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Abstract
Intelligence is an area in psychology that has yet to be clearly defined. Many psychologists have differing views of what intelligence includes and the proper way to measure it. However, the theory of multiple intelligences devised by Howard Gardner has provided a definition of intelligence that is supported by many scientific observations. While other theories are supported by intelligence tests, these tests vary just as much as the definitions of intelligence. Therefore, the concrete evidence provided by neuroimaging and case studies has given the theory of multiple intelligences an advantage over other theories. This paper discusses how the multiple intelligences theory is able to explain the many phenomenon of intelligence.     

Strong Evidence Supporting the Theory of Multiple Intelligences

With many theories of intelligence present in the field of psychology, it is difficult to sift through the strengths and weaknesses of each theory to determine which one is most accurate. One of the greatest difficulties with determining the true nature of intelligence is that intelligence is not a concrete object that can be directly measured.  Instead, for years psychologists have been trying to define intelligence through experimentation. However, in recent years, one theory has come to be supported by concrete evidence. The multiple intelligences theory explained by Howard Gardner in the early 1980s dissolved the long held belief in a general intelligence factor, but instead promoted the idea of distinct intelligences (Gardner, 1998). Not only is this theory supported by case studies, but recent advances in brain research have provided scientific support that human intelligence is composed of several intelligences.  


The basis of the multiple intelligences theory comes from the way Gardner defines intelligence as a psychobiological potential to solve problems or to fashion products that are valued in at least one cultural context (Gardner, 1998). By stating this definition, Gardner broadens the term of intelligence to include things outside the normal academic fields. While many other theories include verbal skills, perceptual skills, memory, and processing speeds, Gardner suggests that many forms of intelligence fall outside these few aspects and are important to a person’s ability to function in the culture he/she lives in. Based on specific criteria, Gardner determined there are at least eight intelligences that are developed separate from each other and include: linguistic, logical/mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily/kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist. The criteria Gardner used to select these specific intelligences required that each one was able to be developed through the lifetime, be a skill independent of other factors, and be clearly definable (Gardner, 1998).
One of the main arguments against the multiple intelligences theory is that it is not supported by traditional intelligence testing evidence. Many psychologists think the eight characteristics extend the idea of intelligence too far (Willingham, 2004). However, intelligence does not have a clearly defined definition. One of the most common ways for psychologists to define intelligence is to say intelligence is what is tested by an intelligence test. Since Gardner did not use a traditional intelligence test such as the WAIS-III, his work and definition seem to not be credible. However, because intelligence is not a clearly defined object, it does not have only one way to be measured. The question being studied is what intelligence should be defined as, and thus Gardner’s theory should not be penalized because he chose to investigate the topic in a non-traditional manner.    

Gardner (1998) actually has very strong evidence to support the multiple intelligences theory. Instead of using a written intelligence test, Gardner relied on case studies and real life situations. One of the most convincing studies that Gardner completed looked at the intelligence levels of stroke victims (Gardner, 1998). Often times when a person suffers from a stroke, he/she loses the ability to do certain things, yet is still able to accomplish other tasks. This divide in intelligence strongly supports the idea that there are separate factors controlling each part of one’s intelligence. Another study that Gardner did looked at several children who were talented in different areas. Gardner discovered that each child had a different make up of intelligences. Perhaps one child was good at linguistics and music, another child was good at logic, intrapersonal skills, and was naturalistic, and yet another child might have excelled in bodily skills and linguistics. Gardner noted that just as every person has a distinct personality, they also have a distinct set of intelligences. Although this is not traditional intelligence test evidence, these studies provide strong evidence that intelligence is multifaceted (Gardner, 1998).

Further research that is perhaps more influential than Gardner’s experiments alone has come about with the advancement of brain research. A technique called neuroimaging has allowed scientists to trace brain activity through changes in blood flow in the brain (Posner, 2004). This ability has allowed researchers to track what parts of the brain are used when a person is doing a task related to the different intelligences Gardner suggested. Researchers found that when someone is completing an auditory task there is brain activity in the left side of the anterior and posterior cortex and the cerebellum. However, when a mathematical task is presented to the person, left and right occipital and parietal areas are activated. This evidence strongly suggests that different intelligences are controlled by different parts of the brain.  This evidence is perhaps even stronger evidence than any of the other theories have provided with intelligence tests because neuroimaging is a concrete method that can be directly measured. Neuroimaging was not invented to fit one definition of intelligence, but rather provides unbiased and tangible information (Posner, 2004).   

A final argument against the idea of distinct intelligence areas is the positive correlation observed between all the parts of the WAIS-III. Ian Deary points out that this strong correlation suggests there must be some general factor of intelligence that controls everything (Deary, 2001). Often times it is thought that the multiple intelligences theory ignores this strong evidence, but looking at the make-up of the brain can explain this correlation. The nodes of the brain are organized very closely together and thus there can be some overlap in the individual pathways (Posner, 2004). Additionally, many times the tasks presented in a traditional intelligence test actually combine several aspects of intelligence. Therefore, when completing a task many of the individual intelligence pathways are active and influence how the person performs. Thus deficiency in one pathway could cause lower ability at several types of tasks and a correlation could be formed. Thus correlation between tasks on intelligence tests cannot be taken as definite evidence for a general factor for intelligence, but rather could be a result of multiple intelligences working together to complete multifaceted tasks (Posner, 2004). 


      In conclusion, Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences has strong evidence to support it and appeals to real life experiences. Observing the intelligence profiles of many people, and noting that people are strong in some areas and weaker in others supports the idea of distinct intelligences. In addition, stroke patients are good examples of how some areas of intelligence can be destroyed while others thrive. If there was one general intelligence this distinction could not be the case.  The theory of multiple intelligences is able to explain the phenomenon observed in Gardner’s studies, and is also able to explain the results observed in more traditional studies. Unlike the belief that one general factor controls intelligence, the idea of eight individual aspects of intelligence is able to explain the many phenomenon of intelligence.  
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