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Stanton Wortham  0:06   
Welcome back to the second season of Pulled Up Short. We're excited to have you back with us for 
another set of episodes that challenge fundamental assumptions, leading us to question our positions 
on certain issues that we take for granted in everyday life. We're excited to start this season with 
Howard Gardner. We also have Ken Gergen on whether or not individuality is even possible; Anna 
Stetsenko on whether we should stop teaching in schools altogether, because teaching is a bad idea; 
Andy Hargreaves on social class; and Bill Damon on the concept of purpose. So we're very pleased to 
have you with us, and we hope that you enjoy.  
 
Welcome to another episode of Pulled Up Short. Thanks very much for being with us. Today, we're 
thrilled to have Howard Gardner, a professor at Harvard, longtime leader of Project Zero, originator 
of multiple intelligences theory, and author of dozens of wonderful books. Howard, I understand, 
you're gonna talk to us a little bit about simplicity and science and how we think science is about 
discovering simple accounts of things, but it's not that simple. 
 
Howard Gardner  1:17   
Stanton, thanks for having me on this program. Your invitation got me to reflect more explicitly about 
something that I've come to learn the hard way over the last decades, and that is, basically simplicity is a 
good thing. We shouldn't make things more complicated than they are. Particularly if you're a scholar 
and trying to understand something, you want to be able to communicate it clearly to other people, 
and that certainly calls for a simple approach.  
 
And yet, even when I developed what I'm best known for, the theory of multiple intelligences, and 
tried to put it forth in a straightforward and simple way, I discovered that this is extremely difficult to 
do. It was routinely misunderstood both by my colleagues, and by what we might call the general, 
educated public. I had to do continuous reformulations and different efforts to try to get the ideas 
which I thought were very simple across. While I don't want to give up, I now realize that simplicity is 
a very complicated matter, and that it's something you can never achieve completely. The only 
question is whether you should cease trying, and I've decided not to cease trying. 
 
Stanton Wortham  2:40   
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Yeah, I hear you. It sounds as if you thought you were striving for what scientists are supposed to do, 
which is a simple, elegant account of the phenomena. And you thought you had succeeded in 
articulating that. But somehow, once the ideas got out into the world, the simplicity refused to stay 
put. 
 
Howard Gardner  2:57   
Right, well, let's get become concrete. About 45 years ago, I was given the opportunity to put together 
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So it sounds as if there are two different levels at which simplicity and complexity are operating here. 
First, as a scientist, you took on the task, as many do of trying to articulate something in as simple 
terms as possible to capture the phenomenon you are after. Your summary there was quite clear and 
concise about there being multiple forms of intelligence, multiple different ways that people are able 
to reason and process their experience as relatively separate functions, as opposed to one core 
intelligence. I know, having read this book of yours and others - the first book of yours I read was The 
Mind's New Science, and it was an extraordinary work of bringing together such a diverse range of 
scientific research. You were able to articulate it very clearly, and so I know you're particularly good at 
this - 
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pseudoscience. It has no foundation in reality, and it's very dangerous to stigmatize people in this way." 
Fortunately, other people also criticized it, other scholars, and the program was removed.  
 
Another thing which is a bit more whimsical, but it happens every month: I get a message - usually it's 
from Asia. I won't mention the countries, but it's from all over Asia, saying, "We have a 
dermatoglyphic measure." This is a measure of fingerprints, and they will look at your fingerprints and 
tell you which intelligence you have, which ones you lack, and what your life goal is. Of course, I don't 
believe in fingerprint analysis in general, but even if it had something going for it, it has nothing to do 
with multiple intelligences whatsoever. So I have a standard note I send about this, and I have a 
standard note on my website, Multiple Intelligences Oasis. It's pretty clear to me that people who 
believe in fingerprint analysis are not going to take my demurral very seriously. And this raises the 
biggest question really, which I hope that the people who are listening to this podcast will think about: 
How much time and in what way do you address these misunderstandings and misapplications? I 
mean, at the extremes, you could say, "Look, I developed the idea. I'm not responsible for how it's 
used." Einstein might have said that in 1905, but when it came down to the atomic bomb, he couldn't 
wash his hands of it, and I'm certainly no Einstein. But you could say, the application to theory is 
somebody else's business. I have colleagues who won't even talk to the press. They've been stung, and 
they say, "I'm just not going to do that." On the other extreme, you could be like a fire brigade, and 
every time that somebody says something wrong or misleading, you could try to answer it. Then you 
get nothing else done, or worse, and thank God had never done this, you could monetize your ideas, 
and create a line product. Many people in the softer social sciences do that. Then of course, you have 
to tend the store, and every time anybody says something wrong, you sue them. I have no interest in 
doing that. So I've tried to walk a line between letting this overpower my life and saying, "Look, this is 
none of my business that people want to misapply. It's their problem. But it's hard to navigate, and I 
am always trying to decide what to do. 
 
Stanton Wortham  17:00   
I can see that that puts a scientist in a difficult position. So you have to deal with your colleagues and 
their reception of your ideas. But as I said, we have routines for how we adjudicate those kinds of 
disputes. But once your idea gets out into the public, it's a much more complex ecosystem. Those two 
cases you described were disturbing. You have people who have their own essentialist nations of ethnic 
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try to encourage the accurate, positive, and constructive use of ideas, whether they come from the 
sciences, humanities, or the social sciences, because the problems I described are as true for people who 
do historical analyses or linguistic analyses, as it is for people who do physics or biology. We've worked 
on these ideas - Bill, Mike, and I - for almost 30 years. Good Work in a nutshell (again, a simplification, 
but it's been less misunderstood) consists of three E's. It's work that is technically excellent; it's work 
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A very good question, Stanton. I think that we need to understand that even though our goal is 
simplicity and elegance, and everybody who works in fields would agree with that, there inevitably be 
going to be complexities, not only in how we reach the simplicity, if we do, but in how people try to 
understand but often misunderstand what it is that we're trying to do. To the extent possible, when 
we're presenting, we should try to anticipate those misunderstandings. Ten years after I published my 
book, I put out an article, which is my most cited article, "Multiple intelligences: Myths and 
Messages." There, I explicitly laid out some of the things we were talking about: seven 
misunderstandings. I couldn't have done that in 1983. It took me ten years to understand the 
complexities. Maybe if I'd been cleverer, or given more talks beforehand, I would have been able to 
anticipate them.  
 
I do think that we live in an age where there's so many media options available, not just the blogs that I 
talked about, but social media and so on, that there are opportunities to sort of nip a 
misunderstanding in the bud, which would have been less likely when I was trained many decades ago. 
I wouldn't want to deny the complexities, but I certainly wouldn't want to spend all my time as a 
firehouse dog running after them. You have to find a balance. In addition to the blogs and writings 
that I do, I have some colleagues, three in particular, who are experts in multiple intelligence theory. 
When I get an inquiry or when I get a question, I often ask them if they would like to take it on. One 
of them even publishes a newsletter - Tom Hoerr - on multiple intelligences. And similarly with Good 
Work, which is what I'm spending all my time on now, and Good Play, I have a whole team of people, 
some of whom, you know, like Lynn Barendsen and Wendy Fischman, who can help me with this. 
Now, scholars differ enormously on this dimension. Some scholars are very, very solitary, and they 
almost by definition don't have a single individual or group to turn to. Others have a large group of 
students, and of course, there, they can get a lot of help. I'm somewhere in between. 
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cover myself and figure out what could be the spots that I'm not paying attention to? But how do we 
make that not into a paralysis for folks who are just starting out to do this? 
 
Howard Gardner  26:49   
That's a very important and difficult question. Because as a teacher for many years and as a supervisor 
of dozens and dozens of doctoral students, I think that part of my job is to assess and gauge how much 
criticism a student can take and in what form. I'm going to make misjudgments, but you get better 
over time. It's equally bad to be the ultimate economist and to destroy a first year doctoral student, as 
it is, and sometimes at the school that you're going to teach at, to try to push everybody through no 
matter what. And then when they get through, you know, they fall flat on their face, because they 
haven't been subjected to hard criticism. I value very much what I call critical friends - people who I 
know and trust like Damon, Csikszentmihalyi, and my wife, Ellen, who won't be out to destroy me, 
but will tell me when I'm full of crap. And Ellen doesn't hesitate to do that. But at the same time, you 
know, they're on your side, and that you can you can only cultivate over time. Of course, nowadays, 
anybody who wants to be a scholar lives in the world of peer review, and peer review certainly doesn't 
err on the side of being kind. You know, you send a grant application to NIH, NSF, or OERI, and you 
don't feel very good after you read the comments. It's a line that you have to draw for yourself.  
 
One interesting thing is when you're a young scholar, the way I was, people get a certain amount of 
prestige by giving you a boost. So when I wrote my early books, people say, "Oh, there's this interesting 
young scholar, and he doesn't have a university affiliation" because I didn't for a long time, and they 
boost you. Then when you get to be more of a target, you know, the fun comes from saying, "This is a 
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associates told me about it, I just ignored it. I think a more profound question is, "To what extent 
should people post their findings before they've been peer reviewed?" And when I first heard about 
this option ten years ago, I was very strong that I think it's a bad idea to post anything before it's been 
peer reviewed. I don't do much peer review anymore, so I don't have as a strong feeling about it. But I 
guess what I would say to both you and to Stanton is that there's lots of stuff that's wrong with our 
professions, and there's lots of stuff which is wrong with our institutions. But both our professions 
(and professor is a kind of profession, as is law, medicine, and journalism) and institutions (universities 
are institutions the way churches and museums are) have been built up over hundreds, if not 
thousands of years. They're very precious human creations. They're much easier to destroy than to 
rebuild. There's lots wrong with peer review, but if we got rid of it, then anything would go. So as an 
old person, and somebody who is conservative on these matters, I'm happy to see my grandchildren on 
FaceTime. But I don't think scholars should spend a lot of time trying to do serious work on these 
media. And I think if you're misunderstood it's probably better to ignore it, than to engage in 
discussion. In fact, you could say, "Look, if you want to engage in this seriously, let's do this in in a 
form that suited for it, and not one where we're restricted to 180 characters." 
 
Gabrielle Oliveira  32:32   
I
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Next week, on Pulled Up Short, we're thrilled to have Ellen Winner with us discussing whether art and 
science are in fact, opposites. We have a tendency to attribute emotions and creativity to art, logic and 
reason to science, but Ellen's gonna argue that this dichotomy really doesn't hold up at all. Hope to see 
you then. 
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