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Human Possibilities: Considerations of Science,

Considerations of Values
Howard Gardner
Preface to SHEN Zhilong Book on Multiple Intelligences
December 2003

Every society must decide about two important issues: Which human possi-
bilities should be favored? Which individuals should be given access to scarce re-
sources? Sometimes these issues are considered separately, but they probably
merit being considered together. My own work on mﬁltiple intelligences repre-
sents a contemporary contribution to these age-old questions.

In classical times, thinkers like Aristotle, Confucius, Mencius, Plato
sketched their conceptions of human nature and human possibility. They stressed
qualities like courage, justice, caring, civility, and leadership. They favored ed-
ucational regimens that would nurture these qualities and rendered privileges to
those individuals who exemplified these traits. In some societies, it was assumed
that these qualities would be found among those who came from noble fami-
lies. Other societies searched for promising young people, whatever their station
in life or gave opportunities to those who were wealthy, powerful, or
well-connected.

I begin my remarks from this seemingly odd perspective for a reason. In the

last century, particularly in Europe and the United States, a particular property
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has been especially cherished. We seek individuals who are intelligent; starting in
early life, we give tests to see how smart they are; and with some exceptions, we
offer the best educational and life opportunities to those who fulfil the criteria of
high intelligence. Despite the claims of meritocratic selection, by any large poli-
cymakers expect intellect to be inherited. And to the extent that it is not inherited,

those individuals who receive the most support from their families who are likely to
be termed intelligent. This procedure has yielded societies that are successful
from some points of view, but that do not reflect the strengths and desires of much
of the population.

In East Asia, intellect is also valued. And indeed, examination systems be-
gan in China before they were favored in other cultures. There is the difference,
however, that inherited characteristics are downplayed and the role of effort is
stressed. Over time, privileges have been granted on different grounds: sometimes
to those who come from a noble family; sometimes to those who succeed on ex-
ams, independent of background; and sometimes to those who have actually been
deprived of opportunity—perhaps because of an inequitable social class system.

It is against this background that I began my work on the study of intelligence
a quarter of a century ago. On the basis of my researches in developmental psy-
chology and neuropsychology, I had become convinced that a unitary view of in-
tellect—a single, unified, general intelligence—did not square with the best data
from psychology, biology, and anthropology. Indeed, after much study in these
and other scientific disciplines, I concluded that human beings are better de-
scribed as possessing a number of relatively independent intelligences, ranging
from the linguistic and logical ones generally stressed in school; to musical and
spatial intelligences, to intelligences about human beings—interpersonal and in-
trapersonal. All of us have these intelligences—that is what makes us human,

cognitively speaking. But no two of us has exactly the same profile of intelli-
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gences. That makes life interesting, but it also runs in the face of an educational
system that treats all individuals as if they were the same, or tries to make them
all the same.

The theory of multiple intelligences must stand or fall as a scientific theory.
While many people have drawn educational implications from the theory, that is
not proper, strictly speaking. For instance, the fact that we may have 8 or 9 sepa-
rate intelligences does not tell us what to do in class on Monday, nor how to test or
what to test for. I have my own ideas about educational goals—but these do not
follow directly from the claims of the theory as a scientific endeavor. Indeed, no
scientific theory or finding ever translates directly into any educational practice—
it is always secondary to the statement of a particular goal.

Multiple intelligences theory is often taken as a justification of the arts. To
some extent, this inference is an appropriate stance, because certain of the intel-
ligences—like musical—are closely tied to the arts; and most intelligences can be
put to artistic uses (spatial is involved in painting and sculpture, linguistic in po-
etry, bodily-kinesthetic in dance, etc). Still, one can embrace the theory without
insisting on an arts education. Endorsement of the arts is fundamentally value
judgement. And any intelligence can be put to an artistic or nonartistic use. Thus
language is fundamental to poetry, plays, novels, and the like, and yet it also
serves nonartistic ends, as in the writing of this preface. 1 endorse arts education
not because I am a theorist of multiple intelligences, but because the aris are a-
mong the wonderful creations of human beings and I want all growing persons to
have access to them.

How does the theory of multiple intelligences relate to the two questions that
I raised initially? Clearly, such a theory recognizes a much wider range of human

possibilities. 1 have joked that the kinds of intelligences valued in most
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schools-linguistic and logical-predict best who will be a good law professor. And
they probably do. To the extent that an adult worker is involved in teaching law,
the standard, unitary “IQ” view of intelligence is fine. However, most of us do
not become law professors, lawyers, or professors-nor do most of us wish to. On-
ly the theory of multiple intelligences is adequate to explain how individuals arrive
at a dizzying variety of adult roles—from orator to physician, from athlete to ac-
countant, from poet to politician, from sailor to craftsman to clinician or hunter.
An educational system informed by MI theory is likely to recognize the many tal-
ents of young persons and to guide them to professions and avocations that can
make use of their particular spectrum of intelligences.

And what of the allocation of scarce resources? So long as everyone is com-
peting to be the best future law professor, only a few persons will be satisfied and
the rest will be frustrated, discouraged, unhappy, alienated. But it is possible
to think about resources in very different ways. Suppose we were to focus instead
on the wide variety of roles and jobs that exist in any culture of any complexity.
Suppose, further, that we did not hierarchize these professions, with law profes-
sor at the top of the list and, say, craftsman or dancer or clinician at a much lower
point. Rather, we offered each growing individual the full spectrum of possibili-
ties. We could guide individuals toward jobs and roles where they would be pro-
ficient and where they would gain genuine satisfaction.

I stress this last point for a reason. It would be possible to embrace MI theory
and yet continue to value the same small number of cultural roles. Indeed, one
could create a set of tests and repeat—on a larger scale-all of the problems that
have been attendant on the use of the 1Q test during the century since it was first
devised. This is why, once one turns to education matters, science is inevitably
blended with political matters. It would sadden me if MI theory became dominant

and yet we did not change the nature of what we value in schools and in the broad-
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er society. It would please me if MI theory became prominent and we began to
value the broad range of human intellectual faculties and achievements.

1 was fortunate to make several trips to China in the early and middle1980s.
I was very impressed by the arts education that I observed at that time; some of
my reflections were presented in an autobiographical book called TO OPEN
MINDS. The subtitle of the hardback version of that book is “Chinese Clues to
the Dilemmas of American Education. ”

During my visits to China in the 1980s, multiple intelligences theory was
not well known. Since then, some of my books have been translated into Chinese
and there have also been various conferences on the topic. I have also had the
opportunity to work in the United States with colleagues like Zhilong Shen, who
have an interest in MI theory and practice. I am gratified by this attention to my
work; Ilook forward to trips to China where I will have a chance to see for myself
what is being done and to confer with colleagues who share an interest in issues
of education and the mind.

I am very pleased and gratified that my friend and colleague Professor
SHEN Zhilong has carefully prepared this study of me and my work. We share a
love of education, the arts, and the human spirit. 1 hope that this book will help
bring attention not only to a new scientific theory but also to the ways in which it

might help to bring about a society in which we would want ourselves and our
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