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History of Intelligence Testing

Views that whites were a superior race and that black’s biological inferiority justified enslavement and colonization resulted in biased experimentation of intelligence testing.  Thomas Jefferson, a strong proponent of freedom for blacks, stated “I advance it, therefore, as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstance, are inferior to the whites in he endowment both of body and of mind.” (Gould, 32)  This statement reflects the underlying beliefs present in society during this time and can explain some of the distorted results found in Samuel George Morton’s crainometry experimentation.

Samuel George Morton’s Experiment


Morton’s hypothesis was that races could be ranked “objectively by physical characteristics of the brain, particularly by its size.” (Gould, 51)  To measure intelligence, Morton assumed that it could be approximated by the volume of the cranium size of an individual.  He filled each cranium with 1/8th inch diameter lead shots to measure the volume of his 623 samples.  The results showed whites had the largest brain size followed by Native Americans and blacks.  Morton interpreted these results as Caucasians being superior to the other races.  Gould explores Morton’s methodology and whether there was an actual difference in brain size between the races.


One of Gould’s major assumptions in this experiment was that brain size was a good approximation for intelligence.  Gould discredits this assumption by explaining the correlation between the size of brains and the size of the carrier’s body; a bigger people will tend to have larger brains than smaller people.  Gould states “This fact does not imply that big people are smarter—any more than elephants should be judged more intelligent than humans because their brains are larger.” (Gould, 61)  There is also a correlation between gender and body size; women tend to be smaller and thus have smaller brains.  The presence of this relationship is present in the data and accounts for some of the differences present between races.  Since Morton does not separate the data according to gender, if there is a disproportionate sample of women to men in the sample the mean cranium size would be skewed.  


Bias from sample size was a prevalent problem in Morton’s experiment.  If a race group is composed of different subgroups (i.e. Native American racial group made of different tribes) and there is unequal representation of the subgroups then there would bias in the final result.   One example being the smaller brained Inca Peruvians accounting for 25% of the Native American sample while the large brained Iroquois only consisting of 2% of the sample.  This inequality decreased the overall average of the Native American group by a disproportionate amount.  Gould corrected for this bias and found that the overall average of the Native American group increased by 83.79, thus bringing it closer to the Caucasian average.  


The final major source of bias was Morton’s subconscious beliefs in the superiority of the white race.  Gould explains that these beliefs could have affected how Morton carried out the experimentation.  Morton might not have packed the craniums of black and Native American samples as tightly as he did Caucasians.   Similarly Morton’s tended to round the volumes of the black race down and while rounding up the volumes for the white subgroups.  Both of these contribute to an inaccurate depiction of brain sizes in all race groups.

Paul Broca and Craniometry


Polygeny suggests that humans do not come from a single ancestor and that the races themselves are separate species. One of the early pioneers in craniometry was Paul Broca (1824-1880) who studied brain size and weight. According to Harvard Professor Stephen Jay Gould, while Broca’s facts were reliable, they were “gathered selectively and then manipulated unconsciously in the service of prior conclusions.” (Gould 117) His central bias was his assumption that the races could be ranked in terms of intelligence, and he did not believe that human variation could be simply random. Having knowing the ranking beforehand, he sought out to display the correct ranking. For example, when Broca discovered that “several other people of the Mongolian type” (Gould 119) had larger brain sizes than people from Europe, he altered his criterion for brain size. Instead, he suggested that brain size only worked at the lower end in which small brains belong to people of low intelligence to support his own prejudices.

Creation of Intelligence Testing

Moving away from craniometry, Alfred Binet and his student Theodore Simon developed tests for intelligence after discovering that the complete data from Broca’s research did not actually support his theories. In 1904 the French ministry of public instruction asked Binet and Simon to measure children who were performing slowly in school. By observing children in natural settings, Binet and Simon comprised a variety of tasks that were representative of typical children's abilities at various ages and tested their measurement on a sample of fifty children, ten children per five age groups. Before his death, Binet published three versions of the scale. The original scale arranged the tasks in ascending order of difficulty while William Stern (1871-1908) used the 1908 version of the scale to develop an index he called an “intelligence quotient” or IQ (Shurkin). The task of intelligence testing had officially begun.

Catherine M. Cox’s Study on Past Geniuses 


Lewis Terman (1877-1956), the man who improved the Binet test and called his own version the Stanford-Binet test, and his associate, Catherine Cox began a study of past geniuses with the goal of determining their IQs. American psychologist, James Cattell (1860-1944), had compiled a list of the one thousand most important men of history by measuring how much space they received in bibliographical dictionaries. Catherine Cox cut down this list to 282 men and proceeded to estimate the IQs of her sample, dividing them up into A1 IQ (birth – 17) and A2 (17-20). She collected information about their early lives by using biographies and documents such as “dated letters, compositions, poems, mothers’ diaries” took her results to five psychologists who were experts in intellectual age and mental performance (Shurkin 70). Their responsibility was to estimate the minimum IQ needed to explain the geniuses’ childhood experiences and to rate the “credibility of the evidence” on which the IQ estimate was founded on (Shurkin 70). The average A1 IQ was 135 whereas the average A2 IQ was almost 145. The estimated minimum IQ ranged from 100 to 200 with an average of 155.

However, the reported results were those that came from three psychologists. Three psychologists agreed with each other in their IQ estimates whereas the remaining two predicted either above the score or below. To deal with these outliers, Cox simply threw out these IQ estimates, which accounted for 40 percent of the data. An interesting question is posed then, while Cox argued that their low and high scores would have simply cancelled out each other’s effects, how could these results portray necessary characteristics such as “uniformity” and “consistency”? (Gould 184) 

As Gould suggests, generally the more information Cox gathered on a particular subject, the higher the IQ. For example, Napoleon’s general Andre Massena had the lowest IQ estimate of 100 because the only information that anyone knew of his childhood was that “he served as a cabin boy on his uncle’s ships.” (Shurkin 71) Cox supported this estimate by stating that “cabin boys who remain cabin boys for two long voyages [as Massena had] …. May average below 100 IQ” but provided no concrete foundation for her statements. Additionally Michael Faraday, an English physicist and chemist, had an A1 of 105 and an A2 of 150. According to Gould, the difference in these IQ scores was that there was more information about him as a youth and young adult than as a child.

Army Alpha and Beta Tests


During World War I, a group of U.S. psychologists led by a closer competitor of Terman and Harvard psychologist, Robert Yerkes, offered to help the army select recruits using intelligence tests. Each army recruit took either the Army Alpha exam for literate recruits and the Army Beta exam for those who failed the Alpha exam and were deemed non-English speakers. The psychologists divided the recruits into six groups running from the brightest to the least bright, A and E respectively. Those in the E group were dismissed from the army while the A group went to officer training school. By the end of the war, almost “9,000 men were dismissed from the army and another 10,000 found themselves in a labor battalion” as a result of the testing (Shurkin 22).


Although Yerkes considered his test to be an outstanding success, Gould believed that Yerkes’ testing procedure was in shambles. For instance, the tests were given in rooms with faulty acoustics so many of the recruits did not understand the verbal directions that were given. Critics objected that the army exams were so culture- specific that it was rather a test of “American-ness” than of intelligence. For example, a sample question on the exam:

Velvet Joe appears in advertisements for A) tooth powder (B) dry goods (C) tobacco (D) soap

With the biases built into the test and the testing, recent immigrants and African-Americans scored extremely low compared to Caucasians.  Generally speaking, the “lighter the skin, the brighter the recruit.” (Shurkin 23) Opponents of open immigration used these testing results to limit the number of non-Anglo-Saxon immigrants to the United States and succeeded with the passing of the immigration law of 1924.  Among those barred from entering the United States were the Jewish who were attempting to flee Hitler in the 1930s.
IQ Testing Today

IQ testing remains a controversial topic in America with the presence of racial bias.  The tests are typically used to determine a child's eligibility for special education.  The increasing diversity has also seen a disproportionate increase of minority students in special education programs.  While the IQ test should not be the only measure of a child's innate ability, others include assessment in child's language which shows child aptitude not their deficiencies, it is often the most critical test in a child's classification.  Learning disabilities is the difference between achievement and intelligence.  Tests have found that IQ testing is inadequately related to learning disabilities because they measure factual knowledge, language skills, and short-term memory.  Since children with learning disabilities have poor skills in these three areas their scores come out to be lower than if the test accurately measured intelligence.


As a result of the inaccuracy many minorities have been misplaced in special learning classes.  An example being in 1968 when 27% of African American students were categorized as mentally retarded.  A possible explanation for these huge discrepancies is the severe presence of cultural bias.  The tests do not take into account the limited English proficiency, unequal treatment of minorities, and difference in cultural background.  Possible solutions have been to decrease "cultural loaded items" which includes pictures or words, which might lower the performance of a particular racial group.
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