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Preface

Why, you might well be asking, would anyone want to write (or read) yet another book on the subject of intelligence? After all, our bookstores and libraries are awash in books cataloging the evils of IQ testing, on the one hand, or advising us on how to achieve higher scores on the other. Magazines and op-ed pages are regularly peppered with competing opinions about the role of testing in our public schools, colleges, and universities, and hiring decisions—all issues that evoke disturbing and controversial questions about genetics, race, and class in America. And then there are the battles over affirmative action, sometimes civil but more commonly virulent, that rage over talk radio and the Internet. What could there possibly be left to say?

Well, perhaps what is needed is a fresh perspective—something that I will offer in the following pages. I am a practicing clinical psychologist with more than 30 years of experience administering, interpreting, and teaching about IQ tests. In the course of my work, I have learned that much good can come from this practice. But I have also seen considerable potential for harm. Some of these negative effects I have observed firsthand; others have become clear to me as I have followed with great interest the public debate over race, class, and IQ.

What strikes me most about these debates is the fact that they are never resolved. For more than a century, advocates on both sides have been making exactly the same arguments, predictable almost entirely from their political leanings. But despite the quantity of ink spilled and the volume of the rhetoric, no one seems to have addressed the most basic questions. Where did this notion of intelligence come from in the first place? Why does it seem so compelling to us? And how in the world did scores on IQ tests (or their equivalents) come to be considered the legal equivalent of merit in modern America?

It is to answer these questions that I have written Inventing Intelligence. The story of how Americans became infatuated with the idea of intelligence is a fascinating saga in and of itself. It is also a near-perfect example of how supposedly objective scientific concepts are in fact subject to social and cultural influences. In addition to being intrinsically interesting, the story of IQ in America helps to put into perspective some of our most daunting social problems. In the last three chapters of the book, I use the historical perspective developed in the first nine to step back and offer my own informed assessment of how we might more productively view the intertwined issues of intelligence, heredity, and merit. It is my hope that understanding how Americans came to worship at the altar of IQ might be a first step in resolving our vitriolic, unproductive, and interminable wars about intelligence and its measurement.
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Chapter 1

Worshipping at the Altar of IQ

The image is iconic—the wild halo of white hair, the rumpled suit, the enigmatic smile, the piercing eyes. It adorns tee shirts, coffee mugs, posters, and advertisements for everything from eyeglasses to SUVs.1 Seven times it has graced the cover of Time magazine, most recently under the banner “Person of the Century.” The image, of course, is instantly recognizable as that of Albert Einstein, widely known, in the words of Time, “as both the greatest mind and paramount icon of our age.”2 Some readers undoubtedly wondered why a newsmagazine chose to honor a theoretical physicist as the most influential person of the twentieth century. There were, after all, so many more obvious choices—statesmen like Winston Churchill or Franklin Delano Roosevelt, great moral leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi or Nelson Mandela, even tyrants like Hitler and Stalin. In my view, however, Time's selection of Einstein as “Person of the Century” reflects one of the most significant cultural trends of our era. Albert Einstein is the perfect symbol of America's century-old love affair with intelligence.

Most Americans recall vaguely that Einstein proposed something called the “theory of relativity.” When pressed, some of us may even be able to dig around in our memories and unearth the formula e, = mc2. Few, however, could explain what these symbols actually mean or why they are considered so important. (Indeed, the New York Times claimed in 1919 that there were no more than 12 people in the world who could truly understand Einstein's ideas.)3 No, it was not the brilliance of his theories that made Einstein such a cultural icon. What he was really famous for was being smart. In the words of the Time cover story, Einstein's “face [is] a symbol and his name a synonym for genius.”4 Genius. Much more than his actual scientific work, it is Einstein's reputedly outsized intellect that has galvanized the popular imagination.

Few outside the scientific community had even heard of this obscure Swiss patent examiner until 1919, when astronomer Arthur Eddington presented to London's Royal Society the first experimental confirmation of the theory of general relativity. “REVOLUTION IN SCIENCE: NEW THEORY OF THE UNIVERSE,” blared the headline in the London Times.5 And suddenly Einstein's name was on everyone's lips, his reputation for genius circling the globe. On his first tour of the United States in 1921, adoring crowds thronged to greet him. His name was featured in popular songs and movies, and on one occasion he was even invited to perform at Variety at the London Palladium.6 (One has to wonder what sort of entertainment the theory of relativity would have provided!) Einstein, it appears, had become a genuine international rock star.

But, as I have noted, it was not the content of Einstein's theories that most people found so compelling; it was the magnificence of his mind. Even today, more than 50 years after his death, the name “Einstein” remains a synonym for genius. And I believe it is no accident that the popular frenzy over Einstein's brilliance coincided with another development, the introduction into the United States of an exciting new psychological tool: the IQ test. The idea that experts might actually be able to measure the mind sparked a national obsession with the idea of intelligence that has persisted to this day. And so the iconic image of Albert Einstein, the greatest genius of the century, seems an appropriate picture to keep in mind as we begin to explore the origins of American's enduring fascination with IQ.7

AMERICA'S LOVE AFFAIR WITH IQ

In the eyes of most modern Americans, intelligence is IQ. Psychologists, we have been told, can use their mysterious tests to peer deep into our minds, magically uncovering the secret of how smart we really are. Character, talents, achievements—all pale in comparison with the all-powerful IQ score. Take, for example, Marilyn vos Savant, familiar to the 79 million readers who regularly receive Parade magazine with their Sunday newspapers. Since 1986, vos Savant has written a weekly column for Parade, offering advice on every conceivable topic. “I work at a restaurant in a large city,” wrote one reader. “You'd be amazed at the attitudes and actions I encounter every day…. Can you suggest how diners should behave in a restaurant?” “Why are humans so drawn to diamonds?” asked another. “I say that romantic love isn't rational, and it can cause all sorts of senseless behavior. Am I wrong?” queried a third.8

And what is it that makes Marilyn vos Savant so uniquely qualified to answer such questions? There is only one reason: she is listed in the Guinness Book of World Records as having the highest IQ score ever recorded. Never mind that this record is based on a nonstandardized test put out by an obscure group known as Mega, supposedly the world's most selective organization of geniuses. Ignore the fact that test scores at the extreme ends of any distribution are notoriously unreliable. Forget that vos Savant graduated 178th out of her class of 613 in high school, married young, failed to finish college, and by her own report reads very little. None of this is meant to downplay her very real accomplishments; by all accounts, vos Savant is a sensible and grounded woman, and she has won several awards for her work in the fields of education and communications. But her fame came, in the words of journalist Julie Baumgold, “only because of the glory of that number.” If vos Savant has “the highest IQ ever recorded,” surely she must be an expert on everything under the sun.9

It is perhaps not surprising that we regard people with high IQ scores as smarter and more knowledgeable than the rest of us. There seems to be little harm in this assumption; such abilities are, after all, what these tests purport to measure. But our national love affair with intelligence actually goes far deeper, and its implications are arguably less benign. Many Americans regard IQ as the primary indicator of basic personal worth. Individuals with high IQs are perceived as somehow better than other people. As early as 1922, testing pioneer Lewis Terman proclaimed that “there is nothing about an individual as important as his IQ, except possibly his morals.”10 The passage of time has done little to moderate this assumption. In his fascinating history of the SAT, for example, journalist Nicholas Lemann observed that SAT performance has come to be “a scientific, numeric assignment of worth which…lodge[s] itself firmly in the mind, never to be forgotten.”11 (Indeed, I can still remember my SAT scores from nearly 50 years ago. I would venture to guess that many of my readers can do the same.) So firmly ingrained is our cultural identification of intelligence with personal value that eminent psychologist Jerome Kagan has ruefully termed IQ “our modern substitute for saintliness, religiosity, [and] courage.”12 A big burden to put on one little number.

Few of America's opinion makers find reason to challenge this cultural assumption that IQ reflects innate individual worth. Most of them, after all, take it for granted that they dwell among the cognitive aristocracy. A 1995 London Times article by psychologist Richard Lynn perfectly expresses this smug belief. “Virtually all the readers of this article will belong to this intellectual elite,” Lynn wrote. “Don't imagine the rest of the population are like you. They aren't.” Victor Serebriakoff, former president of the high IQ society Mensa, once proclaimed that “there is no more fascinating discussion to most people than a discussion of ‘the smarts’ and who has them and who doesn't.” Easy for Serebriakoff to say, of course; he could be confident that he and his fellow Mensa members would most likely come out on the top of any such comparisons.13

But even confident and outspoken high achievers can become strangely uncomfortable when asked to provide concrete evidence of their own presumed cognitive superiority. Esquire magazine once asked a group of notable individuals to take the SAT and then attend a party at which their scores would be publicized. The reaction was horrified. “Oh, the humiliation would be just too intense,” demurred Midge Decter. “Could I send my son instead?” “That is too humiliating. No! I won't! God forbid, no! It would be a trauma!” stammered Irving Kristol. “NO!!!” Susan Brownmiller gasped. “I'm coasting on my high school IQ.”14 Even IQ testing enthusiast Daniel Seligman refused to provide information about his own test scores. Writing about his experience in taking an individually administered IQ test, Seligman admitted rather sheepishly, “I decline to state the number on the bottom line. I do insist on mentioning, however, that the scores were adversely affected by my age…. I may go back for a retest.”15

If even the movers and the shakers find themselves anxious about what their IQ scores might reveal about their real abilities, what about the rest of us? Well, it seems that almost everyone worries from time to time about how smart they are. For example, an astounding 95 percent of the respondents to a 1969 survey admitted that they sometimes compared their intelligence with that of others.16 And you don't need to be a rocket scientist to understand that not being smart is a pretty bad thing. Earlier in my career, I worked extensively with people who had been diagnosed with mental retardation. My clients made it very clear to me that this label was devastating to their self-esteem. “The retarded, they ain't good for nothing,” one young man told me. He might have been “retarded,” but he was certainly smart enough to understand that he had been tried by our intelligence-obsessed world and found lacking.17

Pushing the Cognitive Limits

In modern-day America, we assume that high intelligence is the primary prerequisite for leading a happy, productive, and prosperous life. And so it is not surprising that parents feel compelled to do everything possible to give their children that all-important cognitive edge. The common (mis)conception that IQ is determined largely by heredity has done little to stop this obsessive quest for higher test scores. Programs claiming to make children smarter have been around for years. Take, for example, Dr. Glenn Doman's Better Baby Institute in Philadelphia. “Not only is Doman convinced that every child should be a genius,” enthused one 1983 magazine article. “He's certain each one can be.”18 And so for several decades, anxious parents have been forking over hundreds of dollars to Doman's program, introducing children as young as eight months of age to reading, math, physical development, Japanese, and Suzuki violin. A well-publicized 1994 Carnegie Corporation report advocating appropriate environmental stimulation for young children provided even more
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