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Five Minds icr the Future
We cannot know at which point in pre-history,
human beings began to prepare for the future

We cannot know at which point in pre-history, human beings be
gan to prepare for the future. Nor can we know at which point
human beings began to prepare their children or grandchildren for
a world that might differ significantly from the one with which they
themselves were familiar. In any case it seems safe to assume
that by the millennium before Christ—sometimes called the Axial
age—human beings were already pondering over fate and hence
the future—of young persons. Such a concern with the formation
of youth took place in designated schools, informal apprentice set
tings, places of worship or in the agricultural, mining or trading
communities in which families lived and worked.

Such forward-looking thinking presumably assumed many forms:
development of skills in arts and crafts; training of courage and

In what follows, summarizing my book Five Minds for the Future
(2007), I portray the kinds of minds that we should cultivate in the
future. Specifically, I introduce three kinds of minds that are pri
marily cognitive: the disciplined mind, the synthesizing mind and
the creating mind. Complementing this cognitive emphasis, I then
describe two minds that deal with the human sphere: the respect
ful mind and the ethical mind.

The Discip’ined Mind

In English, the word discipline’ has two distinct connotations. As
to the first, we speak of the mind as having mastered one or more
disciplines-— arts, crafts, professions, scholarly pursuits. By rough
estimates, it takes approximately a decade for an individual to
learn a discipline well enough so that he or she can be consid
ered an expert or master. In most cases, such mastery is acquired
through some kind of tutelage—either formal, in a school, or less
formally, through some combination of apprenticeship and self
instruction.

The author of many books,
known best for his theory
of multiple intelligences, an
author of many books on
psychology, education and
policy; Howard Gardner is the
Hobbs Professor of Cognition
and Education at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education.
He is also the author of
many books in psychology,
education and policy, including
most recently, Five Minds for
the Future, Changing Minds,
Good Work, The Development
and Education of the Mind.

leadership; participation in ceremonies and rituals; preparation for
an after-life and eventually mastery of the basic literacy. Nonethe
less, at the start of the third millennium, we are well attuned to
considerations of the future.
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the future.

Perhaps at onetime, an individual could test
on her laurels once such disciplinary mas
tery had been initially achieved. No longer!
Disciplines themselves change, ambient
conditions change, as do the demands on in
dividuals who have achieved initial mastery.
Over succeeding decades one must con
tinue to educate oneself and others. Such
hewing of expertise can only continue if an
individual possesses discipline—in the sec
ond sense of the word. That is, one needs
continually to practice in a disciplined way if
one is to remain at the top of one’s game.

With respect to any kind of mind, pathologi
cal forms exist. There is the individual who
is overly disciplined: who approaches every
issue, whether professional or personal,
through the same set of beliefs and practices. There is the second
kind of individual who, at onetime, had mastered the discipline but
who no longer keeps up—exhibiting the patina of the disciplinar
ian but no longer the requisite contents, skills and understandings.
Finally, there is the avowed inter-disciplinarian, who may in fact be
a jack-of-all-trades but the master of none.

The Synthesizing Mind

Murray Gell-Mann, Nobel Laureate in Physics and an avowed
multi-disciplinarian, has made an intriguing claim about our times.
He asserts that, in the twenty-first century, the most valued mind
will be the synthesizing mind: the mind that can survey a wide
range of sources; decide what is important and worth paying at
tention to and then put this information together in ways that make
sense to oneself and ultimately, to other persons as well.

Information has never been in short supply. But with the advent
of new technology and media, most notably the World Wide Web.
vast, often indigestible amounts of information now deluge us
around the clock. Shrewd triage becomes an imperative. Those
who can synthesize well for themselves will rise to the top of their
pack and those whose syntheses make sense to others will be
invaluable teachers, communicators and leaders.

What kind of mind is needed to guide the synthesis? The synthe
sizer must know enough about the requisite disciplines to be able
to make judgments about whom and what to trust—or to identify
individuals who can help make that determination. The synthesiz
er must also have a sense of the relevant forms and formats for

with a ‘searchlight intelligence—the capac
ity to look widely and to monitor constantly,
thus making sure that nothing vital is miss
ing and that they also have the capacity
to value the complementary ‘laser intelli
gence’ that has fully mastered a specific
discipline or problem area. Such individuals
should be identified and cherished. But it
is crucial that we determine how to nurture
synthesizing capacities more widely, since
this facility is likely to remain at a premium
in the coming era.

Anyone who has read a clutch of textbooks, or attended a variety
of weekend seminars, knows that not all syntheses are equally
effective. Some syntheses are too sprawling—attempting to cover
too much material. Some syntheses are too focussed—they are
really briefings for specialists, not nutrient for generalists. Some
are too technical, others are too popular. The good synthesizer
must know what works for him as well as for those who must make
use of his synthesis.

The Creating Mind

Most artists, scientists and scholars plough the same paths as
their peers. In sharp contrast to those conventional experts, the
creating mind forges new ground. In the current popular argot,
creators think “outside the box.” In our society we have come to
value those individuals who attempt new things, monitor whether
they work, keep casting about for new ideas and practices, pick
themselves up after an apparent failure, and so on. And we give
special honour to those rare individuals whose innovations actu
ally change the ideas and practices of their peers—in my trade, we
call these individuals “Big C” creators.

It is important to ascertain the relation among the three kinds of

Summarizing my book “Five Minds for the synthesis, being prepared to alter when possible but to make
a final commitment as the deadline approaches. The synthesizerthe Future” (2007), I portray the kinds must always keep her eyes on the big picture, while making sure
that adequate details are secured and arranged in useful ways. Aof minds that we should cultivate Ifl tall order! It is quite possible that certain individuals are blessed
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Those who can synthe
size well for themselves
will rise to the top of
their pack and those

whose syntheses make sense to oth
ers will be invaluable teachers, com
municators and leaders.
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minds introduced thus far. Clearly, synthesizing is not possible
without some mastery of constituent disciplines—and perhaps
there is, or will be, a discipline of synthesizing, quite apart from
such established disciplines as mathematics, mime, or manage
ment. I suggest that creation is unlikely to emerge in the absence
of some disciplinary mastery and perhaps, some capacity to syn
thesize as well.

Nonetheless, we must bear in mind that the most creative instanc
es of creating (I) typically emerge with individuals who are young—
perhaps 20 or 30 in science or mathematics, perhaps a decade or
so later in other pursuits. Disciplinary acumen and synthesizing
capacities continue to accrue throughout a lifetime. This fact sug
gests to me that too much discipline, or excessive synthesizing,
may actually prove counterproductive for the aspiring creator. The
challenge is to acquire enough discipline and sufficient synthesis
early in life, so that one can take the confident leap—go beyond
what is known and tweak it in new and unexpected directions.

Most artists, scientists and schol
ars plough the same paths as their
peers. In sharp contrast to those con
ventional experts, the creating mind
forges new ground.

As a student of creativity, I had long assumed that creating was
primarily a cognitive feat—having the requisite knowledge and the
apposite cognitive processes. But I have come to believe that per
sonality and temperament are equally important. More than will
ing, the creator must be eager to take chances, to venture into
the unknown, to fall flat on her face, and then, smiling,
pick herself up and once more throw herself into the
fray. Even when successful, the creator does not
rest on her laurels. She is motivated again to
venture into the unknown and to risk fail
ure, buoyed by the hope that another
breakthrough may be in the offing,
able to “frame’ an apparent de- 5NIkESIiNGfect as a valuable learning op
portunity.

In the United States I am
often asked about how to
cultivate creativity. I give
two responses; first of all,
I talk about the need to
pose challenges, obsta
cles, and boulders. One
cannot build up a robust
temperament without tak
ing chances, failing, and

learning that the world does not thereupon end. Second, I question
whether it is important to cultivate creativity in American schools.
Emphasis on disciplines and synthesis would yield greater divi
dends. But in other countries, where rote instruction is entrenched
and innovations are greeted with suspicion, I would favour a cur
riculum and a pedagogy that is oriented toward the cultivation of
the creative person and the discovery and exploration of the cre
ative idea.

Until this point, I’ve reviewed the kinds of minds most familiar to
me, as a cognitive psychologist. If I had written this essay a decade
ago, I would probably have stopped here. But events have prompt
ed me to postulate and ponder two additional kinds of mind—the
respectful and the ethical. I agree with Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
assertion that Character is more important than intellect.”

The Respectful Mind

Almost from the start, infants are alert to other human beings. The
attachment link between parent (typically mother) and child is pre
disposed to develop throughout the early months of life; and the
nature and strength of that bond determines the capacity of indi
viduals to form relationships with others throughout life.

A person possessed of a respectful mind welcomes exposure to
diverse persons and groups. Such a person wants to meet, get to
know, and come to like individuals from remote quarters. A truly
cosmopolitan individual gives others the benefit of doubt; displays
initial trust; tries to form links; avoids prejudicial judgments. To be
sure, such a posture is not uncritical or automatic; it is possible for
another individual to lose one’s respect, even to earn one’s distrust
or hatred. But the respectful mind starts with an assumption that di
versity is positive, and that the world would be a better place if indi

viduals seek to respect one
another.
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A person possessed of a respectful mind welcomes exposure to
diverse persons and groups. Such a person wants to meet, get to
know, and come to like individuals from remote quarters.

The threats to respect are intolerance and prejudice. A prejudiced
person has preconceived ideas about individuals and groups and
resists bracketing those preconceptions. An intolerant person has
a very low threshold for unfamiliarity: the default assumption is that
strange is bad.”

The Ethical Mind

The road to respect is paved from the earliest age, one brick at
a time. An ethical stance is in no ways antithetical to a respect
ful one, but it involves a much more sophisticated stance toward
individuals and groups. A person possessed of an ethical mind is
able to think of himself abstractly: she is able to ask What kind
of a person do I want to be? What kind of a citizen do I want to
be?” Going beyond the posing of such questions, the person is
able to think about herself in a universalistic manner: “What would
the world be like, if all persons behaved the way that I do?” Such
conceptualization involves recognition of rights and responsibilities
attendant to each role. Crucially the ethical individual behaves in
accordance with the answers that she has forged, even when such
behaviours clash with her self interest.

A person possessed of an ethical mind
is able to think of himself abstractly:
she is able to ask “What kind of a
person do I want to be? What kind of
a citizen do I want to be?”.

While conceptualizing the ethical course is not within the province
of most children, the building blocks for an ethical life can be identi
fied: the words and actions of respected elders at home, at school,
and in the community. It is so much easier, so much more natural,

to develop an ethical mind when one inhabits an ethical envi
ronment. Crucial contributions are made by the atmosphere

at one’s first places of work: how do the adults in power be
have, what are the beliefs and behaviours of one’s peers,

and, perhaps above all, what happens when there are
clear ethical deviations and—more happily if less fre
quently—when an individual or a group behaves in an
ethically exemplary fashion.

There is no strict hierarchy among the minds, such that one should
be cultivated before the others. Yet a certain rhythm does exist.
One needs a certain amount of discipline—in both senses of the
term—before one can undertake a reasonable synthesis: and if
the synthesis involves more than one discipline, then each of the
constituent disciplines needs to be cultivated.

The respectful mind can be cultivated
well before on ethical stance is con
ceivable. Indeed, respect ought to be
part of the atmosphere from the ear
liest moments of life.

Without question, the respectful mind can be cultivated well be
fore an ethical stance is conceivable. Indeed, respect ought to be
part of the atmosphere from the earliest moments of life. When it
comes to the cultivation of creativity, it is important to underscore
personality and temperament factors. I believe that the building of
a robust temperament and a personality that is not afraid of rea
sonable risks—cognitive as well as physical—can begin early in
life; these dispositions mark the future creator.

Whatever details of ordering may obtain, in the end it is desirable
for each person to have achieved aspects of all five mental capaci
ties, all five minds for the future. Such a personal integration is
most likely to occur if individuals are raised in environments were
all five kinds of minds are exhibited and all kinds of minds are val
ued. So much the better, if there are role models—parents, teach
er, masters, supervisors—who on a regular basis display aspects
of discipline, synthesis, creation, respect, and ethics. In addition
to embodying these kinds of minds, the best educators at school
or work can provide support, advice, coaching which will help to
inculcate discipline, encourage synthesis, prod creativity, foster re
spect, and encourage an ethical stance.

In the future, the form of mind that is likely to be at greatest premi
um is the synthesizing mind. So it is perhaps fitting that the melding
of the minds within an individual’s skin is the ultimate challenge of
personal synthesis.

Howard Gardner
Hobbs Professor of Cognition and Education

Harvard Graduate School of Education
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Integrating Five Minds into One Person

Even if one believes that all five of these minds ought
to be cultivated, many questions remain about how

best to accomplish this goal.
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