
What Is Personality? – Week 1  

 

Define personality  

What Is Personality?  

• Personality shapes our lives in many ways; determines whether you think skydiving or reading a book is more fun and 

predicts whether you usually arrive 5 minutes early or 15 minutes late.  

• Personality can forecast who – at least on average – lives a long life and who doesn’t, who is successful at work and who 

isn’t, and who has a happy marriage and who doesn’t; it can suggest that certain careers might be a good fit or that certain 

romantic partners might not be  

• Personality describes someone’s usual pattern of behaviour, feelings, and thoughts. By usual, we mean how someone acts 

across time or across situations. For example, how would you react to skydiving? Most people will have some fear of 

jumping out of an airplane, but some people are exhilarated by the jump while others are terrified. The same situation 

elicits different reactions in different people because people have different personalities. To be indicative of personality, 

this reaction should be fairly consistent: someone who is terrified of skydiving on Tuesday should also be terrified on 

Friday. If they’re not, their reaction might be due not to their personality but to a difference in the situation (maybe the 

plane on Tuesday was in great condition and flown by an experienced pilot, but the plane on Friday was a rusty claptrap 

flown by a high school student who just got his pilot’s license).  

• If risk taking is part of your personality, this tendency should also be similar across different situations. If you are inclined 

to jump out of airplanes, you also are probably more willing to go cage diving with great white sharks or drive a race car 

than your more cautious friends.  

• Personality includes human tendencies we all share but also considers how we differ from each other. Everyone tasks some 

risks, but some take more and some take less; understanding your own comfort with risk taking will also help you 

understand other people.  

• Some individual differences in personality are relatively easy to quantify. For example, we can describe someone as 

“neurotic” (someone who worries about flying in a plane, much less skydiving) or “calm” (someone who doesn’t worry 

much about anything). Using a personality questionnaire, for example, we can determine how neurotic or calm someone is 

compared to others.  

• Personality psychologists have identified five personality factors that explain much of the individual variation in 

personality. Although this “Big Five” system is incredibly useful, it can’t possibly include every personality trait. There 

are other ways of identifying personality, from unconscious defence mechanisms to views of the self to motivations.  

• No personality system can truly capture all of the unique differences among people and their life experiences. That is, each 

person’s psychology is incredibly complex. 

• Personality psychology aims to define and measure what it can, while acknowledging that will not be everything.  

• Personality is shaped by many factors, including genetics, parents, peers, birth order, and culture.  

• Personality psychology deals with a lot of fundamental questions about who we are and how we got that way; it touches 

on topics important across many different areas of psychology, including developmental psychology (How does personality 

change as we get older?), neuroscience (How can we see personality in the brain?), clinical psychology (What is the 

relationship between personality traits and mental health issues?), and industrial-organisational psychology (Do good 

workers have certain personality traits?).  

• Personality is a “hub” topic, at the centre of the web of subareas within psychology.  
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more conscientious? How is this transformation best represented mathematically? By turning attention beyond fixed traits 

located within the individual, and toward everyday motives, interests, and behaviours, personality researchers are now 

pointing to the complexity of human personality and to the necessity of considering the broader context of personality.  

• Interestingly, even proponents of the Big Five approach to personality generally find it expedient to turn to additional trait 

descriptions to describe personality fully. (They do this even when talking about common traits). Sometimes these are 

called subfactors or facets, but they all involve a further elaboration of the Big Five model. For example, anxiety and 

depression are closely related aspects of Neuroticism, but clinicians treating anxiety disorders and depressive disorders 

find the distinction to be a very significant one. In fact, different psychotropic drugs may be prescribed to treat the two 

conditions – for example, Valium for anxiety and Prozac for depression. The fact that these drugs act in different ways in 

the brain suggests that Neuroticism may prove to be too broad a factor. But if anxiety and depression turn out to be two 

variants of what can go wrong with the same underlying neurological system, then the superordinate category Neuroticism 

may prove correct after all.  

Understand the distinction between traits and types.  

Distinct Categories or a Continuum?  

• Most people don’t score at the extremes of traits – only a few people are 100% extraverted or 100% introverted – so most 

score somewhere in the middle. For that reason, it’s better to think of traits as a continuum instead of categories. Although 

labels such as extravert and introvert can be useful, they leave behind a lot of important information. Someone who scores 

on the 40th percentile on extraversion, for example, is technically an introvert, but not as much as someone who scores at 

the 5th percentile. In research, the whole score is usually used, similar to the percentile you got for each of the Big Five 

when you got your own results. We use labels such as extravert for the sake of simplicity, but keep in mind that the label 

captures a wide range of above-average extraversion scores from the 51st to the 99th percentile. In general, results about 

extraverts will apply even more strongly to someone with a very high score (the 99th percentile) than to someone with 

merely above-average score (the 51st percentile).  

• Students often wonder if scoring high on one Big Five trait makes it more or less likely they will score high (or low) on 

another. For example, are introverts also more neurotic, on average? Yes, they are: neurotic people are less extraverted, 

less agreeable, and less conscientious. Extraverts are higher in agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to 

experience. However, this is not always the case – these correlations are fairly weak, so it’s definitely possible to be a 

neurotic extravert or a conscientious introvert.  

Does the Big Five Translate Across Other Cultures? 

• Does the Big Five “work” in other languages and cultures? It seems to work pretty well. Schmitt and his colleagues 

translated the Big Five Inventory into 28 languages and administered it to individuals from 56 nations, finding the same 

five personality domains. Researchers have also used the lexical method to identify adjectives in other languages that 

describe personality and cluster together just as the Big Five does. For example, Spanish has a “Big Seven” with two factors 

more unique to Spanish (positive valence and negative valence) and the last five similar to the Big Five. In Chinese, the 

first four of the Big Five stay the same, but openness to experience is replaced by a different trait called interpersonal 

relatedness.  

• Overall, most languages have domains for extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness, with more variation in 

whether neuroticism, or openness is included and whether a domain capturing traits related to honesty and humility is 

added. Research using Big Five measures has been conducted in countries on every continent except Antarctica. 

• Do animals have the Big Five personality traits, too? The answer appears to be yes. For example, cats show differences in 

emotional reactivity (similar to neuroticism), affection (similar to agreeableness), energy (similar to extraversion), and 
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differently when she’s there to help her younger brother with his homework, compared to when she stays late at swim 

practice.  

• Thus, although early behaviourists such as Skinner rejected the notion of humans having free will, behaviourism does not 

necessarily rule out the idea that humans can make impactful choices.  

How Learning Shapes Behaviour  

• Dan Freedman sat on the bench in the museum, so exhausted and sore after just 10 minutes of walking that his brother had 

to find him a wheelchair. Once vigorous and healthy, Dan had gained weight gradually over the years. That day in the 

museum, he weighed 230 pounds and, at age 50, had been diagnosed with diabetes and had the signs of early heart disease.  

• Today, Dan weighs 175 pounds – without surgery, pills, or extreme exercise. Instead, he follows a program that rewards 

good behaviour. Every morning, he weighs himself on a special scale that sends the information via Twitter to other 

participants in his program. When he lost weight, they congratulated him, and he did the same when they lost weight. He 

used a computer program to count the calories of his meals and log how many minutes he’d walked that day, allowing him 

to see the progress he was making toward his goal.  

• Why did this work? In brief, because people do what they are rewarded for and avoid doing what they are punished for. 

The weight-loss program that worked for Dan is based on the principles of behaviourism, a branch of psychology that 

focuses on (relatively) simple explanations for outward behaviour and is unconcerned with the inner workings of the mind. 

It’s a direct contrast to psychoanalytic theories, which put the unconscious mind at the centre. Behaviourism documents 

how our personalities are built by the rewards and punishments we receive throughout our lives – how we learn to behave. 

It’s also the basis for programs to improve child behaviour, treat addiction, and help people sleep better.  

• Behaviour is a key basis for personality. Extraverts like to talk; agreeable people like to help; neurotic people cry more; 

people high in openness to experience try new things; conscientious people work efficiently toward goals. Behaviourism 

explores how people learn to behave, and thus helps us understand how personality is shaped through the environment. 

This can occur by direct reward or punishment, but it often occurs through social learning: learning how to behave from 

watching others’ behaviour. From a behaviourist perspective, individual differences in personality are due to social learning 

that occurs in the environment (including culture, peers, and family). Well-known behaviourist B.F. Skinner believed that 

personality was the result of someone’s learning experiences. For example, someone high in Big Five agreeableness might 

have been rewarded for helping others, and punished when she didn’t. Through many of these experiences, she learned to 

behave like a highly agreeable person. We use agreeableness and conscientiousness because they are influenced by family 

environment somewhat more than other traits.  

• Although strict behavioural approaches to personality are no longer central to mainstream personality science, these 

approaches are still very useful for understanding some mechanisms for how personality can be created or shaped. Learning 

shapes behaviour, and patterns of behaviour are a central aspect of what we call personality. For example, a child who is 

showered with praise and never disciplined – in other words, spoiled – is likely to develop narcissistic traits. So how exactly 

does learning shape behaviour, and thus personality?  

• Our experiences and what we learn from them have a great impact on our behaviour and personalities. Operant conditioning 

observes that we do what we have been rewarded for and avoid what we have been punished for. Classical conditioning 

describes the process in which we learn to associate one thing with another. Behaviourism has led to practical solutions to 

common problems including better treatment for addictions and depression and more straightforward ways to influence the 

behaviour of animals and people. It also provides a deeper context for understanding personality traits such as 

conscientiousness, which is, at base, the ability to focus on long-term rewards, instead of short-term rewards. Behaviourism 

doesn’t explain all personality or behaviour, but understanding learning is a powerful tool for understanding ourselves and 

others. Using behaviourism can help you overcome bad habits, sleep better, become a better parent, and train your pet.  
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humanistic psychology focuses more on conscious thought, positive emotions, and lived experience than psychodynamic 

theories. Maslow theorised that humans must fulfill their needs in a certain order. The hierarchy is usually illustrated with 

a pyramid, with the most fundamental needs at the base and each higher need built upon them.  

Implicit Motives  

• Near the top of Maslow’s pyramid, just below self-actualisation, are the needs for belonging and self-esteem. Once basic 

physical needs are accounted for, people started to focus on these motives. But which is more important to you: self-esteem 

or belonging? And are you fully aware of your own motives?  

Three Major Implicit Motives  

• Murray came up with a list of 27 implicit motives, but by far the most research has centred on three: power motive, 

achievement motive, and affiliation motive. When the motives were first named, they were called needs (as in “need for 

achievement”) and were abbreviated nAch, nAff, and nPow. Power and achievement overlap with Maslow’s need for self-

esteem, and affiliation is similar to Maslow’s need for belonging. 

• Someone high in achievement wants to accomplish things – usually on her own and without help. She will prefer 

moderately challenging tasks – not so hard that they cannot be accomplished and not so easy that she doesn’t gain a feeling 

of accomplishment. For example, she might be more interested than others in participating in competitive sports. Detectives 

on police shows, such as Olivia Benson on Law & Order: SVU, are high in achievement motive. When Detective Benson 

solves a challenging case, she has a strong feeling of accomplishment.  

• Someone high in affiliation motive values relationships with others. He wants to be around people, especially when he will 

be accepted and happy. In negotiations or conflicts with others, he is better able to make concessions and end the conflict. 

He is more likely to have a satisfying job and family life and to cope well with stress, and is more likely to be religious. 

He won’t necessarily be high in extraversion (be outgoing or assertive), as affiliation focuses more on just a few close 

relationships and that can be important to both extraverts and introverts. The characters of Edward and Bella from the 

Twilight series are high in affiliation, as they are intensely focused on the tight bond of their relationship. A meta-analysis 

found that women on average are higher in implicit affiliation motive compared to men. 

• Someone high in power motive wants to have an impact on others and does not like others having an impact on her. She is 

not necessarily more assertive or less likeable, but she seeks to influence others’ beliefs in more subtle ways, such as 

appearing more competent and persuasive. Someone who puts her name on her dorm door, frequently argues with others, 

or runs for student government is likely to be high in power motivation. Men high in power motivation prefer mates who 

are dependent on them and favour friends who are lower in status than they are. People high in implicit power motive are 

more likely to boast about themselves on Facebook and more likely to post pictures of themselves in business attire or 

formal wear. College students high in power motive are more likely to want to become entrepreneurs or managers. When 

power-motivated people do not gain the status and control they crave, they show signs of stress such as muscle tension and 

high blood pressure.  

How do implicit and explicit motives affect behaviour?  

How Do Implicit and Explicit Motives Affect Behaviour?  

• Implicit motives are, by definition, mostly unconscious. They differ from explicit motives – motives people are aware of 

that can be measured by responses to direct questions. For example, a questionnaire might ask about how much someone 

wants to affiliate with others, and this can be compared to their affiliation motive in the stories they told in the PSE. 

Surprisingly, a person’s explicit and implicit motives are often quite different. Someone who writes stories high in 

affiliation motive (an implicit motive) is no more or less likely to endorse affiliation goals on a questionnaire (an explicit 
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Demographics and Lifestyle  

• It is not unusual to hear someone say, “I can’t stand a Capricorn, but I’m really attracted to an Aries”. The speaker is relying 

on astrology – using celestial bodies and the signs of the zodiac (an imaginary belt of the heavens) – for clues about 

personality. Astrology began well over 25,000 years ago, when many ancient peoples believed their fate was written in the 

stars. Today, astrology usually charts the positions of celestial bodies at the time of a person’s birth in an attempt to predict 

the person’s characteristics and fate.  

• It is not impossible that celestial happenings influence human behaviour; for example, the moon affects the tides, solar 

radiation affects magnetic fields on earth, and the earth’s position affects the weather. But astrology has relied mostly on 

superstition and faith rather than on any rigorous scientific analysis. It has no known scientific validity. The stubborn 

popularity of astrology reminds us of the willingness of many people to accept almost any explanation of personality. 

• Nevertheless, in attempting to understand an individual, it is generally helpful to ascertain various sorts of demographic 

information – age, cultural place of birth, religion, family size, and so on. All such information relevant to population 

statistics helps provide a framework for better understanding the individual. The assessment of a 22-year-old should 

generally be different in its conduct and interpretation than the assessment of an 80-year-old. But, by itself, demographic 

information can be misleading, as in the case of twin brothers who share all the demographic characteristics but have 

different personalities. 

• To gain a good understanding of an individual, we need to know the person’s cultural milieu and cultural identity. this is 

especially true if the culture is outside the mainstream. For example, the Black Panthers, who emerged from the civil rights 

movement of the 1960s, were often seen by the dominant culture as troubled and aggressive rebels, even though the 

Panthers were rarely violent and were heavily involved in social programs benefiting their communities. Similarly, gay 

men and lesbians in the United States are increasingly influenced by gay culture, especially in large cities like San 

Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York. A gay individual’s unusual (nonmainstream) pattern of behaviour might 

erroneously be attributed to his or her personality if the relevant culture were not taken into account. 

• These demographic and cultural groupings are not directly psychological and so do not fit smoothly into most personality 

theories. On the other hand, personality psychologists too often overlook such societal influences. For example, the fact 

that there were so many communists in Russia in the 1920s, and so many hippies in California in the 1960s, and so many 

divorces in the United States in the 1970s are best explained in terms of social and societal factors rather than through 

notions that the individuals involved had communist personalities, or rebellious personalities, or divorce-prone 

personalities.  

Online Internet Analysis of Social Media and Big Data  

• Large, data-rich organisations ranging from Facebook to Amazon to national security agencies are trying to assess your 

personality based on what you do online in general, and on mobile devices in particular, so that they can understand social 

networks, sell you things, or see if you are a terrorist threat. That is, online Internet analysis of social media and of other 

digital traces like phone contacts is the newest method of personality assessment. 

• The term big data refers to data sets so large that they can only be collected and analysed by computers. Whereas studies 

in personality psychology used to study hundreds of people, big data studies of personality can study millions of people.  

Obviously, millions of data points cannot be individually examined or rated or analysed by researchers; instead we uncover 

patterns. For example, one study analysed millions of posts from 70,000 Facebook users, examining the words in users’ 

posts on status updates. These Facebook users had also enrolled in a personality app. It turned out that extroverts tended to 

use social words like “party” but introverts tended to talk more (in their posts) about reading and computer activities. 

People who were more emotionally unstable (neurotic) and low on conscientiousness (low on prudence and self-control) 

were much more likely to use four-letter swear words.  
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data with multiple, repeated measurements – over both short and long intervals – are needed to fully test the predictions 

derived from the model.  

• Second, personality traits are implicated in niche-building processes that promote continuity. Niche building encompasses 

at least three different processes whereby people (a) create, (b) seek out, or (c) end up in environments that are correlated 

with their traits. Once in a trait-correlated environment, the environment may have causal effects of its own, promoting the 

persistence of trait-correlated behaviours and cutting of opportunities for change. More detailed data are needed about the 

nature of these processes over time.  

• A third, related factor that facilitates increasing personality consistency with age is the process of developing, committing 

to, and maintaining an identity. Identity development facilitates personality consistency by providing clear reference points 

for making life decisions. Strong identities serve as a filter for life experiences and lead individuals to interpret new events 

in ways that are consistent with their identities. Likewise, to the extent that a person’s identity becomes known to others in 

the form of a reputation, it leads others to treat the person in ways that are consistent with his or her personality. Future 

research should integrate indices of identity strength and clarity into longitudinal designs to better test the long-term 

consequences of identity structure on personality development. 

• Fourth, normative-development changes in personality may contribute to increasing personality continuity across the life 

course. Traits associated with the domains of Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability not only increase 

with age, they are also positively correlated with increased personality consistency; that is, people who are interpersonally 

effective, planful, decisive, and considerate are less likely to change. Although there is no obvious explanation for this 

replicated finding, one possibility is that Agreeable, Conscientious, and Stable people are better equipped to deal with 

social-developmental challenges across the life course. They have more personal capital in the form of increased resilience 

that allows them to master more efficiently the life challenges that they face and to recuperate more quickly from aversive 

and disappointing life events that they encounter. In contrast, their more brittle counterparts may be more susceptible to 

the influence of their environment. The robust finding that some people are more prone to change than others calls for 

research that systematically tests reasons for it.  

The Corresponsive Principle  

• Personality trait development is not a continuity-versus-change proposition. Rather, continuity and change coexist due to 

the corresponsive principle, which summarises the empirical observation that the most likely effect of life experience on 

personality development is to deepen the characteristics that lead people to those experiences in the first place. For example, 

if people assume more leadership positions because they are more dominant, then they will become more dominant through 

their experiences as leaders. The corresponsive principle links two mutually supportive life-course dynamics: “social 

selection”, wherein people select environments that are correlated with their personality traits, and “social influence”, 

wherein environmental experiences affect personality functioning. According to the longitudinal data, the traits that 

“select” people into specific experiences are the traits that are most “influenced” in response to those experiences (e.g., the 

personality trait of dominance selects people into jobs that involve resource power, and employment in such jobs further 

increases dominance). That is, life experiences do not impinge themselves on people in a random fashion causing 

widespread personality transformations; rather, the traits that people already possess are changed (i.e., deepened and 

elaborated) by trait-correlated experiences that they create.  

Personality Effects on Social Development  

• Two events have served to make research on personality trait development more vibrant. First, developmental 

psychologists have begun to measure personality traits, rather than ignore them. Second, personality psychologists have 

become increasingly interested in relating measures of personality traits to something besides other personality measures. 
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Schizophrenia  

• Josh Nash was sure he was saving the world. A brilliant mathematician, he used his code-breaking skills to help CIA agents 

work against the Soviets during the Cold War. Night after night, he poured over newspapers to find the secret messages 

the Soviet agents were sending to each other.  

• As exciting as this secret life was, there was a catch: the papers he obsessively read were just ordinary newspapers, and the 

espionage existed only in Nash’s head. He didn’t actually work with the government; these thoughts were part of his 

struggles with schizophrenia, a mental disorder characterised by delusions. Nash’s life, from the lows of his schizophrenic 

delusions to the high of winning a Nobel Prize for his work on game theory, are chronicled in the book and movie A 

Beautiful Mind.  

• People with schizophrenia can experience hallucinations, or hearing or seeing things that are not even there; Nash believed 

he was interacting with government agents who did not exist. Most the time, hallucinations involve hearing things, not 

seeing things. Schizophrenia can also entail delusions, such as someone believing an elaborate plot will trap or humiliate 

him. 

• To be formally diagnosed with schizophrenia, someone must have experienced symptoms for at least a month. Other classic 

features of schizophrenia include “disorganised speech” (e.g., rambling or odd speech or newly created words – sometimes 

called “word salad”), disorganised or catatonic behaviour (i.e., an inability to move), and flat effect (i.e., not feeling any 

emotions). It’s important to know that schizophrenia has nothing to do with multiple or “split” personalities, contrary to 

some portrayals. 

• The personality profile associated with schizophrenia is low levels of extraversion, conscientiousness, and agreeableness. 

This pattern is even evident in the initial stages of schizophrenia, suggesting that this personality profile is not simply a 

consequence of schizophrenia.   

Eating Disorders  

• Eating disorders are psychological problems surrounding eating. Anorexia nervosa, often simply called anorexia, is the 

desire to maintain a very low body weight – not just thin but skeletal. People with anorexia have a severe fear of getting 

fat; their body weight is so important that it becomes central to how they see themselves. They sometimes become so thin 

they develop kidney or heart failure. Some literally starve themselves to death.  

• Bulimia nervosa, often simply called bulimia, includes binging and purging. People with bulimia eat a lot of food all at 

once, even though they know they shouldn’t. They then throw up, use laxatives, fast, or exercise intensely to rid themselves 

of the calories.  

• Anorexia and bulimia are not as distinct as they sound. Many people with anorexia also binge and purge, and some people 

switch back and forth between anorexia and bulimia.  

• The typical personality profile for someone suffering from an eating disorder is the familiar one of high neuroticism and 

low agreeableness. This eating disorder personality profile is not found among people who are simply trying to lose weight 

in a program such as Weight Watchers.  

• People with eating disorders fall into three distinct personality types. The “resilient/high-functioning” group’s personality 

profile is no different from that of a normal population. They are average people who develop eating disorders but continue 

to function reasonably well. 

• “Undercontrolled/emotionally dysregulated” people often become emotional and do impulsive things. They have high 

neuroticism (the emotional dysregulation) coupled with low conscientiousness and low agreeableness (the undercontrolled 

part – similar to impulsivity). This group is more likely to binge and purge.  

• Last, an “overcontrolled/constricted group” has high neuroticism, high conscientiousness, and low openness to experience. 

These last two traits indicate overcontrol – someone becomes so controlled that she cannot experience new things. This 
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historical context; that is, the explanations can change depending on the particular persons, histories, and situations 

involved. 

Investigate how the concept of social, emotional, and multiple intelligence can be used to understand 

behaviour. 

Social Intelligence  

• People differ widely in their cognitive abilities, but does such information help us better understand their personalities? 

Many of the concepts we have discussed coalesce in the idea of social intelligence. The idea is fundamentally quite simple: 

just as individuals vary in their knowledge and skills relevant to many aspects of their lives (for example, in mathematical 

ability, in musical aptitude, in reasoning skills, and so on), they also differ in their level of mastery of the particular cluster 

of knowledge and skills that are relevant to interpersonal situations – their social intelligence. 

• This approach claims that people vary in their abilities to understand and influence other people. Some are diplomats while 

others are boors. The construct of social intelligence tries to capture the ways in which individuals differ from one another 

in their interpersonal skills. 

• This distinction can even be seen in nonhumans. Foxes from a population that had been selectively bred for friendliness 

and lack of aggression toward humans were able to use cues from a person’s pointing and gaze to find hidden food, while 

the foxes not selectively bred for these traits made no use of these social cues. The genetically distinct friendly, 

nonaggressive foxes showed skills in interaction with humans that can be seen as a component of social intelligence, even 

though humans have evolved some additional specialised skills of social cognition.  

• Individuals have specific emotional abilities to deal with other people, an ability termed emotional intelligence. For 

example, some people are empathic while others are clueless, and some people are charming while others are rude. 

Psychologist Daniel Goleman (1995) claims that emotional intelligence has five components: being self-aware, controlling 

anger and anxieties, being persistent and optimistic in the face of setbacks, being empathic, and interacting smoothly with 

others. Another prominent approach conceptualises emotional intelligence as comprising the four related abilities of 

perceiving, using, understanding, and managing emotions. That is, some people do a good job in perceiving emotions in 

themselves and others; using emotions to aid their thinking; understanding emotional signals; and managing emotions so 

they can achieve their goals. Various self-report measures of emotional intelligence have been developed, but there is 

evidence that such self-report measures of emotional abilities are of limited applicability, because they do not reflect real-

time social competence as measured by a performance test. It is better to see what social skills individuals actually can 

perform.  

• Howard Gardner, a prominent educational psychologist interested in educational implications of individual differences, 

devised a theory of multiple intelligences that has become influential in the field of education. This theory claims that all 

human beings have at least seven different intelligences – seven different ways of knowing about the world – and that 

people differ from one another in their relative strengths in each domain. Gardner’s seven intelligences include knowing 

the world through language, logical-mathematical analysis, spatial representation, musical thinking, bodily-kinaesthetic 

intelligence (control of one’s body as a gymnast might have), understanding of the self, and understanding of others. Under 

Gardner’s approach, each person is characterised by a profile of intelligences rather than by a single, global measure of 

intelligence (such as an IQ). Gardner rejects traditional intelligence measures as too narrow. He claims that they usually 

reflect people’s differential abilities in one or two of the ways of knowing, but pick up almost no information about their 

abilities in the other spheres. The multiple-intelligences approach is focused on the variety of domains in which people can 

be intelligent – the social intelligence approach is focused on the social-interpersonal domain. But both social/emotional 

intelligence researchers and multiple intelligence researchers argue that individual differences in people’s abilities in the 

social-interpersonal domain should be viewed as a sort of intelligence – that these abilities form internally coherent clusters 
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• Because we each have different experiences, each individual speaks a unique version of his or her native language, called 

idiolect. The idiolect is a form of self-expression and thus a part of personality. This peculiarity has allowed historians and 

literacy critics to attempt to determine whether all the Shakespearean plays were written by the same person and which 

books of the Bible come from one voice. Of course, the greater the similarities between any two people in terms of factors 

such as where they have lived, where they were educated, their social class, religion, and interests, the greater the similarity 

is likely to be between their idiolects. Variations between groups of people who share regional characteristics or cultural 

characteristics create distinct dialects. When two groups speak related but distinguishable dialects, dialect can be an 

important aspect of group identity. Within some African American communities, for example, group identity is supported 

by speaking Black English – and members who “talk White” are viewed as abandoning their roots. During childhood, 

preference for an unfamiliar person is more strongly determined by the person’s accent matching that of the child’s 

community than by the person’s race matching that of the child, demonstrating the importance of dialect as an aspect of 

identity.  

• The everyday concept of “accent” focuses on pronunciation, but the concept of dialect is much more comprehensive, 

encompassing variations in vocabulary and unique synaptic forms as well. For example, there are many subcultural 

differences in slang terms. 

• Language allows people to maintain a strong identification with their group; the dialect of a subcultural group like a street 

gang serves many of the same social functions as the technical jargon within a narrow scientific specialty. In both cases, 

members of the group use words and expressions that are unique to the group or have special meanings within the group. 

Language can, therefore, be used both to assert the speaker’s membership in the group and to prevent outsiders from 

understanding communications among members.  

Creating a Culture through Shared Language  

• An interesting example of the importance of shared language in creating a culture comes from the Deaf community. There 

is a “culture of the Deaf” to a much greater extent than there is a culture of the blind, at least partially because deafness 

seriously interferes with the ability of most deaf individuals to communicate with larger society (i.e., with those who cannot 

communicate in sign). People who are blind also face many extra difficulties in everyday life, but they are not especially 

impaired in using the common language of the community at large. Although the Deaf community shares a language within 

the group but not outside it, it differs from the more common ethnic and regional and linguistic communities because often 

the hearing families of the Deaf community’s members are not fully part of the same community. The Deaf community is 

clearly part of the larger culture, and deaf children readily learn the larger culture. Yet the differences that do exist help us 

to step outside our usual perspective and become like fish who can learn that the world is not entirely aquatic.  

Language and Thought  

• Why should it matter what language people speak, as long as all the parties to a conversation can understand and express 

themselves? As noted, the issue of identity is central, with language functioning as an expression of cultural solidarity. But 

language also functions as an influence on how people communicate and, to some extent, as an expression of the worldview 

of their culture. What can be easily expressed, and what must be included in an utterance, varies among languages. For 

example, the Swedish language has a limited vocabulary for emotion words (relative to English). Hebrew, the oldest 

language revived for modern use, makes relatively less use of abstract terms, pressing its speakers to use concrete ones. In 

some Native American languages, the form (shape) of an object being acted on changes the form of the verb used. In all of 

these cases, the requirements of the language become part of how the speaker casts an intended communication into words, 

as well as how those words are interpreted by the listener. Anyone who has ever tried to translate a prose passage (or, worse 

yet, a poem) from one language to another soon becomes aware of how enormously difficult it is to preserve the meaning 

while shifting the language.  
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