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Introduction

In my recent white paper, "Intelligence as Tension Processing: A Pathway to Algorithmic
Organizations," | proposed a unifying definition of intelligence:

Intelligence is the capacity to navigate and optimize within complex tension
spaces by continuously identifying, engaging, and resolving discrepancies,
conflicts, or challenges as opportunities for growth and innovation.

This definition fundamentally reframes how we understand intelligence—not as static
problem-solving but as an ongoing process of engaging with tensions. However, a natural
question arises: How does this definition actually work when applied to the various forms of
intelligence we recognize in humans, organizations, and potentially in artificial systems?

That's what we'll explore in this document. By examining how tension processing manifests
across Howard Gardner's Multiple Intelligences, Robert Sternberg's Triarchic Theory, and Daniel
Goleman's Emotional Intelligence frameworks, we'll see that this definition isn't just
theoretical—it provides a practical lens that reveals the common mechanisms underlying
seemingly different forms of intelligence.

For those of us in the self-management community, this exploration has particular significance.
The practices we've developed for processing organizational tensions—whether through
Holacracy, Sociocracy, or other frameworks—aren't just management techniques. They're
actually sophisticated forms of collective intelligence that operate on the same fundamental
principles as linguistic, mathematical, or emotional intelligence.

As we unpack each type of intelligence through the lens of tension processing, notice how this
perspective reveals not just what makes these intelligences similar, but also how they specialize
in processing different kinds of tensions. This understanding gives us new ways to develop
intelligence intentionally—whether in ourselves, our organizations, or the intelligent systems we
might design.

Let's begin by examining how Gardner's multiple intelligences can be reframed as specialized
systems for processing different types of tensions.



Gardner's Multiple Intelligences Through a Tension
Processing Lens

Howard Gardner revolutionized our understanding of intelligence by identifying eight distinct
intelligences. Each of these can be understood as a specialized system for processing specific
types of tensions:

1. Linguistic Intelligence

Core Tensions: Gaps between expression and meaning, communication intent and reception,
linguistic structure and content.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: A linguistically intelligent person processes tensions
between language patterns and meaning. They detect ambiguities (tensions) in communication
and resolve them through clear expression. When writing, they sense the tension between what
they've written and their intended meaning, iteratively refining until this gap closes.

Example: A poet experiences tension between an abstract emotional concept and its concrete
expression in words. Through linguistic intelligence, they process this tension by experimenting
with metaphors, rhythms, and word choices until they achieve a resolution that communicates
their intended feeling.

2. Logical-Mathematical Intelligence

Core Tensions: Discrepancies between theoretical models and observed phenomena, gaps in
logical structure, inconsistencies within systems of rules.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Mathematical intelligence involves detecting patterns and
discrepancies within numerical or logical systems. When a mathematician encounters a proof
that doesn't resolve, they sense a tension that drives exploration until coherence is achieved.

Example: A physicist notices tension between experimental data and theoretical predictions.
This discrepancy drives them to revise models, design new experiments, or reconsider
assumptions until theory and observation align.

3. Spatial Intelligence

Core Tensions: Misalignments between mental and physical spatial arrangements, navigational
disconnects, visual-spatial inconsistencies.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Spatial intelligence processes tensions between different
perspectives, orientations, and spatial relationships. It continuously updates internal spatial
maps based on sensory feedback.
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Example: An architect experiences tension between a client's functional needs and aesthetic
vision. Through spatial intelligence, they process this tension by mentally manipulating forms
and structures until they achieve a harmonious resolution that satisfies both requirements.

4. Musical Intelligence

Core Tensions: Dissonance and resolution, rhythmic expectations and variations, emotional
expression and musical structure.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Musical intelligence processes tensions between sound
patterns, harmonic structures, and emotional expression. It detects subtle discrepancies in tone,
timing, and harmony.

Example: A composer experiences tension between a traditional harmonic structure and their
desire for novel expression. They process this tension by experimenting with variations that
push boundaries while maintaining enough familiar elements to create coherent musical
meaning.

5. Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence

Core Tensions: Gaps between intended and actual movement, physical limitations versus
performance goals, coordination challenges.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Kinesthetic intelligence continuously processes tensions
between the body's current state and desired movements. It involves proprioceptive feedback
loops that detect and correct misalignments.

Example: A dancer notices tension between their current execution of a movement and their
mental image of perfect form. Through bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, they process this tension
by making micro-adjustments until their physical performance aligns with their internal model.

6. Interpersonal Intelligence

Core Tensions: Misalignments between social expectations and actions, conflicting needs
within groups, communication breakdowns.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Interpersonal intelligence processes tensions in social
dynamics, detecting subtle cues that signal misunderstandings or conflicts. It involves
continuously updating mental models of others' perspectives.

Example: A team leader senses tension between two team members with conflicting work
styles. Through interpersonal intelligence, they process this tension by creating communication
structures that acknowledge different approaches while establishing shared goals.

7. Intrapersonal Intelligence

Page 3



Core Tensions: Conflicts between different aspects of self, disconnects between beliefs and
actions, gaps between current and ideal self.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Intrapersonal intelligence processes internal tensions
through self-reflection and awareness. It involves detecting inconsistencies between one's
values, behaviors, and emotional states.

Example: An individual experiences tension between their career success and sense of
purpose. Through intrapersonal intelligence, they process this tension by examining their core
values and adjusting their life choices to create greater coherence between external
achievements and internal fulfillment.

8. Naturalist Intelligence

Core Tensions: Disconnects between environmental patterns and expectations, taxonomic
inconsistencies, ecological imbalances.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Naturalist intelligence processes tensions in environmental
patterns, detecting anomalies and relationships in natural systems. It involves recognizing when
something is out of place in the natural order.

Example: A field biologist notices an unexpected pattern in species distribution. This creates a
tension between established ecological models and observation, driving them to investigate
further until they discover the underlying factors resolving this discrepancy.

Sternberg's Triarchic Theory Through a Tension
Processing Lens

Robert Sternberg's Triarchic Theory identifies three fundamental aspects of intelligence, each
representing a different mode of tension processing:

1. Analytical Intelligence (Componential)

Core Tensions: Gaps between problem statements and solutions, inconsistencies in logical
structures, information deficits.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Analytical intelligence excels at breaking down complex
problems into manageable components. It processes tensions between current understanding
and complete comprehension through systematic analysis.

Example: When faced with a complex mathematical problem, analytical intelligence identifies
the tension between the known and unknown elements, then systematically resolves this
tension through step-by-step reasoning until a solution emerges.
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2. Creative Intelligence (Experiential)

Core Tensions: Conflicts between conventional approaches and novel situations, gaps
between existing knowledge and innovation needs.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Creative intelligence processes tensions between
established patterns and new challenges. It thrives on the productive tension between familiarity
and novelty, using insights from past experiences to address unprecedented situations.

Example: An entrepreneur encounters tension between market needs and existing products.
Through creative intelligence, they process this tension by drawing connections between
seemingly unrelated fields, generating innovative solutions that resolve the gap between
consumer needs and available offerings.

3. Practical Intelligence (Contextual)

Core Tensions: Misalignments between theory and practice, gaps between ideal solutions and
real-world constraints, environmental adaptation challenges.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Practical intelligence processes tensions between abstract
knowledge and contextual application. It continuously adapts strategies based on environmental
feedback, resolving tensions between intentions and real-world outcomes.

Example: A manager faces tension between company policy and the unique needs of their
team. Through practical intelligence, they process this tension by adapting guidelines to fit
specific contexts while maintaining alignment with core organizational objectives.

Goleman's Emotional Intelligence Through a Tension
Processing Lens

Daniel Goleman's framework of Emotional Intelligence can be reinterpreted as a specialized
system for processing emotional and social tensions:

1. Self-Awareness

Core Tensions: Gaps between experienced emotions and conscious recognition,
inconsistencies between self-perception and reality.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Self-awareness processes the tension between felt
emotional states and their conscious recognition. It detects subtle emotional shifts and brings
them into awareness for processing.

Page 5



Example: An individual notices tension between their outward calm and internal anxiety.
Through self-awareness, they process this tension by acknowledging the anxiety and identifying
its source, bringing implicit emotional states into explicit awareness.

2. Self-Regulation

Core Tensions: Conflicts between emotional impulses and appropriate responses,
discrepancies between current and desired emotional states.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Self-regulation processes tensions between spontaneous
emotional reactions and contextually appropriate responses. It involves detecting when
emotional expressions would create suboptimal outcomes and adjusting accordingly.

Example: During a challenging negotiation, an executive feels anger rising. Through
self-regulation, they process this tension by recognizing the emotion without letting it dictate
their response, instead channeling the energy into assertive but constructive communication.

3. Motivation

Core Tensions: Gaps between current achievement and aspirations, conflicts between
immediate gratification and long-term goals.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Motivation processes tensions between present state and
desired future states. It harnesses the productive energy of this gap to drive persistent effort
toward goals.

Example: A student experiences tension between their current skill level and their academic
ambitions. Through motivation as a form of tension processing, they use this gap not as a
source of discouragement but as energizing fuel for consistent practice and improvement.

4. Empathy

Core Tensions: Disconnects between others' emotional experiences and one's understanding,
gaps in perspective-taking.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Empathy processes tensions between different emotional
perspectives. It involves detecting subtle cues that signal others' emotional states and resolving
the gap between their experience and one's understanding.

Example: A counselor senses tension between a client's verbal statements and emotional
undercurrents. Through empathy, they process this tension by attentively reading non-verbal
cues and creating a space where unexpressed feelings can be safely acknowledged.

5. Social Skills
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Core Tensions: Conflicts within group dynamics, misalignments between social goals and
interaction patterns, communication breakdowns.

Tension Processing Mechanisms: Social skills intelligence processes tensions in group
interactions, detecting when communications are misaligned with intentions and adjusting
approaches to facilitate better outcomes.

Example: A facilitator notices tension in a meeting when different stakeholders talk past each
other. Through social skills intelligence, they process this tension by restructuring the
conversation to ensure each perspective is heard and integrated, transforming conflict into
productive collaboration.

Comparative Analysis Chart

Intelligence Form of Core Tensions Processing Example of
Framework Intelligence Processed Mechanisms Tension
Resolution
Gardner's Linguistic Expression vs. Detecting and A writer revises
Multiple meaning; resolving text until it
Intelligences communication ambiguities; accurately
intent vs. reception | iterative conveys their
refinement of intended
expression meaning
Logical-Mathem | Theory vs. Pattern A scientist
atical observation; recognition; adjusts
inconsistencies in | systematic hypotheses to
logical structures elimination of account for
contradictions unexpected
experimental
results

Spatial

Mental vs. physical
spatial
arrangements;
navigational
challenges

Mental rotation;
spatial
perspective-takin
g; continuous
updating of
spatial maps

An architect
modifies a
design to
balance
aesthetic vision
with structural
requirements
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Musical Harmonic tensions; | Recognition of A composer
rhythmic tonal patterns; creates tension
expectations vs. sensitivity to through
variations harmonic dissonance

resolution before resolving
to harmony

Bodily-Kinesthe | Intended vs. actual | Proprioceptive An athlete

tic movement; feedback loops; refines their
physical limitations | motor learning technique
vs. performance through
goals repeated

practice until
movement

becomes fluid

Interpersonal Conflicting social Reading social A mediator
needs; cues; mental helps opposing
communication modeling of parties find
misalignments others' common ground

perspectives by reframing the
conflict

Intrapersonal Current vs. ideal Self-reflection; A person aligns
self; conflicting integration of career choices
internal values different aspects | with core values

of identity after period of
self-examination

Naturalist Environmental Recognition of A naturalist
pattern natural patterns; | identifies a
inconsistencies; detection of species out of its
taxonomic ecological normal habitat
anomalies relationships and investigates

causes
Sternberg's Analytical Problem statement | Decomposition A detective
Triarchic (Componential) | vs. solution; of complex breaks down a
Theory informational gaps | problems; case into
systematic investigable
analysis elements to

solve a mystery
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Creative
(Experiential)

Conventional
approaches vs.
novel situations

Novel
connection-maki
ng; insight
generation;
adaptive learning

An innovator
combines
existing
technologies in
new ways to
solve an unmet
need

Practical
(Contextual)

Theory vs.
implementation;
ideal vs. realistic

Adaptation to
real-world
constraints;

A teacher
modifies a
curriculum to

solutions environmental meet the specific
feedback needs of their
utilization unique
classroom
Goleman's Self-Awareness | Experienced Attentional focus | A person
Emotional emotions vs. on internal recognizes
Intelligence conscious states; emotional | building stress
recognition labeling before it impacts
their behavior
Self-Regulation | Emotional Response A leader
impulses vs. modulation; remains calm
appropriate reappraisal and focused
responses strategies during a crisis
despite feeling
anxious
Motivation Current Leveraging An entrepreneur
achievement vs. achievement persists through
aspirations; gaps as setbacks, using
immediate vs. motivational fuel | the tension
long-term rewards between vision
and reality as
motivation
Empathy Others' emotional Perspective-takin | A healthcare

reality vs. one's
understanding

g; emotional
mirroring;
attention to
non-verbal cues

provider adjusts
their
communication
style after
sensing a
patient's
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unspoken
concerns

Social Skills

Individual vs.
group needs;
communication
intent vs. impact

Conflict
resolution;
communication
adjustments;
relationship
management

A team leader
restructures a
project to
leverage each
member's
strengths while
addressing
interpersonal
frictions

Conclusion: The Unifying Power of Tension Processing

Across these diverse frameworks, we can see that intelligence—whether linguistic or logical,
analytical or practical, self-aware or socially skilled—fundamentally operates through tension
processing mechanisms. Each type of intelligence specializes in detecting and resolving

particular kinds of discrepancies or conflicts within its domain.

This unifying perspective helps explain why intelligence is adaptive rather than static. Intelligent
systems continuously sense tensions—gaps between current and desired states,
inconsistencies within patterns, conflicts between competing goals—and engage with these
tensions productively. The resolution of one tension often reveals new ones, creating an
ongoing process of growth and adaptation.

By reframing intelligence as tension processing, we gain a deeper understanding of how
different forms of intelligence operate through similar underlying mechanisms while addressing
domain-specific challenges. This integrative framework bridges the gap between specialized
intelligences and general intelligence, suggesting that what makes any system "intelligent" is its
capacity to process tensions effectively within its operational domain.

For organizations and individuals alike, this perspective offers practical implications: developing
intelligence in any domain requires becoming more skilled at identifying relevant tensions,
engaging with them constructively, and generating innovative resolutions that create new
possibilities rather than merely eliminating problems.
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