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Abstract

Intelligence is at once both multifaceted and singular in nature. This characteristic has led many to believe that it is not one singular entity, but several distinct parts. It shows itself in many different forms in many different people, yet there is something common to the traits of an intelligent person. It is the force that powers our creativity, our ingenuity, our curiosity, and our ability to learn and adapt to a changing environment. 

The Nature of Intelligence


Many psychologists have attempted to define and describe the nature of intelligence, often in very different ways. Howard Gardner argues that there are eight or nine separate areas of intelligence. Sternberg believes there is a difference between practical and academic intelligence, eventually forming his triarchic view of intelligence. Multiculturalists have muddled things further by saying different cultures may value different forms of intelligence. Against these views is the conception of intelligence as measured by “g” or general intelligence (Deary 2001). This idea of “g” seems to be the popular opinion and has the support of the majority of the research. Why is there so much disagreement on the topic, and what could be the truth?

If intelligence was just a single thing like an arm, or a single emotional aspect like anger it might not be so difficult to pin it down and unequivocally define it. The fact that intelligence manifests itself in so many forms can cause confusion. Some people seem to be better at math, others at language, still others at art or visual imagery. Clearly then, intelligence must come as separate entities. Yet what does it mean to be better at something like math or language? A person is considered more intelligent if he or she is able to understand difficult concepts and recognize patterns quicker and apply those concepts to diverse situations. In short, quickness of thinking identifies an intelligent person

Intelligence does not equal knowledge, though the two are highly interrelated. Simply knowing more information does not make a person more intelligent, though an intelligent person is able to sort, retrieve, acquire, and analyze data. A large enough book can hold more information than a person, though this does not make a book smart: it is the human’s ability to manipulate the information, and use the information to create new things that makes him or her more intelligent. 

Creativity is often seen as one of the biggest indicators of intelligence. The most recognized intelligent people are so recognized for some sort of creation or creative application. Einstein created the theory of relativity, Da Vinci created his paintings and inventions, and Beethoven created symphonies. Creativity is not just something that distinguishes humans from each other, but also distinguishes us from other animals. 

The fact that intelligence has a wide range of applications and the fact that people tend to be specialists in one or just a few areas has led people to believe that there are multiple intelligences. Yet all these areas share the same basic characteristics, the same base components, which shows a commonality between them. The different areas bleed into one another as evidenced by correlation in scores between subsections of intelligence tests (Deary 2001). There must be something that ties all these facets together. 

What about those with savant syndrome? Surely the fact that they are very strong in certain areas while lacking in others shows that intelligence does have separate distinct parts. If we look at the general characteristics displayed by a savant we see that a majority involve extremely high ability to memorize and regurgitate information, mathematical or calculative abilities, or exceptional artistic abilities. Often those with musical or artistic abilities are simply able to recreate things they have seen or heard, but not actually create their own works. These are all things that a computer can do amazingly well also, yet artificial intelligence is something still not quite attributable to a computer. The key lies in understanding. 

One form of understanding lies in Sternberg’s notion of meta-cognition. It involves the self awareness of a person’s mental abilities (Sternberg, 2004). To understand one’s own limits and capabilities plays a part in one’s overall intelligence. To effectively utilize one’s skills in adaptation to the surrounding environment, one must be able to recognize what one can do. More importantly, it is necessary for a person to understand the importance or significance of whatever it is that person is working with or on. For a savant to be able to memorize thousands of books and be able to recite them is an amazing ability, but if s/he doesn’t understand what the words mean then we have little more than a highly sophisticated audio book player. 

Intelligence is much more than a sum of its parts. It is an innate grasp of the world around us, a deeper understanding of ourselves and our surroundings, and the ability to shape our understanding and knowledge in new and inventive ways. The ability to comprehend concepts and grasp them quicker is what separates the Einsteins from the average Joe. 
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