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Comments and Communications 

Does Genetic Endowment Vary by 
Socioeconomic Group? 

The prelimir~ary publication in Science (1949, 110, 
201) of the chapter on "Selection and Eugenics" from 
Curt Stern's Principles of Human Genetics (San Pran- 
cisco: W. H. Freeman, 1949) has given wide circulation 
to judgments which cannot go unchaller~ged if the in- 
terests of science and human welfare are to  be served. 

Curt Stern has done well to incorporate in this chap- 
ter some of the well-established criticisms of eugenics. 
However, in his discussion of the eugenic thesis that  the 
intellectual genetic endowment of Western populations 
is in danger of decreasing because of differential fer- 
tility along class lines, he manifests conventional biases 
and pitches the authority of his science on the side of 
eugenic doctrine. IIe begins by aclrnowledging that  "i t  
is not possible, a t  the present time, to state with cer-
tainty whether different socioeconomic groups are ge-
netically differentiated ) ) (Principles, p. 514). I-Iowever, 
when interpreting the divergent I.Q. scores of "own" 
and foster children grouped by occupational categories, 
he nevertheless contends that "it is hard to avoid the 
conclusion . . . that  there are mean differences in the 
genetic endowlnent of the different socioeconomic 
groups" (p. 515). (Italics are in the original.) I-ie 
malres repeated qualifications as he proceeds, but his dis- 
cussion concludes that ('it is  lilrely that the present dif- 
ferential fertility of the different socioeconomic groups 
has a dysgenic effect in regard to intelligence" (p. 520). 

Before prollouncing a crucial judgment of such im- 
portance and such great potential influence upon social 
and educational policy, the author should, one would 
hope, be careful to utilize only the most reliable data. 
The very contrary is true. Leahy's 1935 study of the 
comparison of I.Q.'s of "own" and foster children in 
homes of different occupational categories is  selected 
from other lilre studies analyzed in Fredericlr Osborn's 
Preface to Eugenics (New York: Harper's, 1940)) but 
Osborn's recognition that the study has limited applica- 
bility l L i n  view of the small number of persons included 
in the present studies and the many wealrnesses of the 
studies themselves" (p. 66)) is  ignored. Similarly, the 
table presenting the findings of Goodenough's study in 
1928 of the 1.Q.7~ of 380 preschool cliil&en correlated 
with the occupation of their fathers is  a fragment of a 
larger table derived from Osborn, but Curt Stern has 
paid no attention to the footnote warning in Osborn's 
table that testing for prescliool children "is not so valid 
as for  the school years" (p. 82). Curt Stern evidently 
felt tha t  his case would be stronger if he showed that  
his generalization applied to the Soviet Union a s  well a s  
to the United States. I n  his preliminary publication of 
the chapter in Science (1949, 110, 203) he used data 
derived from intelligence tests given in  Charkov in 1929. 

in the book he abandoned these data a s  un-

satisf:rctory and uscd in their place a table showing cor- 
relation coefficients between mental test scores of in-
fants, and the earnings of fathers in Iiazan in  1938 
(Principles of Human Genetics, p. 515)) not realizing 
that infant mental tests used a t  that time were in the 
experimental stage and had doubtful value. This i s  the 
sum total of his proof for the likelihood that the present 
differential fertility of different socioeconomic groups 
"has a dysgenic effect in regard to intelligence." 

Curt Stern's basic error, and one that is  characteristic 
of many geneticists, is  to give credence to intelligence 
tests modeled after the Binet tests as instruments for 
establishing genetic differences. It is not ellough for 
him to malre qualifying comments such as 

Pugchological tests x-11ic11 measure mental differences are 
impcrfect in(licators of the genetic nature of such differences, 
sincc p~ycl~ologists have not yet fully succeeded in devising 
tests whicli arc equally intelligible to individuals who have 
grown up in tliffermt social surroundings 

(p. 515), and then to proceed to declare 
Yet even with these imperfections of the tests in mind. 

the reslilts . . . strongly suggest hereditary influence. 

This might have been excusable in 1940, when Osborn 
wrote Preface to Eugenics, although such a contention 
is debatable. But  recent detailed investigation on what 
is  measured by intelligence tests in use by W. Allison 
Davis, Robert J. Havighurst, and their co-workers (Sci. 
Mon., 1948, 66, 301; Davis, W. Allison. Social Class 
Influence upon Learning. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
Tiniv. Press, 1948) have proved unequivocally that  the 
differential scores of persons classified according to the 
occupations of their parents are explicable entirely in 
terms of the nature of the tests themselves. These 
studies render spurious any surmises about genes of 
intelligence determining the scores of conventional in-
telligence tests, and they negate the geneticists' further 
use of I.Q. scores in the way that  Curt Stern has used 
them. The Davis and Havigurst studies go beyond the 
earlier researches, whic-h had cast doubt upon the value 
of the tests in measuring innate abilities by showing how 
I.Q.'s vary among races when socioeconomic environ-
ments vary-for example, when Negroes have better eco- 
nomic, educational, and cultural opportunities in the 
North than thpy have in the South and by showing the 
differmew in I.Q.'.s between rural and urban p~p-pula-
tions, between upper and lower income groups of closely 
related peoples, and between identical twins raised apart. 
Davis and I-iavighurst have regarded i t  as the crux of 
their problem to discover just why the intelligence tests 
have proved to be more difficult for the lowest socio- 
economic group. 

Discrepancies in  the scores were found to be caused 
by the fact that  the tests use chiefly words, situations, 
pictures, and experiences which are much more familiar 
to .individuals who have grown up  in  middle and upper 
socioeconomic groups. The conventional tests measure, 
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therefore, not the real intelligence of the child or adult, 
but the cultural and economic opportunities they have 
had. Davis and Havighurst have demonstrated experi- 
mentally that by constructing tests in which only such 
words, grammatical constructions, and situations are 
used as are about equally common in the environments 
of all socioeconomic groups the difference in scores be- 
tween individuals in all groups remain. (Davis, W. Alli- 
son. "Education for the Conservation of the Human 
Resources of the United States.'' Address, Amer. Assoc. 
School Admin., Feb. 21, 1949; and Haggard, Ernest A. 
"Influence of Culture Background on Test Perform-
ance." Paper, conference on testing problems, Educa- 
tional Testing Service, Oct. 29, 1949.) 

I t  should be noted that although the assumption of 
psychological differences along class lines reiterated by 
Curt Stern is arrived at  inferentially, the fact that en-
vironmental variables are significant in psychological 
growth has repeatedly been documented by cultural his- 
torians, psychologists and educators (see, e.g., Eluck-
hohn, C .  and Murray, Henry A. Personality in Nature, 
Society and Culture. New Pork: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1948.). However, because of their biases in assuming 
hereditary causes for divergent scores in intelligence 
tests along socioeconomic lines, schools have failed to 
recognize and to develop fully the potential mental abil- 
ity of the children in this country who are from working 
class families. The failure in America to take advantage 
of the abilities of the working class population was 
strongly corroborated by the experience of army psy-
chologists during World War I1 working on the problem 
of the discovery, development, and conservation of apti-
tudes. I t  was demonstrated that the limitations of the 
large group of functional illiterates and slow learners 
could be greatly ameliorated through an educational 
program (Bingham, Walter C. Science, 1947, 106,156.). 
Even more important was the evidence that among more 
than 3,000,000 men in the higher levels of learning abil- 
ity, interviewers for army personnel classification found 
that almost 1,000,000 had not even completed a high 
school course, much less gone on to a technological insti- 
tute, a college, or a professional school, largely because 
they lacked the means (Bingham, Walter V. Science, 
1946, 104, 147). An approach to the problem which in- 
fers differentia! psychological potentialities according to 
socioeconomic groupings puts a heavy restraining hand 
upon attempts to enlarge educational opportunities of 
lower income groups. I t  encourages diversified educa- 
tion along class lines, with inferior facilities for the poor 
because they are regarded as less satisfactory material. 
As a result, class stratification is buttressed. 

Department of Sociology, Columbia Unitiers.it?/ 

I n  the chapter on L'Selection and Eugenics" the 
weighing of the evidence has led me to reach the tenta- 
tive conclusion that there are genetic differences in the 
mean intellectual endowment of the different socioeco-
nomic levels. No certainty regarding this conclusion has 

been claimed in any of the various formulations which 
can be found in the relevant pages of the book. 

Bernhard Stern's critique rests essentially on his state- 
ment that 

recent detailed investigation . . . by Davis, I-Iavighurst and 
their co-worl<ers lit~ve provetl 7rn'quiuocalZy that the differ- 
ential scores of persons when classified according lo the oc- 
cupations of their parents are explicable enti~-clzj in term8 of 
the nature of the tests themselves 

(italics mine). The data presented by Davis and Havig- 
hurst do not warrant as sweeping a statement as this. 
These authors have shown, more vigorously than before, 
that cultural, i.e., environmental factors play a signifi-
cant role in the test-scores of socioeconomic groups, but 
there is nothing in their studies that enables one to state 
unequivocally that no genetic component is present in 
addition to the cultural. Davis and Havighurst (Scien- 
tific Monthly, 1948, 67, 313) themselves, in replying to 
criticisms by A. S. Otis (Scientific Monthl?], 1948, 67, 
312), write 

. . . he says that we assunle that all socioeconomic groups 
are equnl in innate intelligence. This is stating our ponl-
tion a little more strongly than we would do; we would 
rather say that in view of what is now known about genetics 
and about intelligence testing, the safest assumption is that 
the several eocioeconomic groups in the United Stater; are 
equal in innate intelligence. We cannot prove this on the 
basis of evidence at present available. . . . 
(italics mine). 

The last sentence quoted in the preceding paragraph 
continues 

. . . but neither can the assertion that socioeconomic groupa 
differ in innate intelligence be proved with evidence now at 
hand. 

I agree with this statement if emphasis is placed on 
the word prove. I t  is, however, legitimate to  look a t  the 
totality of evidence already a t  hand and to attempt an 
evaluation which, of course, is subject to change when 
new evidence has accumulated. After going over a con- 
siderable body of evidence of which only a limited 
amount, selected as representative, has been cited in my 
book, and not having started with a preconceived opin- 
ion, I found it  indeed "hard to avoid the conclusion . . . 
that there are mean differences in the genetic endowment 
of the different socioeconomic groups. " 

Bernhard Stern's specific criticisms are (1) that I 
have ignored Osborn's recognition of "the many weak- 
nesses of the studies themselves," (2) that I have paid 
no attention to a "warning" by Osborn according to 
which testing of preschool children "is not so valid as 
for the school years," (3) that I did not realize that in- 
fant mental tests in 1938 were of doubtful value, and 
(4) that after initial use I have "abandoned" certain 
data from Russia ' (as  ~nsatisfactory. '~ Some of these 
criticisms might be valid if I had expressed an unequiv- 
ocal opinion rather than one couched in terms of proba- 
bility. But the way in which the opinion was expressed 
is witness of my awareness of debatable aspects of the 
evidence. Moreover, ad ( I ) ,  Osborn's comment regard- 
ing "the many weaknesses of the studies themselves" 
was not made when he drew his conclusion as to the 



June 23, 1950, Vol. 111 SCIENCE 699 

probable ezistence of innate differences between socio-
economic strata but when he discussed the problem of 
estimating relative to environmental differences the size 
of such a difference. Again, ad (2) ,  his footnote regard- 
ing the testing of preschool children has no implication 
of a "warning" and refers not to the fact of differ-
ences but to the numerically somewhat different scale of 
scores from preschool as compared to older children. 
In  principle, differences in the same direction were re-
corded for both young and older children of different 
socioeconomic groups. Ad (3),  that infant mental tests 
in 1938 were of doubtful it may be replied once 
more that the unsatisfactory nature of these tests con-
terns rather their exact quantitative aspects than the 
qualitative establishment of test differences. Finally, 
ad (4), Bernhard Stern,s reference to my having aban-
doned certain data as unsatisfactory is inadmissible. 
The data may be found on page 516 of my book un-

from their presentation in the Science article. 
They were neither abandoned nor called unsatisfactory. 

My interpretation of the evidence may not be shared 
by some or many, but, contrary to a claim made by Davis 
and Havighurst, it is at least fully compatible with our 
lrnowledge of human genetics. These authors say: 

what is known about genetics,the children of a 
man who was well favored with innate intelligence would 
have very little chance of being better favored than the 
children of a man who was less well endowed genetically 
in these respects." This statement is based on the argu- 
ments that "both men carry many latent characteristics 
as well as manifest ones' ' and that their wives contribute 
half the genes to the offspring. But these facts bear 
only on the degree of heritability, not on the genetically 
expected existence of heritability. Given the premises 
made by ~~~i~and ~ ~ ~ i ~ h men~of the existence of 
favored with innate intelligence and of others less well 
endowed, genetic knowledge leaves no doubt that, on 
the average, the children of the former are again innately 
more favored than the children of the latter. 

I should like to conclude these comments with a gen-
eral remark. ~t is one thing to express an opinionon 
the weight of scientific evidence and another to draw 
practical conclusions from one's judgment. I n  my pub- 
lished discussions I have pointed out repeatedly the pre- 
liminary nature of the conclusions reached, their very 
k i t e d  eugenic significance, the laclr of urgency of the 
eugenic problem, and the great importance of the envi- 
ronmental component. The censure of my judgment as 
manifesting "conventional biases" seems based pri-
marily on the potential sociological misuse of such judg- 
ment. Censure of this kind is contrary to the essence 
of free inquiry and implies a desire to impose doctrinal 
lirnitations to the study of observable phenomena. We 
must be free, however, to reach conclusions, preliminary 
or supposedly final, regardless of the misuse to which 
they may be subjected. I n  the condemnation and combat 
of their misuse we all can join hands. 

CURT STERN 

Department of Zoology 
University of California, Berkeley 

American Men of Science 
There has been much interest in the letters which the 

undersigned sent to those included in American Men of 
Science. Because a number of persons completely mis- 
understood the purpose of the letters, as editor, I shall 
try to clear the matter for all concerned. The directory 
has a great value and fills a great need to American men 
of science. 

editor set the advance paid price at $9.50 when 
it have been $12'00' On the $11'00 advance un-
paid orders, the same situation exists, as the $1.50 dif- 
ference is consumed 
counting costs. I n  three years costs increased that much. 

$200,000'00 to put out the eighth edition of theIt 
directory. There were 50,000 names listed and editorial 
costs came to $100,000.00, which is $2.00 each. 

There were two letters sent out: one was a letter to 
those who bough" a "py and were asked to pay $2.00 

to 'Over the cost Of their the 
was a letter to those who did not Order a "py' 

This group was asked to help defray the costs of editorial 
work in connection wit11 their biography. Almost every- 

One either someon' copy, Or a library 
so i t  was felt that most of this group would be glad to 
help to the extent of the $2.00 editorial costs. 

However, a few persons have inquired about the intent 
of the second letter, believing that if no $2.00 were sent, 
biographies might be omitted. This is quite erroneous. 
Nothing was further from that thought when the letter 
was mailed. I f  such a letter were sent to those being 
considered for inclusion in the directory there might be 
cause for concern. But everyone who received the letter 
is already included in the directory. 

NO record is being kept for editorial use of those who ~ ~ t 
sent $2.00. If anyone sent $2.00 for the reason of edi- 
torial influence they ask *Or a refund-

Obviously, had it been a money-making scheme more 
than $2.00 would have been asked. I t  was hoped that, 
a sufficient number of those who received the letters 
would contribute enough to make the directory secure, 

but it will fall short of that figure, unless more are 
received. 

The fact that we returned over 200 $9.50 advance paid 
orders of those who in our judgment were not eligible 
for inclusion proves that inclusion cannot be bought. 

We are grateful to who under- the many ~ h ~ u s a n d s  
stood our letters and heped us with our financial problem. 
The book will be priced higher for the ninth edition; we 

this will take Care of all expenses. 
We want to assure all those in science in America that 

the high plane of editorial policy will never change so 
long as the undersigned is editor. EIe has been editor 
for over 20 years. 

CATTELL 
~ a i t ~ ~ ,  science 

JAQUES 
~~~~i~~~ M~~ of 

Committee for Aid to Foreign Physiologists 
A committee was set up in September, 1948, by the 

American Physiological Society to aid foreign physiolo- 

http:$100,000.00

