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SUPPRESSING INTELLIGENCE RESEARCH:
HURTING THOSE WE INTEND TO HELP
Linda S. Gottfredson

Research on intelligence is a tale o f good and evil, o r so the m edia
would have us think. We are presented as m ean-spirited pseudoscien
tists who are greasing the slippery slope to oppression and genocide
with their elitist racist ideologies about h u m an differences. O n the
other side are the earnest souls who would save us from those horrors by
exposing the unscientific and im m oral basis of the so-called “science”
of intelligence differences. Even w hen the science is conceded to be
accurate, it is often labeled dangerous an d irresponsible (Block &
Dworkin, 1974). If not life-imperiling, it at least threatens the founda
tions of Am erican democracy. In short, the world m ust be made safe
from intelligence research.
Perhaps ironically, institutional psychology has been busy doing just
that for over th irty years. The m edia can keep repainting its libelous
portrait of intelligence research only with the complicity of intelligence’s
mother field, psychology. Although intelligence tests are frequently cited
as psychology’s biggest success, psychology often treats researchers who
study the origins and consequences of individual and group differences
in general intelligence as its biggest em barrassm ent, the troublesom e
child or m ad uncle w hom a socially am bitious family would lock up
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or have disappear. In doing so, it has u n d e rm in ed th e in te g rity o f
psychological science, encouraged fiction-driven social policies th at
continue to disappoint and ratchet up blam e, and blinded us to the
daily risks and challenges faced by the less able among us.

A CASE STUDY IN SUPPRESSION: ARTHUR JENSEN AND
THE SILENCED MAJORITY
Psychology is n o t a m onolith, o f course, b u t a sem i-organized social
system governed by regard and reputation, often dispensed (as well as
coveted) by official representatives such as journal editors, awards com 
mittees, and association officers. It therefore seems emblematic that the
American Psychological Association (APA) has never given an award to
A rthur R. Jensen, the greatest contem porary scholar o f intelligence and
one of the fifty m ost “em inent psychologists o f the twentieth century”
(D etterm an, 1998; D ittm an, 2002, p. 29). N either has the newer but
more scientifically oriented American Psychological Society (APS).

Fair, Formidable, Fearless— and Correct After All
Jensen personifies the dedicated empiricist who seeks scientific truths,
not popular acclaim. He would rather be right than seem right, which
is personally costly w hen the tru th is unpopular. He in cu rred steep
costs by p u b lish in g and defending his 1969 Harvard Educational
Review article, “How Much Can We Boost IQ and Scholastic Achieve
m ent?” (Jensen, 1969), and he continues to incur costs w ith his subse
quent work. Recognizing that Jensen “will not receive the honors his
work merits from organizations like the American Psychological Asso
ciation,” editor Douglas D etterm an (1998) dedicated a special issue of
the journal Intelligence (“A King Among Men”) to honoring Jensen.
Peers wrote w ith the highest praise for the scientist and the m an,
and w ith outrage at the abuse Jensen has suffered for m aintaining his
scientific integrity. Despite repeatedly being abused by “thugs with
pens” and threatened physically, Jensen has “ [f]or m ore than 40 years
... unflinchingly strived to make psychology an honest science” (Scarr,
1998, pp. 227, 231). “Indeed, few people now alive have h ad m ore
im pact on the field” o f hum an intelligence (Sternberg, 1998, p. 213). As
a scholar, Jensen is “form idable” (D eary & Crawford, 1998, p. 274),
“exceptional,” “innovative,” “prolific” (Nettlebeck, 1998, pp. 233, 239),
“inspirational” (Rushton, 1998, p. 218), and “the quintessential scien
tist” (Kaufman, 1998, p. 253). He has “an ingenious ability to develop
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quantitative analyses that address fundam ental issues in highly original
ways that advance our knowledge of critical issues in the field” (Brody,
1998, p. 246); he does research of “exceptional thoroughness and scien
tific rigor” (Vernon, 1998, p. 267) that is “intensive, detailed, exhaus
tive, fair-m in d e d , tem p erate, and co u rag eo u s” (B ouchard, 1998,
p. 283); and he “has continued to blaze trails where others would n o t
lead b ut m any w ould later follow” (G ottfredson, 1998, p. 291). O ne
com m entator becam e “so thoroughly im pressed by Jensen’s e m p iri
cism, wisdom, and sense o f fairness” after reading Jensen’s “brilliant,
data-based, meticulous critique” o f the com m entator’s own work, one
that had m ade him “sweat” to see Jensen “so fam iliar with my w ork
and ... start his attack with smoking guns” (Kaufman, 1998, p. 250).
Detterm an (1998, p. 177) emphasized an “unusual” trait o f Jensen’s
“that [may be] impossible for Jensen’s critics to understand” but which
has allow ed him to prevail scientifically. It is n o t the “thick sk in ”
that m any peers m entioned, but Jensen’s “healthy agnosticism a b o u t
everything.”
For years, his critics have called him every name in the book
and have accused him o f all kinds o f biases and prejudices. In
fact, I have never know n anybody w ith fewer prejudices. The
biggest prejudices scientists usually have are those in favor o f
their own ideas.... However, Jensen has no loyalty whatsoever to
any theory or hypothesis even if they come from his own ideas.
He would gladly know the truth even if it proved him wrong. In
fact, he would be excited to know the truth.
Even into the late 1980s, Jensen assumed that only a small m inority
of experts shared his conclusions about intelligence. A handful h ad
agreed publicly w ith the suddenly “notorious” Dr. Jensen, the inveter
ate Hans J. Eysenck (e.g., Eysenck, 1971) being the m ost vocal am ong
them. M ore expressed their agreem ent only privately to him. A m ong
the “closet Jensenists” in psychology were lum inaries who could have
provided Jensen’s conclusions with strong and credible public support
but instead asked him n o t to reveal their views. Beyond these sm all
minorities, Jensen generally heard only resounding silence or condem 
nation from fellow psychologists.
The results o f a 1984 survey (Snyderm an & R othm an, 1988) o f
experts on intelligence and m ental testing therefore surprised even
Jensen. The experts’ m odal response on every question that involved
the “heretical” conclusions from Jensen’s 1969 article was the same as
his (Jensen, 1998, p. 198). The experts’ m ean response overestim ated
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test bias, however, because there is none against blacks or lower social
class individuals ( Jensen, 1980; Neisser et al.1996; Snyderman & Roth
man, 1988, p. 134; W igdor & Garner, 1982). Here, in abbreviated form,
are the survey’s major questions and the 600 experts’ responses.
Q: W hat are the im portant elements o f intelligence?
A: “Near unanim ity” (96 to 99 percent) for abstract thinking or rea
soning, problem-solving ability, and capacity to acquire knowledge
(p. 56).
Q: Is intelligence best described as a single general factor with sub
sidiaries or as separate faculties?
A: A general factor (58 percent, or 67 percent o f those responding;
P-71).
Q: W hat heritability w ould you estimate for IQ differences within
the white population?
A: Average estimate o f 57 percent (p. 95).
Q: W hat heritability w ould you estimate for IQ differences within
the black population?
A: Average estimate o f 57 percent (p. 95).
Q: Are intelligence tests biased against blacks?
A: O n a scale of 1 (n o t at all or insignificantly) to 4 (extremely),
m ean response of 2 (p. 117).
Q: Are intelligence tests biased against lower social class individuals?
A: O n a scale o f 1 (n o t at all o r insignificantly) to 4 (extremely),
mean response of 2 (p. 118).
Q: W hat is the source of average social class differences in IQ?
A: Both genetic and environm ental (55 percent, or 65 percent of
those responding; p. 126).
Q: W hat is the source of the average black-white difference in IQ?
A: Both genetic and environm ental (45 percent, or 52 percent of
those responding; p. 128).
Supposedly a fringe scientist, Jensen was actually in the mainstream
because the mainstream had silently come to him (Gottfredson, 1997a).
Meanwhile, public opinion was still being pushed in the opposite direc
tion, creating an ever-greater gulf betw een societal perception and
scientifically informed thought.

The Silent Majority
It is no mystery why so many experts in intelligence-related fields moved
intellectually in Jensen’s direction. New research, often conducted by
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researchers eager to prove him mistaken (e.g., Brody, 1992, p. ix), kept
supporting his conclusions. But why was the m igration seem ingly so
secretive? And why did Jensen’s colleagues keep silent while the m edia
prom ulgated clear falsehoods as scientific truths, especially w hen, as
Snyderman and Rothm an (1988) dem onstrated, the m edia portrayed
expert opinion on intelligence as the opposite o f what it really was?
Worst of all, why did Jensen’s peers tu rn away, or even throw a few
stones themselves, while a brethren scholar with whom they agreed was
viciously attacked?

Self-Serving Self Censorship
The ferocity o f attacks on Jensen after publication o f his 1969 article
signaled w hat could happen to anyone w ho violated the new taboo
against discussing the relation between intelligence and genes or race. If
any rem inder were needed, it was soon provided when H arvard psy
chologist Richard Herrnstein (1971) published an article in The Atlantic
Monthly arguing th a t social class inequalities are rooted p a rtly in
genetic differences in IQ, a speculation since confirmed (Rowe, Vesterdal, & Rodgers, 1998). Herrnstein did not m ention race, but was imm e
diately denounced as racist (Herrnstein, 1973).
In fact, one need not m ention either genes or race but m erely take
intelligence differences seriously to be accused o f racism. Early in my
career I reported that bright boys who had attended a school for dyslexics did n o t enter the usual high-level jobs (medicine, law, science,
and college teaching). They had nevertheless succeeded at a high level
by entering prestigious o r rem unerative occupations th a t required
above-average intelligence but relatively little reading or writing: spe
cifically, top m anagem ent and sales positions. A colleague accused me
of saying that “blacks can’t make it because they are dumb.” She taught
me that the taboo’s boundaries are broad but uncertain and that enforce
ment begins on its far outskirts.
It is understandable th at m any people keep far away from those
amorphous b u t stinging boundaries. Moreover, the farther one goes
into forbidden territory, the more num erous and more severe the sanc
tions become: first the looks o f disapproval and occasional accusations
of racism , th en greater difficulty getting p ro m o tio n s, funding, or
papers published, and eventually being shunned, persecuted, or fired.
Experiencing the first m ild sanction is enough to cause many to envi
sion the w orst and reverse course. As one chaired professor told me,
just seeing how Jensen was mistreated was enough to convince her, like
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others, to cease studying cognitive differences and switch fields in the
early 1970s.
Because individual and group differences in phenotypic intelligence
have substantial effects on so m any social phenom ena (e.g., G ordon,
1997; Lubinski & Hum phreys, 1997), intelligence is relevant to m any
fields o f psychological inquiry, am ong them education, child develop
m ent, paren tin g , health behavior, vocational developm ent, career
counseling, a n d p e rso n n e l selection. A voiding th e p h e n o m e n o n ,
therefore, requires actively walling it off in a great variety o f fields.
C om m on forms of self-censorship include intentionally om itting rele
v a n t facts o r fin d in g s fro m o n e ’s p u b lic a tio n s, ig n o rin g th em in
o th ers’, failing to draw obvious connections betw een phenom ena,
neglecting to dispute clear b u t convenient falsehoods and to perform
analyses that m ight produce the politically wrong answer, comm itting
a deliberate act of omission, to which one leading social scientist later
confessed (Coleman, 1990-1991). Researchers may also refuse to share
relevant data with other scholars who are willing to perform the polit
ically sensitive analyses that they are not, such as estimating the contri
b ution o f genetic differences to the m ean black-w hite IQ difference
(Rowe, 1997).
Cordoning off data, analyses, and conclusions according to the stric
tures of political correctness creates a safe distance between oneself and
controversial research and researchers, but it sim ultaneously isolates
those individuals and renders their research less credible to the scientif
ically uninform ed. As they become the untouchables, “prudence” com
pels some of the discipline’s inform ed members to distance themselves
from them or their ideas by casting aspersions, lest potential critics
th in k th a t they, to o , h a rb o r th e p ro s c rib e d th o u g h ts . T he best
inform ed, who are often called u p o n for expert com m ent, cannot
endorse clear falsehoods w ith o u t jeopardizing their ow n standing
w ithin th e discipline, b u t they som etim es d ispute m in o r issues in
a m an n e r th a t th e u n in fo rm e d m istake for w holesale repudiation
(Gottfredson, 1994a; Page, 1972).
Scientific societies also engage in various form s o f self-censorship,
presum ably to avoid tain tin g them selves by giving credence to the
disapproved person or idea. A lthough Jensen received honors before
his 1969 publication (Guggenheim Fellowship, fellowship at Stanford’s
Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences), he has received
none since then from Am erican psychology for his rem arkable scien
tific contributions. His only award in m ore than thirty years came on
the eve of his eightieth birthday in 2003: the Award for Distinguished
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Contributions in Individual Differences from the International Society
for the Study of Individual Differences, a small international society of
academic psychologists.
A m erican psychological societies have even w ithdraw n lifetim e
achievement awards from intelligence researchers, as did the APA in
1997 from the 92-year-old internationally eminent Raymond B. Cattell,
whom detractors accused o f scientific racism (Laurance, 1997) on the
eve o f the aw ard cerem ony. In like m anner, various scientific and
professional societies have invited Jensen to address their m em bers,
only to rescind their invitations when some critic objected. While APA
president in 1975, Donald Campbell urged participants at the annual
convention’s membership meeting to do “plenty of hissing and booing”
at Jensen’s invited address on test bias (Jensen, 1983, p. 308), APA’s
Board of Directors later forced Cam pbell to apologize to Jensen, but
then expunged the apology from its official minutes.
In fact, psychologists and their organizations often led the charge
against Jensen. One o f APA’s larger divisions (Division 9, Society for
the Psychological Study o f Social Issues, SPSSI) im m ediately orches
trated a m edia cam paign to discredit m any o f the m ain p o in ts in
Jensen’s 1969 article (Jensen, 1972, pp. 31-37). Psychologists at various
regional meetings that year also organized calls to censure Jensen and
expel him from the APA (Jensen, 1972, p. 39). SPSSI’s president a t the
time, M artin Deutsch, soon announced that he had found fifty-three
errors in Jensen’s article, “all unidirectional and all anti-black,” and that
there m ust be “some other motive, n o t scientific,” behind them . He
finally p rovided the list tw o years later after APA’s C om m ittee on
Ethical Standards intervened, but there were no errors among the fiftythree items (Jensen, 1983, p. 307). Psychologist Jerry H irsch (H unt,
1999, pp. 73-74) captured the tenor o f the tim e when he repeatedly
wrote and spoke about Jensen having “avowed goals” th at were “as
heinously barbaric as were H itler’s and the anti-abolitionists.” W ith
psychologists themselves loudly attem pting to extrude the “heinous”
Dr. Jensen from the discipline, it is no wonder that most others watched
in silent fear.
This may also help explain why professional associations have, with
a few exceptions (Jensen, 1983, p. 307), seemed deaf to requests for
assistance from m em bers targeted for harassm ent for their research.
These requests surged in the 1980s when some universities acceded to
demands that particular faculty’s intelligence research be suppressed by
banning requisite funding, blocking prom otions and m erit pay, requir
ing that lectures be given by videotape, instigating investigations for
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hate crimes, threatening dismissal, and the like (G ottfredson, 1996c;
H unt, 1999; Kors 8c Silverglate, 1998; Lynn, 2001; R ushton, 1994).
A lthough individual officers som etim es provide generous personal
su p p o rt (ex-APA p resid e n t R obert P erloff being one, in m y case),
timely institutional action to protect the targeted m em bers’ academ ic
rights has been rare because it requires, at m inim um , getting a majority
vote in one or m ore committees to take action that critics are likely to
block or protest.

Censorship for the Public Good
There are inter- and intradisciplinary squabbles th ro u g h o u t the sci
ences, and academe is no less im m une to petty politics and backbiting
than any other realm. But the social processes that suppress unpopular
intelligence research are extreme. They involve repeatedly violating the
m ost fundam ental norm s o f science, and often com m on decency as
well. The daily personal slights can be hum orous in hindsight, as when
colleagues stum ble over themselves to avoid being physically near the
shunned colleague. However, having form er friends violate the norm s
o f civility and science to destroy one’s career is not. Otherwise decent
people who behave indecently toward fellow scholars usually justify it
as a moral necessity. They are fighting evil, and proudly so.
Book and journal editors sometimes explicitly cite m oral necessity
to legitimate their holding “controversial” intelligence research to more
num erous and onerous standards before judging it worthy o f publica
tion or dissemination. For example, in explaining why he was rejecting
a paper I submitted to The Public Interest in 1986, editor Nathan Glazer
stated that, although finding it scientifically sound, there were social
“considerations” th at “overweigh the claims of social science.” (The
m anuscript described the em ploym ent inequalities that black-w hite
differences in general intelligence typically create under race-blind
hiring.) He would later write in The New Republic (Glazer, 1994, p. 16),
in response to publication of The Bell Curve (H errnstein 8c Murray,
1994), that:
O ur society, our polity, our elites, according to H errnstein
and Murray, live w ith an untruth: that there is no good reason
for this [racial] inequality, and therefore society is at fault and
we m ust try harder. I ask m yself w hether the u n tru th is not
better for Am erican society than the tru th .... For this kind of
truth, ... what good will come of it?

Suppressing Intelligence Research • 163

Perhaps more com m on than editors explicitly rejecting m anuscripts
on solely unscientific grounds is their (and their reviewers’) enforcing
m uch stiffer scientific standards for politically incorrect intelligence
research. W hen acknowledging their double standards, they usually
justify the practice as ethically required to prevent the research in ques
tion from causing harm , although w hat that harm m ight be is never
clear. Jensen’s files are full o f such reviews.
Consider, for example, the reason that Charles Kiesler, then editor
o f the American Psychologist (and APA’s chief executive officer fo r
m any years), gave Jensen for rejecting a paper he had subm itted to
that journal. After acknowledging that the m anuscript had “taken an
inappropriate length of tim e to make it through the review process,”
Kiesler stated that “My own feeling as Editor is that since this area is so
controversial and im p o rtan t to our society, I should n o t accept any
m anuscript that is less than absolutely impeccable.” One problem, he
suggested, was that “In this paper there is a hanging im plication th a t
any differences that are demonstrated to exist are genetic” (January 17,
1980, letter from Kiesler to Jensen). The paper had tested “Spearman’s
Hypothesis,” that m ean black-w hite differences in m ental test scores
are larger on m ore y-loaded tests, suggesting that the racial difference
lies principally in g, the general intelligence factor.
The claim o f protecting the nation and its citizens from h arm is
sometimes merely a self-serving pretext, but it m ight often be sincere.
The media and strident critics of intelligence research have for decades
demonized researchers like Jensen and have forecast the m ost despica
ble crim es against h u m an ity should their conclusions prevail. T he
implication o f ABC’s November 22, 1994, national newscast was surely
not lost on viewers when, while exposing the supposedly unsavory his
tory o f intelligence research behind The Bell Curve, news anchor Peter
Jennings followed p h o tographs o f Jensen and other supposed race
scientists w ith footage o f Nazi soldiers and what appeared to be death
camp doctors and prisoners. His broadcast illustrates how tab o o s
exercise control by triggering revulsion, not thought. To question the
accuracy o f the reportage or argue the m erits of academ ic freedom
would be tantam o u n t to indicting oneself for sheltering the evil th at
others would have us crush by any means possible.
Indeed, many people have treated Jensen as vile and dangerous. For
a long time Jensen received death threats, needed bodyguards while on
his campus or others, had his hom e and office phones routed through
the police station, received his mail only after a bom b squad examined
it, was physically threatened or assaulted dozens of times by protesters
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who disrupted his talks in the U nited States and abroad, regularly
found messages like “Jensen M ust Perish” and “Kill Jensen” scrawled
across his office door, and m uch m ore (Jensen, 1972, 1983, 1998).
Psychologists Richard H errn stein and H ans Eysenck also h ad such
experiences during the 1970s for defying right thinking about intelli
gence. Eysenck, for example, was physically assaulted by protesters dur
ing a public lecture at the London School o f Economics (Herrnstein,
1973; Rushton, 1994).
Critics have associated a belief in the hereditary basis o f intelligence
with evil intent so frequently and for so long that m erely m entioning
“IQ” is enough to trigger in m any m inds the words “pseudoscience,”
“racism,” and “genocide.” Even recent APA president Robert Sternberg
keeps this malicious association alive by regularly ridiculing and belit
tling empirically m inded intelligence researchers— for example, com
paring Jensen, in a book m eant to honor him, to a child who would not
grow up (Sternberg, 2003)— referring to their work as “quasi-science”
(Science and pseudoscience, 1999, p. 27) that has “recreated a kind of
night o f the living dead” (Sternberg, 1997, p. 55). In addition, he sprin
kles his descriptions with m entions of racism, slavery, and even Soviet
tyranny (e.g., Sternberg, 2003; see also Sternberg, 2000; Sternberg 8i
Wagner, 1993).
Critics have yet to explain why we should assume that a belief in the
heritability o f many hum an differences is dangerous and that a belief in
man’s infinite malleability is not. Why is the form er belief always yoked
to Hitler, but the latter never to Stalin, who outlawed both intelligence
tests and genetic thinking? Stalin killed at least as m any as did Hitler in
his effort to reshape the Soviet citizenry (Courtois, 1999). W hy does it
accord hum ans less dignity to acknowledge and accom m odate their
biological differences th an to deny them o r try to stam p them out?
Most im portant, why should we wager our collective future on assum
ing it safer to deny than to face the implacable empirical realities affect
ing our lives? Moral panics preclude such reflection.

THREE FICTIONS AND THEIR CASCADING DAMAGE TO
PSYCHOLOGY AND SOCIETY
Critics have moved the study of intelligence out o f the scientific realm
into a m oral one where they set the rules (Nyborg, 2003). Scientists
who flout their m oral strictures are judged scientifically misguided or
corrupt and thus stripped simultaneously o f both scientific and moral
authority. Those who flaunt allegiance to these rules are held up as
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good scientists, in both senses of the term . Most social scientists now
take for granted the new etiquette on w hat they m ust say and seem
to believe.

Fiction-Driven Science and Failed Social Policy
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Fear thinned the ranks o f empirically m inded intelligence researchers
when Jensen came under attack in 1969. Since then, graduate students
and young academics in related fields have been systematically social
ized by both m entors and m edia to avoid “sensitive” issues in intelli
gence research. The new tacit knowledge, or street smarts, for career
advancement in academe includes all forms of self-censorship described
earlier. The walls th at authors erect to seal off unw anted facts a n d
inferences about intelligence, genes, and race are so prevalent in schol
arly publications today th a t one tends to notice them only by th eir
absence. An a u th o r’s “connecting the d o ts” stands out, either as a
breath-catching breach o f etiquette or as a breath of fresh air, depend
ing on one’s perspective.
The unwanted facts are also kept at bay— “discredited”— by fictions
about the nature and origins of hum an differences. Three fictions have
been especially im portant; all are resolutely held (or at least professed)
by m ost social scientists and policy makers; all require them to defy
rather than work with empirical realities. One is the “egalitarian dogm a”
(Rushton, 1994) o r “egalitarian fiction” (G ottfredson, 1994a). T he
other two are “fam ily effects th eo ry ” and “passive learning th e o ry ”
(Rowe, 1997; cf. Scarr, 1997, on socialization theory). All were once
plausible hypotheses, but that was long ago. I describe them briefly in
order to illustrate later the cascading harm they cause.

Fiction 1: Egalitarian Dogma
The egalitarian fiction is that demographic groups do not differ meaning
fully, on average, in im portant abilities and aptitudes: that is, whatever
their current levels of performance, all groups are equipotential, both
now and in the future. Critics argue it would be demeaning and demoralizing to claim otherwise. The American black-white IQ difference is
this fiction’s key target. Data from large national samples shows th at
the black-white IQ gap is essentially the same at age three as later in life,
and at the end of the twentieth century as at the beginning: about 1.1
standard deviations (Gottfredson, 2003b). The gap has been im pervi
ous to social change, affirm ative action, secular rises in IQ (the socalled Flynn effect), and endless educational interventions (which was
one point of Jensen’s 1969 article). The lower average black IQ has yet

no definitive explanation, genetic or environm ental, b u t it is clearly
exceedingly stubborn. It is n o t a chim era o f test bias (Neisser et al.,
1996).
Tightly held and ferociously protected, the presum ption o f equipotentiality directs all explanation o f social inequalities toward m istreat
m ent or inequalities in the social environm ent. The fiction also guides
m uch social policy. For example, a foundational assum ption of much
em ploym ent discrim ination law and policy is that there w ould be no
racial differences in hiring and prom otion but for illegal racial discrim
ination by employers (Sharf, 1988). Unequal outcomes now trigger the
p resu m p tio n o f guilt, w hich em ployers m ust then disprove. As we
show, this leads to m uch m ischief in personnel psychology by fueling
impossible demands. One m an’s benevolent lie becomes another m an’s
impossible burden.

Fiction 2: Family Effects Theory This false th e o ry holds th a t differ
ences in cognitive com petence and educational perform ance can be
traced to differences in family advantage. Most efforts to equalize edu
cational achievement, therefore, attem pt to provide all students with
resources comparable to those o f middle-class families, ranging from
type o f in stru ctio n , advanced placem ent courses, and educational
funding to meals, role models, and aspirations. Like the egalitarian fic
tion, family effects theory locks our attention onto external influences,
apparently presum ing that m ost people are just passive, hapless lumps
of clay to be m olded by circumstance. This is key in propping up the
egalitarian fiction, because it “explains” the group differences in test
scores.
Differences in cognitive ability can, in fact, be traced partly to differ
ences in environments, but not to those in family effects theory. Behavior
geneticists distinguish between two types of environm ental influence:
shared and nonshared (also called between-family and within-family
effects). Shared influences are those that make siblings m ore alike. Possi
ble shared influences include parental income, education, childrearing
style, and the like, because they impinge on all siblings in a household.
N onshared influences are those that affect individuals and therefore
make siblings less alike. Little is yet known about them , but they might
include illness, accidents, nongenetic influences on fetal development,
and the concatenation o f unique experiences.
To the great surprise o f even behavior geneticists, shared environmen
tal effects on intelligence (within the broad range of typical environments)
wash away by late adolescence. IQ differences can be traced to both

genes (40 percent) and shared environm ents (25 percent) in early
childhood, b u t genetic effects increase in im portance w ith age (to 80
percen t in a d u lth o o d ) w hereas shared effects dissipate (P lo m in ,
DeFries, McClearn, & McGuffin, 2001). For example, adoptive siblings
end up no m ore alike in IQ or personality by adolescence than do ran 
dom strangers, and instead becom e sim ilar to the biological relatives
they have never met.
Scholastic achievement depends prim arily on cognitive ability so it,
too, is moderately highly heritable, with its heritability overlapping that
for IQ. Like IQ, academic perform ance increases in heritability w ith
age, but unlike IQ it continues to be shaped somewhat by shared influ
ences (Plom in et al., 2001, pp. 199-201). Equalizing shared environ
ments may be a legitimate goal in and of itself, but given the importance
of intelligence to learning it can do little to narrow differences in educa
tional achievement or any of education’s downstream correlates such as
occupation and income level.
In fact, despite reform , race an d class differences in educational
achievement remain large and not m uch different today than they were
decades ago. Still guided by its fictions, however, right thinking contin
ues to accuse schools o f failing th eir disadvantaged students and to
demand that they eradicate the achievement gaps forthwith. Under the
new No Child Left Behind Act, schools will be punished if they do not.
Currently one of the biggest puzzles for family effects theory is that
academic achievement gaps do n ot narrow even in settings where all
the supposedly im portant environm ental resources are present (Banchero & Little, 2002). For exam ple, its adherents are now arguing
among themselves (Lee, 2002) about the proper cultural explanation
for the large black-w hite achievem ent gaps that persist in the m ost
socioeconom ically advantaged, integrated, liberal, suburban school
districts in the United States such as Shaker Heights, Ohio (Ogbu, 2003)
and Berkeley, California (Noguera, 2001). Moreover, black-w hite test
score gaps (IQ, SAT, etc.) tend to be larger at higher socioeconomic lev
els. This finding contradicts the predictions of family effects theory. It
is consistent w ith g-based theory, however, because the latter predicts
that black and white children o f high-IQ parents will regress p art way
from their parents’ m ean toward different population means: IQ 100
for whites and IQ 85 for blacks.

Fiction 3: Passive Learning Theory This false presum ption is that intel
lectual ability is the sum total of exposures to opportunities to learn:
that is, the greater one’s exposure to relevant inform ation and good

instruction, the m ore one will know and the sm arter one will be. It is a
species of environm ental determ inism and required, in tu rn , to prop
up the other fictions. This theory p u rp o rts th at equalizing students’
opportunities to learn will equalize their learning.
The passive learning theory is false because som e people “pick up
ideas” or “catch on” m uch quicker than others (they extract m ore from
each o p p o rtu n ity ), and “fast” or “slow” learners usually rem ain so
th roughout their educational careers and adult lives. W hen students
are free to learn at their own pace, the brightest students often learn at
least five tim es faster than the slowest. To a large extent, th at is what
higher intelligence means. The theory is also false because people are
not merely passive learners, but seek out inform ation and select differ
ent opportunities to learn when given a choice.
The great spread of intelligence levels am ong high school students
predicts— and we actually observe— th at m any students perform at
least two to four grade levels above or below their grade in any given
core subject, whatever the instructional regime. The National Assess
m ent of Educational Progress (NAEP) vividly illustrates the very different
learning curves among students. For example, the ninetieth percentile of
nine-year-olds (~IQ 120) perform s in reading, m ath, and science at the
level of the tw enty-fifth percentile of seventeen-year-olds (~IQ 90)
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2000). Between-race differ
ences are not as large as within-race differences, o f course, but they are
still substantial. For instance, black twelfth graders average four to five
grade levels behind whites on NAEP tests of reading, m ath, and science
(Gottfredson, 2003b).
It is educational m alpractice to assum e th at all students benefit
equally from the same instruction. One-size-fits-all instruction impedes
learning among those for w hom the cognitive fit is poor. The instruc
tional style that m ost helps slow students (highly structured, concrete,
step-by-step in stru ctio n th at leaves no gaps for students to fill in)
impedes the learning o f bright students, who profit m ost from more
abstract, incomplete instruction that allows them to restructure infor
m ation in unique ways (Snow, 1996). Targeting instruction to students’
individual cognitive needs would likely improve achievement among
all, b u t it would not cause the slow learners to catch up with the fast.
The fast learners w ould im prove m ore th an the slow ones, fu rth er
w idening the learning gap betw een them and seem ing to m ake the
“rich richer.” This is currently politically unacceptable.

The Devolution o f Fiction-Driven Science
Fiction-driven policies have fallen far short of expectation in all arenas
of life where intelligence affects performance. They will continue to do
so. R ather than question the fictions, however, social scientists have
been revising their theories and reallocating blam e am ong external
forces for stifling talent in some demographic groups. For example, at
the tim e Jensen wrote his 1969 article, policy analysts still presum ed
that equalizing educational access and resources would equalize learn
ing and life chances for the disadvantaged. W hen that policy and subse
quent ones failed, theories o f inequality evolved from shifting the
presumed material causes o f social inequality to its psychic ones. Thus,
the proffered cures now include providing equal regard as well as equal
funding. N either public policy nor public science m ay yet consider
the well-documented role of intelligence. Clinging to its fictions, ideo
logically correct social science increasingly resembles the decaying
Ptolemaic theory of the heavens (Gottfredson, 2003d).
Psychology’s Ptolemaists seize every new straw of hope for explain
ing group differences in success w ithout recourse to ability differences,
no m atter how im probable in light o f the relevant evidence (e.g., ste
reotype threat; Gottfredson, 2002b). So, too, do they lunge for every
new environm ental nostrum for those presumably nonexistent ability
differences, no m atter how elusive or contrary to established evidence
the purported cure may be (e.g., the still-mysterious cause of the secu
lar increases in IQ, or “Flynn effect”).
At the same time they devoutly keep intelligence a “neglected aspect”
in th e ir w ork (Lubinski & H um phreys, 1997). A Common Destiny
(Jaynes 8c Williams, 1989) provides a highly visible example. It was the
work of a National Research Council (NRC) panel charged w ith cata
loguing the nature and sources of black-w hite differences in success
and well-being. As Humphreys (1991) describes, however, it failed even
to m ention IQ or ability differences or refer to work that did. O ther
high-profile task force reports have m entioned intelligence research
only to summarily dismiss it as noxious (College Board, 1999).
The fictions about intelligence essentially deny that it exists, which
virtually no one believes. Many people just want a m ore “dem ocratic”
view o f it. N ot surprising, psychology’s supply rose to m eet public
dem and, and the new egalitarian perspectives on h u m an intelligence
were instantly blessed by opinion makers. Chief am ong them are the
“m ultiple intelligence” theories by psychologists H ow ard G ardner
(1983, 1998) and Robert Sternberg (1997). The eager acceptance of
their theories by educators, psychologists, and others occurred despite

the lack o f credible evidence that their proposed intelligences actually
exist, th at is, as in dependent abilities o f com parable generality and
practical im portance to g. G ardner has rejected even m easuring his
eight intelligences, let alone dem onstrating that they predict anything
(Hunt, 2001; Lubinski & Benbow, 1995). Study-by-study dissections of
Sternberg’s multiple-intelligence research program reveal no such evi
dence (Brody, 2003a,b; G ottffedson, 2003a,c). If anything, they con
firm that all three of his proposed intelligences are just different flavors
of gitself, as probably are most o f G ardner’s (Carroll, 1993, p. 641).
Their em pirically vacuous (Kline, 1991; Messick, 1992) “m odern
understandings” of intelligence are now widely cited, however, as addi
tional scientific proof that the empirically m inded scientists of intelli
gence are hopelessly, stubbornly m istaken, especially if they pay scanl
attention to the new theories. Like the media, both Gardner and Stern
berg frequently ridicule the 100-year-old tra d itio n o f intelligence
research and pepper their discussions with allusions to its supposedly
unsavory adherents and undem ocratic values (e.g., Gardner, 1998, p.
23; Sternberg, 2003). The new theories thus advance on their political
appeal, n o t on any scientific m erits. The popularity o f the multipleintelligence theories am ong psychology’s consum ers m ay enhance
institutional psychology’s political standing in the short term , but its
pursuit of political acceptability cultivates wish over wisdom and cheap
moralizing over hard work. It handicaps honest, intensive, exhaustive,
fair-minded, temperate, and courageous science while giving an advan
tage to academic opportunism .

POLITICIZED SCIENCE, USURPED RIGHTS
In claim ing to p ro te c t th e pu b lic from d angerous q u estio n s and
answers, journal editors and reviewers imply that their fellow citizens
are apt to misuse the inform ation (become oppressors) or be psycho
logically crippled by it (be victimized). They imply that democracy is
best served by keeping its citizenry ignorant of m atters that they deem
themselves m ore fit to decide. Researchers likewise usurp the rights
belonging to others when they skew their own work to fit political pres
sures or predilections. Such usurpation may involve acts of omission,
as w ith self-censorship, o r acts o f com m ission, as when empiricists
m isuse science to actively prom ote a particular political view. Wolf
(1972) describes how com m on the latte r was d u rin g th e 1960s on
matters of race.

Two fairly recent examples from selection psychology show how
even the m ost senior leaders in psychology have sometimes practiced
politics in the guise of science. Both reflect the pressure that the egali
tarian fiction pu ts on em p lo y m en t practice. The p resu m p tio n in
em ploym ent law today is th a t em ploym ent inequality results from
illegal d iscrim in atio n u n til em ployers prove otherw ise. This p u ts
enorm ous pressure on employers to do whatever it takes to achieve
racial balance in selection despite the typically large average racial dif
ferences am ong applicants in requisite skills, abilities, and, eventually,
job performance.

Race Norming Test Scores
The first example o f politics in scientific garb is a N ational Research
Council’s recom m endation (H artigan & W igdor, 1989) that the U.S.
D epartm ent of Labor (DOL) race norm its em ploym ent tests. Race
norming guarantees racial balance— quota hiring— because it involves
ranking all applicants separately by race and then selecting the same
percentage of top scorers w ithin each race. The NRC panel confirmed
that the DOL’s test battery was unbiased and valid for predicting job
performance; however, it provided a convoluted statistical argum ent
that race norm ing was nonetheless justified on scientific grounds. It
is not, and psychologists on the panel later adm itted that. Specifically,
it represents a p articular definition o f fairness (not bias), and th u s
is a “v alu es” call, n o t a tec h n ica l m a tte r (S ackett & W ilk, 1994,
pp. 931-936).
One m ight want for political reasons to grant bonus points for race
on tests that are psychometrically sound, as was the DOL’s aptitude test
battery, b u t race norm ing cannot be justified on technical grounds
because it always introduces racial bias (favoring the low er-scoring
races) and reduces predictive validity (Blits 8c Gottfredson, 1990a; Gottfredson, 1994b). Psychom etrician Lloyd H um phreys (1989, p. 14),
always a straight talker, wrote in a letter to Science that the NRC’s highprofile recom mendation was a value judgm ent “camouflaged by rheto
ric [and] statistical legerdemain.”
In this case, the attem pted usurpation of rights was foiled w hen it
was exposed as a covert move for quota hiring (Blits 8c G ottfredson,
1990a,b; Gottfredson, 1990). In 1991, the U.S. Congress voted over
whelm ingly to outlaw race norm ing in em ploym ent after it learned
that the Labor D epartm ent had been race norm ing its em ploym ent
tests for a decade and that the U.S. Equal Em ploym ent O pp o rtu n ity
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Commission (EEOC) had started threatening private employers if they
did not adopt the “scientifically justified” practice.
The racial preferences th at race norm ing entails are hardly trivial.
W hat the NRC rep o rt did n o t say was th at blacks scoring at the fif
teenth percentile in skill level on DOL’s test w ould have been judged
equal to whites and Asians scoring at the fiftieth percentile, and blacks
at the fiftieth percentile w ould be rated com parably skilled as whites
and Asians at the eig h ty -fo u rth percentile (Blits an d G ottfredson,
1990a). Seldom apprised o f such facts, m ost people greatly underesti
mate how discrepant the pools o f qualified applicants are from which
racial balance is supposed to emerge.
Another illustration, pertinent to the next example, is that approxi
mately seventy-five percent o f whites versus only twenty-eight percent
o f blacks exceed the m inim um IQ level (~IQ 91)— a ratio of three to
one— usually required for m inim ally satisfactory perform ance in the
skilled trades, fire and police work, and mid-level clerical jobs such as
ban k teller (G ottfredson, 1986, pp. 400-401). T he p o ten tia l pools
become increasingly racially lopsided for m ore cognitively demanding
jobs. Workers in professional jobs such as engineer, lawyer, and physi
cian typically need an IQ of at least 114 to perform satisfactorily. About
twenty-three percent o f whites b u t only one percent of blacks exceeds
this m inim um .

Racially Gerrymandering Test Content
Employers can hardly ignore differences in m ental competence because
the general m ental ability factor g is the best single predictor of perfor
m ance in jobs a n d school, especially in th e h ig h er ran k s o f b o th
(Schmidt & H unter, 1998). W hen used in a race-blind m anner, valid
and unbiased selection procedures, therefore, virtually guarantee sub
stantial disparate im pact in m ost circumstances, w ith the imbalance
becom ing m ore extrem e in the higher levels o f education and work
(G o ttfre d so n , 1986; Sackett, Schm itt, E llingson, & K abin, 2001;
Schm idt & H unter, 1998). Developing tests th a t m easure cognitive
skills m ore effectively tends only to worsen the proscribed disparate
impact. Adding relevant noncognitive predictors to the mix does little
to reduce the racial im balance (Schmitt, Rogers, Chan, Sheppard, &
Jennings, 1997).
The egalitarian fiction requires psychologists to defy this reality
in order to perform the impossible (“psychomagic”), o r at least seem
to. M any selection professionals preferred race n o rm in g because it
harm s productivity less th an other m ethods of filling racial quotas.
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After the practice was banned, a m ovement developed among selection
psychologists to “improve” selection procedures by, in effect, m aking
them less reliable and less valid (G ottfredson, 1994b, 2002b). Propo
nents o f the new techniques (e.g., test score banding) created the aura
of im provem ent w ith adventitious labeling, for exam ple, m odern,
innovative, sophisticated, nontraditional, broader, and more equitable;
not giving undue weight to small differences; assessing the whole per
son; and having higher authenticity or “fidelity” (face validity).
The police selection test developed in 1994 for Nassau County, New
York, represents one such “technical advance.” The ten m em bers of a
joint Nassau County-U.S. D epartm ent of Justice (DOJ) team set out to
develop a police selection test w ith less disparate impact (more racially
balanced results). Since 1977, the county had been unable to satisfy the
DO J’s em ploym ent d isc rim in a tio n u n it u n d e r its various consent
decrees. (Recall the three to one ratio given above for the proportion of
whites vs. blacks exceeding the ability level below which perform ance
in police work tends to be unsatisfactory.) Seven of the team ’s eight
psychologists co n stitu ted a W ho’s W ho of APA’s large D ivision 14
(Industrial and Organizational Psychology), four o f w hom had previ
ously served as its president.
Several years and millions of dollars later, this high-pow ered team
claimed to have succeeded in developing a test that virtually eliminated
disparate im pact while sim ultaneously im proving selection validity.
W ater could ru n uphill, after all. O nce again, leading psychologists
found a seemingly scientific solution to an intractable political-legal
dilemma. DOJ im m ediately began pressing other police jurisdictions
nationwide to replace their m ore “discrim inatory” tests w ith the new
selection battery.
A close look at the several-volume technical report for the Nassau
test battery revealed that the team had succeeded in reducing disparate
im pact by gerrym andering the test to assess only traits on which the
races differed little o r n o t at all (G ottfredson, 1996a,b). T he jo in t
Nassau-DOJ team had administered its nearly day-long, 25-part exper
im ental battery to all 25,000 applicants, b u t settled on the b attery’s
final composition only after examining the scores it yielded for differ
ent races. The experim ental battery was then apparently stripped of
virtually all parts dem anding cognitive ability. The only parts actually
used to rank applicants were eight noncognitive personality scales (all
commercial products owned by m em bers of the team) and the ability
to read above the first percentile o f currently employed police officers
(near illiteracy). Selection for cognitive competence had been reduced

to little m ore than the toss of a coin, despite the team’s own careful job
analysis showing th at “reasoning, judgm ent, and inferential thinking”
were the most critical skills for good police work.
The new police test was made to appear more valid than the county’s
previous ones by, am ong other things, om itting key results required by
legal and professional guidelines, transform ing the data in ways that
artificially reduced the apparent validity of the cognitive subtests rela
tive to the noncognitive ones, and making a series of statistical errors
that m ore than doubled the final battery’s apparent predictive validity
(from .14 to .35). W hen exposed, the test created a scandal in Division
14 (“The Great Debate of 1997” in Hakel, 1997, p. 116), partly because
other leading selection psychologists expected its use w ould produce
less effective policing and degrade public safety (Schmidt, 1996).
Nassau County was stuck with the cognitively denuded test, and its
training academy soon felt the predictable effects. Although the Justice
D epartm ent eventually stopped prom oting the test after the scandal
becam e public, o th er test developers were already sitting on DO J’s
doorstep ready to provide it with others of the same type. It can be very
lucrative for a test developer to please the nation’s enforcer o f “nondiscrim inatory” em ploym ent testing, which for decades has brooked no
opposition am ong test developers and users to its aggressive enforce
m ent of the politically correct view on ability differences.

CAUSTIC SCIENCE: CONSTRUCTING AND CURING THE
INCORRIGIBLY RACIST SOCIETY
The would-be censors of “sensitive” intelligence research assert that the
n a tio n will be healthier by rem aining ignorant o f selected realities.
They suggest that the truth, especially on racial differences in cognitive
ability (genetic or not), can only do harm and that their untruths only
good. Again, why should we think so? Intelligence researchers are will
ing to agree th a t dissem inating inform ation m ore widely m ay hold
some risks, which is why they discuss how to minimize them (Loehlin,
1992). In contrast, the censors have yet to consider whether the collec
tive fraud they n u rtu re m ight also do harm . We have ju st seen one
example where it could threaten public safety. And it may wreak more
insidious, self-perpetuating damage to the body politic.
All populations exhibit a wide and enduring dispersion in general
intelligence. All develop social institutions that adjust to this dispersion
in some manner. The ways a society organizes and reorganizes itself to
accommodate its substrate of hum an talents are among the “third-order”

effects of g that Gordon (1997) enumerates and the “cascading effects”
that Lubinski and Hum phreys (1997) describe. Fictions about intelli
gence likewise have societal-level effects when they require us to deny
and defy empirical realities that persistently intrude themselves into a
nation’s life.
The dogm a o f equipotentiality dictates that explanations o f racial
inequalities lie in m istreatm ent and disadvantage. No explanation may
“blame the victim ” o r challenge the fictions currently undergirding
ideologically correct thinking. But failure begets blam e, and blam e
seeks a target. Because overt discrim ination is rare today, the persistent,
pervasive, and seemingly inexplicable failure o f fiction-driven policies
for achieving racial parity in all life outcom es is taken to reflect the
presence of an even worse culprit, one that not only creates inequality
everywhere, despite all counterm easures, but also rem ains invisible.
The evil on which right thinkers have settled is covert racism. Psychol
ogists and others now tell us th at racial anim us is unconscious and
has becom e “institu tio n alized ” th ro u g h o u t A m erican life. T hat we
cannot directly see the racism and may even deny it only shows how
deeply woven it is into the fabric of our m inds and institutions. No
self-defense, no exoneration is possible in the face o f social inequality.
Only group parity, we are told, can tell us when the hidden evil has
been exorcised.
We have already seen one o f the earliest policies for ro oting o u t
invisible racism: making racial imbalance in employment prim a facie
evidence of illegal discrimination. However, curative enthusiasms have
moved far beyond that. Even the m ost objective, most carefully vetted
procedures for identifying talent are instantly pronounced guilty of
bias or “exclusion” when they yield disparate impact in hiring, college
admissions, placem ent in gifted education, and the like. Indeed, the
very notions o f objectivity and m erit are now under attack by influen
tial intellectual elites (Farber & Sherry, 1997).
W hen faithful and fair application of the law yields disparate im pact
in arrest or incarceration rates, American jurisprudence m ust be consid
ered inherently racist (see argum ents in Crenshaw, G otanda, Peller, &
Thomas, 1995). W hen earnest, socially liberal teachers fail to narrow the
stubborn achievem ent gaps between races and classes, they m ust be
unconsciously discrim inatory and require diversity training. Because
American institutions still routinely fail to yield the desired racial bal
ance, th o se w ho c re a te d an d su p p o sed ly c o n tro l th o se i n s t i tu 
tions— majority Americans— m ust be deeply, unconsciously, inveterately
racist and creators of a society where appearances to the contrary are

just a smokescreen to hide their built-in privileges. Under the equipotentiality fiction, there can be no other legitimate explanation, and any
attem pt at one serves only to evade responsibility.
The m ajor culprit is actually the g-loadedness o f m odern life. Intelli
gence is not just an academic ability; virtually all o f life’s arenas require
continual learning, reasoning, and problem solving o f some sort. The
advantages o f higher g som etim es differ greatly from one arena to
another, but they increase whenever situations and tasks are unfamiliar,
ambiguous, unpredictable, changing, unscripted, unsupervised, untu
tored, m ultifaceted, or otherwise complex, that is, w hen they call for
learning and judgm ent. Moreover, the practical advantages o f higher g,
both large and small, are pervasive and com pound over tim e and life
spheres (see reviews in Gottfredson, 1997b, 2002a).
The current war against social and economic inequality is therefore
substantially a futile and fratricidal war against the manifestations of g
itself. If such signs are interpreted as evidence of the oppression of some
by others, then we shall never lack for fresh evidence. Moreover, the
seeming oppression will be greater wherever g has greater functional
value, such as in the higher levels of education and work. Groups that
succeed at higher levels will, by virtue o f that success, be presumed guilty
of practicing, condoning, or benefiting from oppression. The guilty will
be all the more contemptible should they refuse to confess and atone for
their transgressions. In order to protect lower-scoring m inorities and
less able individuals from being victimized by the tru th , we now must
convict all others of grievous sins. The nation m ust cure itself by turning
its institutions inside out, and its principles upside down.

Harming the Less Intelligent: Living Daily with Reality
Fewer, b ut still many, social scientists hold to a fourth false credo, that
intelligence has little or no functional utility, at least outside schools.
M oreover, they often add th at the advantages and disadvantages of
high or low IQ are m ostly “socially constructed” to serve the interests
o f the privileged. This view was articulated in an influential article
published soon after Jensen’s 1969 article by economists Samuel Bowles
and H erbert Gintis (1972/1973). They argued that higher IQ does not
have any fu n ctio n al utility, even w ithin schools, and th at IQ tests
are simply a tool created by the upper classes to m aintain and justify
their privileges. They dism issed talk o f “objectivity” and “m erit” as
just smoke blown to obscure this fact. Psychologist Robert Sternberg
implies m uch the same when he suggests that the g factor dimension of
intellectual differences is an artifact o f Western schooling (Sternberg

et al., 2000, p. 9) and that using cognitive tests such as the SAT to sort
people is akin to the way slavery and religious prejudice were once used
to keep disfavored groups down (Sternberg, 2003).
However, when critics argue th at IQ differences have little or no
functional m eaning beyond th at which cultures o r th eir elites arbi
trarily attach to them for selfish purposes, they sim ultaneously turn
attention away from the very real problem s th at lower intelligence
creates for less able persons. As H errnstein and M urray (1994) note,
the critics generally have little contact w ith the d o w n tro d d en they
would protect. These bright opinion makers may be living comfortably
with their fictions and benevolent lies, but lower IQ individuals must
live daily with the consequences of their weaker learning and reasoning
skills. Their distant protectors would seem to be the limousine liberals
of intelligence. They do n o t realize that everyday tasks that higher IQ
individuals consider so simple m ight create obstacles to the well-being
of others less cognitively blessed.

Functional Literacy and Daily Self-Maintenance
Citizens o f literate societies take for granted th at they are routinely
called upon to read instructions, fill out forms, determ ine best buys,
decipher bus schedules, and otherwise read and write to cope with the
myriad details of everyday life. But such tasks are difficult for many
people. The problem is seldom th a t they cannot read or w rite the
words, but usually that they are unable to carry out the m ental opera
tions the task calls for to compare two items, grasp an abstract concept,
provide com prehensible and accurate inform ation about themselves,
follow a set of instructions, and so on. This is what it m eans to have
poor “functional literacy.”
Functional literacy has been a m ajor public policy concern, as illus
trated by the U.S. D epartm ent of Education’s various efforts to gauge
its level in different segm ents o f the Am erican population. Tests of
functional literacy essentially m im ic individually adm inistered intelli
gence tests, except that all their items come from everyday life, such as
calculating a tip (see extended discussion in Gottfredson, 1997b). As on
intelligence tests, differences in difficulty rest on the item s’ cognitive
complexity (their abstractness, am ount o f distracting irrelevant infor
mation, and degree of inference required), not on their readability per
se or th e level o f e d u c a tio n te st takers have co m p leted . Literacy
researchers have concluded, with some surprise, that functional literacy
represents a general capacity to learn, reason, and solve problem s, a
veritable description o f g.

The N ational A dult Literacy Survey (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins, &
Kolstad, 1993) groups literacy scores into five levels. Individuals scor
ing on Level 1 have an eight percent chance of successfully performing
tasks sim ilar in difficulty to locating an expiration date on a driver’s
license and totaling a bank deposit slip. They are n o t routinely able to
perform Level 2 tasks, such as determ ining the price difference between
two show tickets or filling in background inform ation on an applica
tion for a social security card. Level 3 difficulty includes writing a brief
letter explaining an error in a credit card bill and using a flight schedule
to plan travel. Among Level 4 tasks are restating an argum ent made in a
lengthy news article and calculating the m oney needed to raise a child,
based on inform ation in a news article. Only at Level 5 are individuals
routinely able to perform m ental tasks as complex as summarizing two
ways that lawyers challenge prospective jurors (based on a passage dis
cussing such practices) and, w ith a calculator, determ ining the total
cost o f carpet to cover a room.
Although these tasks m ight seem to represent only the inconsequen
tial m inutiae of everyday life, they sample the large universe of mostly
untutored tasks that m odern life demands of adults. Consistently fail
ing them is n o t just a daily inconvenience, b ut a com pounding prob
lem. Likening functional literacy to m oney— it always helps to have
m ore— literacy researchers point out that rates o f socioeconomic dis
tress and pathology (unem ployment, adult poverty, etc.) rise steadily at
successively lower levels of functional literacy, which m irrors the pat
tern for IQ (Gottfredson, 2002a).
Weaker learning, reasoning, and problem -solving ability translates
into poorer life chances. The cum ulative disadvantage can be large,
because individuals at literacy Levels 1 or 2 “are n o t likely to be able
to p e rfo rm th e range o f com plex literacy tasks th a t th e N ational
E ducation Goals Panel considers im p o rtan t for com peting success
fully in a global economy and exercising fully the rights and responsi
bilities o f citizenship” (Baldwin, Kirsch, Rock, & Yamamoto, 1995,
p. 16). Such disadvantage is com m on, because forty percent of the
adult white population and eighty percent of the adult black popula
tion cannot routinely perform above Level 2. Fully fourteen percent
and forty percent, respectively, cannot routinely perform even above
Level 1 (Kirsch et al., 1993, pp. 119-121). To claim that lower ability
citizens will only be victimized by the public knowing that differences
in intelligence are real, stubborn, and im portant is to ignore the prac
tical hurdles they face.

Health Literacy, IQ, and Health Self-Care
The challenges in self-care for lower-IQ individuals are especially striking in health matters, where the consequences o f poor performance are
tallied in excess m orbidity and m ortality. H ealth psychologists have
ignored the role o f competence in health behavior, focusing instead on
volition. Patient “noncom pliance” is indeed a huge problem in m edi
cine, but health literacy researchers, unlike health psychologists, have
concluded that it is more a m atter of patients n ot understanding what
is required of them than being unwilling to im plem ent these require
ments (reviews in Gottfredson, 2002a; 2004).
Health literacy is functional literacy in health-related tasks, such as
determining from a prescription label how m any pills to take. Health
scientists have concluded th a t it, too, represents a general ability to
learn, reason, and solve problem s (for extended discussion and cita
tions see Gottfredson, 2002a; 2004). Accordingly, as in other dom ains
of literacy, comprehension is n o t improved by providing health infor
mation in oral rather than w ritten form . Also comparable is that dis
tressing proportions of the population are unable to perform the simple
health-related tasks that usually require little or no instruction.
For example, twenty-six percent of outpatients in several large urban
hospitals could n o t determ ine from an app o in tm en t slip w hen the
next visit was scheduled, and forty-two percent could n ot understand
instructions for taking m edicine on an em pty stomach. Among those
with “inadequate” literacy, the failure rates on these two tasks were
forty percent and sixty-five percent, respectively. Substantial percent
ages o f this low -literacy group were unable to rep o rt, w hen given
prescription labels containing the necessary inform ation, how to take
the m edication (tw enty-four percent), how m any times the prescrip
tion could be refilled (forty-two percent), or how many pills of the pre
scription sh o u ld be taken (seventy p ercen t). Taking m ed icatio n s
improperly can be as harm ful as not taking them at all, and the p h a r
macy profession has estim ated that about half of all prescriptions are
taken incorrectly.
As in other perform ance dom ains, training and m otivation do n ot
erase the disadvantages o f lower comprehension abilities. For instance,
many patients who are under treatm ent for insulin-dependent diabetes
do not understand the m ost elemental facts for m aintaining daily con
trol of their disease. In one study, about half of those with “inadequate”
literacy did not know the signs of very low or very high blood sugar,
both of which require expeditious correction, and sixty percent did not
know the corrective actions to take. Like hypertension and m any other

chronic illnesses, diabetes requires co n tinual self-m onitoring and
frequent judgm ents by patients to keep their physiological processes
w ithin safe lim its during the day. Persistently high blood sugar levels
can lead to blindness, heart disease, limb amputation, and m uch more.
Low functional literacy has been linked to the num ber and severity of
illnesses, worse self-rated health, far higher m edical costs, and (pro
spectively) m ore frequent hospitalization. These relations are not elim
inated by controlling for education, socioeconomic resources, access to
healthcare, demographic characteristics, and other such variables.
Because health literacy is a rough surrogate for g, it produces results
consistent w ith research on IQ and health. To take several examples,
intelligence at time of diagnosis correlates .36 with diabetes knowledge
m easured one year later (Taylor, Frier, Gold, 8c Deary, 2004). IQ mea
sured at age eleven predicts longevity, incidence o f cancer, and func
tional independence in old age, and these relations remain robust after
controlling for deprived living conditions (Deary, W hitem ann, Starr,
Whalley, 8c Fox, 2004). A nother prospective epidem iological study
found that the m otor vehicle death rate for m en o f IQ 80 to 85 was tri
ple and for m en of IQ 85 to 100 it was double the rate for m en of IQ
100 to 115 (O’Toole, 1990). Youthful IQ was the best predictor of all
cause m ortality by age forty in this large national sample of Australian
Army veterans. Furthermore, IQ’s predictive value remained significant
after c o n tro llin g for all fifty-six d e m o g ra p h ic , h e a lth , a n d other
attributes measured (O’Toole 8c Stankov, 1992).
As in education, equal resources do not produce equal outcomes in
health. Like educational inequalities, health inequalities increase when
health resources become equally available to all, such as happened to the
British governm ent’s dismay after it instituted free national healthcare.
Although health improves overall, it improves least for less-educated
and lower-income persons. They seek more, b ut n ot necessarily appro
priate care when cost is no barrier; adhere less often to treatm ent regi
mens; learn and understand less about how to protect their health; seek
less preventive care, even when free; and less often practice the healthy
behaviors so im p o rtan t for preventing or slowing the progression of
chronic diseases, the m ajor killers and disablers in developed nations.
Good health depends as much today on preventing as on ameliorat
ing illness, injury, and disability. Preventing chronic disease is arguably
no less cognitive a process than preventing accidents, the fourth lead
ing cause o f death in the U nited States behind cancer, heart disease,
and stroke. As described elsewhere (G ottfredson, 2004), preventing

both illness and accidents requires anticipating the unexpected and
“driving defensively,” in a well-informed way, through life.
Their cognitive dem ands are com parable— rem ain vigilant
for hazards and recognize them when present; remove or evade
them in a timely m anner; contain incidents to prevent damage
or lim it it if begun; and m odify behavior and environm ents to
prevent reoccurrence. H ealth workers can diagnose and treat
incubating problem s, such as high blood pressure or diabetes,
b u t only w hen people seek preventive screening a n d follow
treatm ent regim ens. M any do not. Perhaps a th ird o f all p re
scriptions are taken in a m anner that jeopardizes the p atien t’s
health. N on-adherence to prescribed treatm ent regim ens d o u 
bles the relative risk of death among heart patients. For better or
worse, we are largely our own prim ary healthcare providers.

Gottfredson & Deary (2004)
Family effects theory and passive learning theory work no better in
health m atters th an in education. Just as equal access to healthcare
tends to increase class differences in health, greater access to health
information results in larger knowledge gaps between groups. Infusing
more knowledge into the public sphere about health risks (sm oking)
and new diagnostic options (Pap smears) results in already inform ed
persons learning the m ost and m ore often acting on the new inform a
tion. T his m ay ex p lain why an S E S -m ortality g ra d ie n t fav o rin g
educated wom en was developed for cervical cancer after Pap smears
became available.
Lower-IQ individuals extract less benefit from the same resources
than do brighter individuals. Providing them with equal resources does
not change that. Hospitals are now making an effort to render inform a
tion m ore cognitively accessible to patients, if only to avoid lawsuits
from aggrieved patients w ho did n o t understand th a t to w hich they
were consenting. Both curative and preventive care m ig h t be m ore
effective if healthcare providers recognized and more effectively accom
m odated the great diversity in cognitive competence am ong patients.
There is m uch o f practical value they could learn from the vast nom ological network of knowledge about g.
Unfortunately, the health sciences and medicine are also in the grip
o f right th inking ab o u t h u m an diversity. After it becam e clear th a t
health inequalities could not be explained by inequalities in m aterial
resources and access to healthcare, it becam e fashionable in health

epidem iology to blam e class and race differences in health on the
psychic damage done by social inequality. We are now to believe that
social inequality per se is literally a killer (Wilkinson, 1996). Physicians,
like teachers, are increasingly being accused of racism and given sensi
tivity train in g w hen they fail to produce racial p a rity in outcomes
(Satel, 2000). M indful o f ideologically correct thought, health literacy
researchers who m ention intelligence do so only to reject out o f hand
the n o tio n th at literacy m ight reflect intelligence, because any such
notion would be racist and demeaning.
In the m eantim e, inadequate learning and reasoning abilities put
m any people at risk for taking m edications in health-dam aging ways,
failing to grasp the merits of preventive precautions against chronic dis
ease and accidents, and failing to properly im plem ent potentially more
effective but complex new treatm ent regimens for heart disease, hyper
tension, and other killers. To intentionally ignore differences in mental
competence is unconscionable. It is social science malpractice against
the very people w hom the “untruth” is supposedly m eant to protect.
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