


35 Multiple Intelligences: Prelude, Theory, 
and Aftermath 

Gardner, Howard 

Beyond question, the contribution to psychology for which I am best 
known is the theory of multiple intelligences. Before turning to that 
theory, it's important for me to describe my own background and the 
ways in which I think about the scholarly work that I carry out. 

Before going to graduate school in developmental psychology, I had 
never taken a conventional psychology course. My background was in the 
broader social sciences, with an emphasis on interpretive social science 
rather than on experiments or quantitative work. When I began to study 
developmental psychology, I became fascinated by the work of the great 
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. Piaget considered scientific thinking as the 
high point of cognitive development. That's one plausible "end state." But, 
as a trained musician and a lover of the arts, I wondered how one would 
construe human development- including cognitive development- if one 
were to think of"artistic thinking" as the apogee of human cognition. 

As a budding scholar interested in the arts - an interest shared at the 
time by few psychologists - I was uncertain about my next career step. 
Uncertainty gave way to an unexpected career move when I encountered 
the literature on damage to the human brain. Without minimizing the 
tragedy of stroke, trauma, or tumor, any brain damage constitutes an 
"experiment in nature." One identifies the type and site of the lesion and 
ascertains how that lesion affects human cognition. As just one example, 
damage to the language areas spares the capacity to sing, while damage to 
the musical areas leaves linguistic capacities unaffected. 

I had found a way to study human cognition in the arts. And indeed, for 
the next twenty years I divided my research time between the Boston 
Veterans Administration Medical Center, where I studied the effects on 
artistry of various kinds of brain damage, and Harvard Project Zero, 
a research center of which I was a founding member, where I studied 
the development in children of artistic capacities. 

In studying the effects of brain damage, I made what I consider to be my 
most important discovery in scientific psychology. The classical teaching is 
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that, in right-handed persons, language is housed in the left hemisphere; 
brain damage there produces aphasia (language disability). Neurologists 
had occasionally ob~erved that, in right-handed persons, damage to the 
right side of the brain produces an odd set of symptoms. In particular, 
such patients exhibit a strange sense of humor, sometimes called "Witzel
sucht." With a number of colleagues, most notably Ellen Winner and 
Hiram Brownell, I began to study the language capacities and deficiencies 
of individuals with unilateral damage to the brain. While replicating the 
onset of aphasia after damage to the left hemisphere, my colleagues and 
I made an unexpected discovery. Patients with right-hemisphere damage 
understood language literally but only literally. \'<'hen we probed their 
capacities to understand figurative language- metaphor, irony, proverbs, 
non-literal speech acts - these patients proved deficient. Indeed, despite 
their problems with ordinary language, patients with left-hemisphere 
damage sometimes outperformed those with right-hemisphere damage 
on tasks that probed their understanding of non-literal speech acts. These 
findings were reported in numerous scientific papers in the 1970s and 
1980s, including one entitled "On going beyond the literal." 

If! had continued in this vein, I would likely have become best known 
for this work and would have advanced our conceptions about human 
linguistic capacities. But it had become clear to me that many psycholo
gists could perform experiments as well or better than I could (and they 
proceeded to do so with respect to the various linguistic capacities in the 
brain!); I had a talent for carrying out syntheses and writing about them. 
And so, unlike most of my fellow psychologists, I turned my energies to 
making sense of research carried out by scholars and to writing books 
about my conclusions. 

Enter the theory of multiple intelligences. In the late 1970s, collea
gues and I at the Harvard Graduate School of Education received 
a large grant. My assignment on the "human potential project" was to 
synthesize what is known about the nature and organization of human 
cognitive capacities. I used this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to 
review a vast literature from psychology, anthropology, brain studies, 
education, and other fields - and to organize these findings in a simple 
yet powerful way. 

As early as the mid-1970s, I had already sketched out a book called 
Kinds of Minds, in which I proposed to chronicle my studies in develop
mental psychology and neuropsychology. Receipt of the grant allowed me 
to go well beyond my own observations and experiments. 

What was distinctive about this effort? Many writers - both scholarly 
and lay- had written about the diversity of human talents. My work stood 
out in four ways: 
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1. With help from a team of researchers, I reviewed and organized all the 
literature pertinent to my assignment. 

2. I termed the resulting categories "intelligences" rather than talents. 
In so doing I challenged those psychologists who believed that they 
owned the word "intelligence" and had a monopoly on its definition 
and measurement. If I had written about human talents, rather than 
intelligences, I probably would not have been asked to contribute to 
this volume. 

3. I proposed a definition of an intelligence- the biopsychological poten
tial to process information in certain ways in order to solve problems or 
create products that are valued in at least one culture. 

4. I proposed eight criteria for what counts as an intelligence (the criteria 
arising from a range of disciplines and sources of data) and discussed 
candidate intelligences in terms of the extent to which they met these 
criteria. In so doing, I made it possible for others to evaluate my initial 
list of seven intelligences and also to determine whether other "candi
date intelligences" met these criteria. 

I began to write about these ideas in the early 1980s, and in 1983 
I published my most well-known book, Frames of Mind: The Theory of 
Multiple Intelligences. With its publication, I received the proverbial "15 
minutes of fame." Nothing I've done before or since has achieved the 
same amount of attention. Whether or not I consider this to be my signal 
achievement, it appears that the world does! 

A word about life after that quarter hour in the limelight. I had expected 
the work to be discussed chiefly by psychologists. But, in truth, most 
psychologists, and particularly most psychometricians, have never 
warmed to the theory. I think that psychologists are wedded to the 
creation and administration of short-answer tests, and particularly ones 
that resemble the IQ test. While such tests can probe linguistic and logical 
capacities, as well as certain spatial abilities, they are deficient in assessing 
other abilities, such as interpersonal intelligence (social intelligence), 
intrapersonal intelligence (akin to emotional intelligence), and other non
academic intelligences. I have not devoted significant effort to creating 
such tests. 

Nor, indeed, have I carried out experiments designed to test the theory. 
This has led some critics to declare that my theory is not empirical. That 
charge is baloney! The theory is not experimental in the traditional sense (as 
was my earlier work with brain-damaged patients); but it is strictly empiri
cal, drawing on hundreds of findings from half-a-dozen fields of science. 
(Please see the reference notes to Frames of Mind and succeeding works). 

At the same time, I readily admit that the theory is no longer current. 
Several fields of knowledge have advanced significantly since the early 
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1980s. Any reinvigoration of the theory would require a survey similar to 
the one that colleagues and I carried out thirty-five years ago. Whether or 
not I ever carry out such an update, I encourage others to do so. 

And that is because I am no longer wedded to the particular list of 
intelligences that I initially developed. What I- and others, most notably 
Daniel Goleman and Robert Sternberg -have done is to undermine the 
hegemony over the concept of intelligence that was maintained for 
a century by adherents to a Spearman- Binet-Piaget concept of intelli
gence. I have no idea where the study of intelligence(s) will be a century 
from now, but I am confident that the field will recognize a plurality of 
skills, talents, and intelligences. 

In their introductory textbook, Richard Herrnstein and Roger Brown 
identify the two "great successes" of psychology in the twentieth century: 
the identification and measurement of intelligence, and the understand
ing of human motivation which enables advertising, marketing, and 
behavioral control. In the twenty-first century, I hope that psychology 
will direct its energies to the improvement of human life. In a globalized 
civilization, where human wit and grit are pivotal, how we conceptualize, 
measure, and nurture human intellect is crucial. I hope to have developed 
a more capacious conception of mind and to have encouraged the use of 
intelligences for constructive ends. 
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