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1. Ever since IQ measurement was imported into the U.S. aroud 1910, the history of IQ research has
very much been the history of scientific racism. IQ tests were originally invented in France but their
designer, Alfred Binet, saw them as diagnostic tests to identify which children needed some extra help
in school, for instance, because of economic background. IQ, as we implicitly understand it today, is a
U.S. social construction. (It is a welcome development that its popularity seems to be in decline.)

2. IQ, as it is conceptualized by those who regard it as a scientific concept, is supposed to have a biological
basis. Therefore, the intuition goes, it is immutable. Finally it is typically supposed to be inherited.
Finally, a fair number of IQ researcher claim that it intrinsically differ between races, that is, average
IQ differs for innate rather than socio-economic or cultural reasons. It is widely recognized that these
claims are controversial. But it is not widely recognized that most of them are demonstrably false.

• In the next segment of the course we will have a full discussion of intelligence and IQ, whether
even the former is well-defined. We will note problems with the design of IQ tests and spend some
time on the heritability of IQ and what that means.

• The most important issue is the following: in the U.S., there is a disparity in average IQ scores
between whites and African-Americans. The question is whether this is due to some biological
racial difference or due to factors such as class differences and various forms of racial discrimina-
tion. In particular, note that this difference in scores has not uniformly been seen between races
or mixed-race groups in other countries.

• After that we will return to a more substantive analysis of race and IQ. In particular, we will see
why group heritability is nonsense from a scientific perspective.

• Meanwhile, in the present context of a discussion of the science of race (this segment of the course),
we will examine the history of the use of claims about IQ to subordinate African-Americans.

• This is entirely a U.S. story even though some technical developments were imported from U.K.
and there were marginal contributions from Canada.

• Of course, if race is not biologically well-defined, the prospects of inherited racial IQ are dim—
but not entirely inconsistent. It could be true that IQ is inherited for each individual. Moreover,
the social concept of race, perhaps just ethnicity, could identify discrete social groups. So, from
individual inheritance, we could end up with inherited group differences in IQ. (If this argument
appears opaque, wait till we have our later lecture on race and IQ.) Of course, this is a fairy tale.
But I am illustrating the philosophical point that there is nothing incoherent about inherited
racial/ethnic group IQ just because races are not biologically well-defined.

• Our critiques of the various claims and agendas will use the techniques of philosophy of science.
Our own agenda is to generate deep skepticism about any and all racial generalizations and also
to generate a pervasive wariness about any claim of the inheritance of a complex human trait
(such as a behavior).

• Of course, all this is yet another way to challenge genetic reductionism and point out its weak-
nesses. Thus this segment of the course builds on our earlier discussions.

3. Let us track the history of IQ-based scientific racism backwards. As we shall see, outbreaks occur
about once a generation. It is as if U.S. society needs reassurance that the pathologies of racial power
in our society are not due to our social and political failures but due to deeper biological causes beyond
our control. Our discussions of these episodes will be short, given that books can be (and have been)
devoted to the topic.

• Stephen Jay Gould’s (1996) Mismeasure of Man is particularly recommended.
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4. The most recent major episode of IQ-based scientific racism was the publication of Nicholas Wade’s
2014 book, A Troublesome Inheritance: Genes, Race and Human History.

• Wade was a retired science writer whose career encompassed work in respectable, indeed promi-
nent, publications: Nature, Science, New York Times.

• Wade argued that science was too politically correct to accept and admit what recent genetics
has supposedly revealed about race.

• This “science is too politically correct” trope is standard fare for defenders of scientific racism.

• Reminiscent of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Wade divides up the human population
into three races (though he is not consistent about this—sometimes he adds others): sub-Saharan
Africans, East Asians, and Caucasians.

• In each of these supposed races natural selection is supposed to have selected for different features:
the elements of civilization (democracy, enterprise, etc.) in Caucasians, acquiescence to autocracy
in east Asians, and tribalism in sub-Saharan Africans.

• What’s most remarkable about Wade’s book is the complete lack of evidence. (And, at some
points, in rare bouts of honesty, he admits that he is purely speculating.)

• Biologists and anthropologists found the book pathetic; some (white) psychologists and economists
praised it.

• More than a hundred biologists signed a letter to the New York Times Book Review (August
8, 2014) claiming that Wade had misinterpreted much of genetics and genomics and, in several
cases, their own work: https://cehg.stanford.edu/letter-from-population-geneticists

(last accessed 03-April-2020).

• We should wonder to what extent Wade’s work should make us wary even of as prominent scientific
venues as Nature and Science as well as question the credibility of New York Times. Disclaimer:
the book was neither published nor endorsed by any of these publications; reviews published in
them were, if anything, hyper-critical.

5. For the next earlier great episode, we go back to the mid-1990s, the publication in 1994 of The Bell
Curve by Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray (1994).

• Recall the context: this is when Newt Gingrich and the Republicans were using their power to
end welfare as we knew it over the mild objections of President Clinton.

• In the case of Herrnstein, attempts to connect race to IQ go back to the early 1970s, to the first
outbreak of scientific racism after the liberating social upheavals of the 1960s had led to the Civil
Rights Act (1964).

• Back then, Herrnstein made the following argument (and a similar one occurs in The Bell Curve)
without supporting data:

– In each of different racial groups in the U.S., IQ scores routinely follow a normal distribution
(that is the bell curve). This is neither controversial nor particularly interesting.

– There is a difference in the means (averages) of these distributions, again an observation that
is not controversial.

– This difference is due to biological differences. We have left facts for speculation now.

– The relevant biological factors are genetic. Therefore, they can be inherited and their effects
cannot be changed. Here we embrace the fallacy of genetic reductionsism.

– Racial disparities cannot be helped. We just must learn to live with them. Really, what
Herrnstein was trying to do is justify these disparities under the veneer of explaining them.

• Two aspects of the 1994 book are different. The first is that there is a subtle change in argument.
The second is that, now, the argument is supposed to be supported by reams of data.

• The change in the argument is that we now focus is now on different classes. Based on a trivial
statistical analysis (multiple regression) the argument is that racial rather than economic differ-
ences explain the IQ disparities. After that there is a leap into the causal claim that race is the
relevant explanatory variable.
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– Remember, here, that statistics by itself, that is when not augmented by other assumptions,
reports correlations and their strength, the goodness-of-fit to a curve, and so on: they do not
reveal causality. However, what Herrnstein and Murray are doing here is also standard in
some parts of psychology and the social science. This is precisely why these sciences do not
have the same epistemic status as the natural sciences.

• The reams of data are, to put it bluntly, hogwash to impress those who do not have the requisite
scientific background to judge their worth.

– Gould (1994) makes this point beautifully, noting how reviewer after reviewer shied away
from technical assessment of the book’s claims.

• The book seemed to be designed to serve the purpose of ending measures such as welfare; it helped
destroy the last vestige of LBJ’s Great Society dreams

6. Finally, let us return to 1970, the earliest episode we will consider here because that is when our modern
form of IQ-based scientific racism took its mature form.

• The mature argument, unlike the pre-World War II versions of scientific racism, relied very much
on the statistical measure of heritability which was only introduced in 1943.

• We will examine the concept of heritability in some detail in a later lecture. Suffice it here to
note that the prime fallacy of behavioral genetics: a high value of heritability for a trait shows
that it has a genetic etiology. This fallacy became standard for IQ researchers in the 1950s and
1960s who were prone to give a hereditarian account of IQ.

• The innovation of the late 1960 and early 1970s was the second fallacy of racial science: that it
makes sense to talk about heritability of group traits.

• In this argument the fallacious inference to genes from heritability then allowed a claim that group
IQs cannot be raised, that we cannot boost the scholastic performance of groups. In paricular,
we cannot do so for African-Americans.

• This was the argument of Arthur Jensen’s (1969) “How much can we boost IQ and scholastic
achievement?,” the locus classicus of modern scientific racism.

• In one version or another, all future attempts to connect IQ to race would follow Jensen’s lead.
The extent to which Jensen’s claims actually had a pernicious influence on policy is an empirical
question. (I do not know of a thorough investigation.) However, what it certainly did is enable
myths about IQ and race to persis in public political discourse, for instance, through conservative
think tanks.

• It also led to a thorough intellectual analysis of heritability: this is the work of Marc Feldman,
Oscar Kempthorne, David Layzer, Dick Lewontin, and others to which we will return in a later
lecture.
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