dismiss it as instinct? Does AI, trained on human data, actually think, or is it only echoing? Without definition, we are trapped in a hall of mirrors — admiring or fearing images, without clarity about the original.

By failing to define intelligence, we compete with machines on their terms and judge humans by artificial measures. It is like wrestling with shadows: exhausting, confusing, and ultimately meaningless. Until we step out of this illusion, we will continue to live in fear of losing a race that was never real.

1.6 A Word Too Big, A Meaning Too Small

Intelligence is a word so large that it feels like it should hold the entire sky. We use it to judge children, classify adults, guide nations, and now even measure machines. It is supposed to capture one of the deepest qualities of existence itself. And yet, when we look closer, the meaning we’ve assigned to it is painfully small.

Over time, this universal principle has been reduced to narrow human traits. A high score on a test. A clever remark in a meeting. The ability to manipulate markets. The speed of solving puzzles. We’ve shrunk intelligence into badges of personal achievement, as though it were a medal to wear or a trophy to show off. Instead of exploring it as a force that pervades all life, we’ve confined it to exam halls, job interviews, and algorithms.

But intelligence is not a badge of honor. It is not a ranking that places one person above another. It is not a mystical aura reserved for sages or a divine spark gifted only to a few. These are projections — ways we have tried to own or glorify what is, in reality, a far more fundamental mechanism.

The truth is simpler, deeper, and more unsettling. Intelligence is not a label. It is a mechanism. It is the underlying process by which perception turns into response, by which consequence becomes conscious, by which life aligns with survival and meaning. When we reduce it to labels, we mistake the shadow for the source.

This is why intelligence feels so misunderstood today: the word is far too big for the narrow definitions we have forced into it. We use it to describe everything from wit to wisdom to algorithms, but in doing so, we lose sight of the fact that it points to something universal — not human, not divine, not artificial, but fundamental.

Until we restore that meaning, we will continue to use the word without ever touching its reality.

1.7 The Journey Ahead

This book does not exist to praise human brilliance or glorify clever minds. It is not a defense of our species against machines, nor is it a hymn to fear or worship artificial intelligence. It does not try to recycle ancient wisdom or preach morality in new clothes. All of that has been done before — and none of it has solved the puzzle.

What I want to do here is different. This book is about peeling away illusions. It is about stripping intelligence of the badges, rankings, and mystical labels that have hidden its true nature. It is about cutting through centuries of description to reach a definition — one that is free from cultural bias, free from numbers and scores, free from mystical glow. A definition that works not only for humans but for all living systems, and even explains why machines can imitate some parts of intelligence but never truly own it.

The journey ahead may unsettle you. It may clash with what you’ve been taught about intelligence since childhood. But it will also free you. Because intelligence is not as complicated, not as exclusive, not as divine as we have been told. It is simpler. It is deeper. And it is far more universal.

So let me leave you with a question as we move forward: if intelligence is not thought, not morality, not IQ, not machine-learning — then what is it?

The answer waits in the pages to come.
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Chapter 2 – The IQ Trap
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When Numbers Replaced Understanding

In the last chapter, we saw how intelligence became the most misunderstood word — stretched across cultures, tied to morality, reduced to cleverness, and even mistaken for machine efficiency. But nowhere has the confusion been more damaging than in the modern obsession with numbers. When psychologists first tried to measure intelligence, they gave us not a definition but a score. What began as a tool to help children soon became a universal verdict on human worth. Intelligence, once seen as vast and mysterious, was suddenly squeezed into a single number. And from that moment on, understanding gave way to measurement.

2.1 The Birth of a Number

The story of modern intelligence begins not with a philosopher or a saint, but with a French psychologist, Alfred Binet. At the turn of the 20th century, the French government faced a practical problem: how to identify children in schools who needed extra support so teachers could tailor instruction. Binet’s solution was simple but ingenious for its time. He designed a set of tasks that tested memory, attention, and problem-solving. The idea was never to declare who was “smart” or “dull,” but merely to identify those who might struggle in the rigid school system and needed help.

But what began as a compassionate tool soon took a very different path. The test was standardized, adapted, and eventually given a single numerical score — the Intelligence Quotient, or IQ. What was once meant as a flexible guide for educators hardened into a universal yardstick. Within a few decades, IQ tests were being used not only in schools, but in militaries, workplaces, and immigration offices. A child who scored low was no longer “in need of help” — they were branded as less intelligent, sometimes for life. A person who scored high was celebrated, elevated, and given privileges, regardless of their character or capability in the real world.

The transformation was quick because it was seductive. Numbers carry a sense of authority. A test score looks objective, neutral, scientific. Unlike vague descriptions such as “bright” or “dull,” a number feels precise — it gives the illusion of certainty. Humans, always uncomfortable with complexity, found comfort in the neatness of a single score. A vast, mysterious phenomenon like intelligence, which had eluded definition for centuries, could now be compressed into two digits.

But in that compression, something vital was lost. The richness of intelligence — its adaptability, creativity, alignment with life — was reduced to performance on a narrow set of tasks. And because numbers are easy to compare, IQ quickly became not just a measure but a competition. The race for higher scores began, and with it, the illusion that intelligence had finally been captured.

In truth, what had been captured was not intelligence itself, but only a sliver of its expression. The number told us how well a person could perform on specific kinds of puzzles in specific conditions, not what intelligence fundamentally is. Yet society embraced the number as though it were the essence itself. That was the birth of the trap — a trap we

2.2 The Rise of the IQ Culture
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