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Summary #1

A Multiplicity of Intelligences


Articulating the need for a more expansive psychological view of intelligence, Harvard professor Howard Gardner advances in his article A Multiplicity of Intelligences a claim that is both compelling and controversial. Rather than reduce intelligence to a single, quantifiable generality, Gardner advocates greater sensitivity to the concept’s inherent intricacies through consideration of multiple intelligences that are both independent and discrete. Departing from the orthodox view that the enigma of intelligence may be unveiled through greater psychometrics and the development of more sophisticated tests, Gardner postulates, on the basis of observation, that all people possess coexisting talents and deficiencies. Weakness in one area does not preclude prowess in another, and while different intelligences are present in a single person, they are not themselves conjoined entities competing for the same supply of intellectual energy. After carefully investigating a range of cognitive capacities, Gardner identified eight distinct intelligences—linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist. Accompanying these eight categories are the Multiple Intelligences Theory’s two integral claims: first, that all eight intelligences are manifest in all people; second, that each person’s intellectual constitution—where their aptitudes and weaknesses lie—is incommensurably unique.

The General Intelligence Factor


Assuming a position almost diametrically opposed to Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, Linda Gottfredson defends vehemently in The General Intelligence Factor the concept of a single, all-encompassing factor of mental acuity—commonly denoted as g. Whereas decades of political squabbling and a torrent of misinformation have eroded the public’s confidence in the notion of the g factor, Gottfredson insists that bountiful psychological data incontrovertibly support its existence and disciplinary importance. Unpleasant though it might be to think of intellectual disparities as at least partly congenital, evidence strongly suggests that people are born with a finite cognitive potential, and that even the purest instance of social equality cannot eradicate these intrinsic differences in ability. Sentimentality aside, people are not evenly equipped—and the g factor merely acknowledges this harsh fact.

In addition, Gottfredson maintains, the g factor is no less than an inescapable consequence of extensive research on intelligence. A sturdy intercorrelation exists between individual components of mental tests, implying that an overarching cognitive faculty is at work. In other words, seemingly separate aptitudes are merely expressions of a single coefficient—one’s total intellectual capacity. Furthermore, the concept of the g factor appears to be biologically substantiated, as specific characteristics of the brain, including size and neural efficiency, appear related to general intelligence. Finally, Gottfredson emphasizes the firm connection between the g factor and “life success” as additional evidence that not only does “global intelligence” exist, but also that conventional psychometrics is capable of identifying and quantifying it.
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Discussion Questions: Gardner,



           Gottfredson

A Multiplicity of Intelligences


Why have the techniques employed by Gardner been characterized by critics as unempirical, or even unscientific? Are these criticisms warranted? Is Gardner’s methodology a meaningful and appropriate one?

The General Intelligence Factor


In defense of the g factor, Gottfredson emphasizes that the intercorrelation between different components of intelligence tests indicates that seemingly disparate mental domains are all expressions of one general intelligence. Does this claim seem to contradict our own experience—that people may excel brilliantly in one area while being quite incompetent in another?

One criticism that Gottfredson makes of the Multiple Intelligences Theory is that Gardner’s putative “intelligences” may reflect motor skills more than mental aptitude. Is Gottfredson justified in dismissing these skills?
