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There are two broad approaches to 
studying inequality, which can most 

easily be illustrated by considering a 
pair of people, i and j. The inequality 
of a pair on variable Y is conveniently 
defined as some increasing function of 
the absolute value of the difference, 
Yi - Y,, between the values of Y for 
the pair, sometimes standardized by 
dividing the difference by the mean 
value, or of the absolute value of the 
ratio (that is, the difference in the 
logarithms), Y,/Yj. We can set about 
explaining the value of Y for each in- 
dividual in terms of his own individual 
conditions (his race, education, sex, 
age, social origins, and so on), hence 
explaining the difference in Y by dif- 
ferences in individual conditions. Or 
we can set about explaining the dif- 
ference by a variable describing the 
pair (i, j) (for example, whether it is 
a black/white pair in the South or in 
the North or a pair in agriculture 
versus urban employment). 

The second kind of analysis requires 
the comparison of social systems (at 
the very least, social systems contain- 
ing the pair), since data on variables 
describing pairs cannot be derived 
from data on isolated individuals. Such 
system analysis usually is associated 
with a theory that people at the top 
try to keep people at the bottom un- 

equal, for their own advantage; the 
primary variables are therefore usually 
ones explaining why in some social 
systems the rich have more power than 
others. The higher the power of the 
rich, the higher the rate of exploitation; 
that is, the higher the deliberately main- 
tained distance between pairs of indi- 
viduals. For example, plantation sys- 
tems in agriculture in the United States 
(in the Black Belt in the South and 
in central California) have produced 
more inequality than small-holding sys- 
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tems (in the East and Midwest), es- 
pecially when migrant laborers and 
Blacks were disenfranchised and un- 
organized and therefore powerless. 

This book takes the first approach. 
That is, the authors try to explain the 
difference between pairs of people in, 
say, occupational success by differences 
between those same people in educa- 
tion, test scores, race, school attended, 
and so on. The policy question to 
which it is addressed is: How far can 
we reduce inequality in society at large 
by reducing inequalities in the schools? 
It does not address system questions 
such as why inequalities of schooling 
are less now than in the 1920's, or 
why they are less in some states or 
cities than in others, or why they are 
less in the United States than in many 
other countries. 

One result of this individual strategy 
is that although the authors are clearly 
socialists in the broad sense that they 
want to decrease inequality by taking 
from the rich to give to the poor, 
their picture of American society is 
curiously benign. When they talk of 
people actively producing inequalities 
for their own benefit, as when em- 
ployers "prefer" one kind of worker 
to another (pp. 18;2-83), their analysis 
of why employers' preferences reign 
rather than those of socialist college 
professors is superficial in logic and 
thin in evidence. 

The statistical analysis of the book 
is of the very highest quality. It is 
buried in footnotes and appendices, so 
the reader who does not like statistical 
analysis can read the text with little 
bother. The evidence comes from 
putting together results from the best 
available studies. The authors use great 
ingenuity in integrating these results. 
Their own assessment of the adequacy 
of the evidence, in those cases in 
which I know the studies, agrees al- 
most exactly with my own. In short, 
the book represents the best we know 
about the causes of individual success 
and about how far inequality in the 
causes accounts for inequality of suc- 
cess. Further, it gives a very good 
picture of how sure we are about these 

results. Nonspecialist readers can read 
this book with confidence that they are 
getting the best sociology can offer at 
the present time. 

In particular the long analysis of 
the degree of inheritance of IQ, in 
appendix A, is the best in the literature. 
The authors conclude that about 45 
percent of the variance of IQ scores 
of the U.S. population is due to varia- 
tion in genes, about 35 percent is due 
to variation in environment, and 20 
percent cannot be allocated because it 
is due to the correlation between the 
genes of a person and his environment. 
They also estimate that, given the state 
of the evidence, these allocations may 
easily be off as much as 20 percent, 
because heritabilities estimated in dif- 
ferent ways disagree. I conclude from 
this that the data available are suffi- 
ciently ambiguous that they are more 
similar to a Rorschach inkblot than to 
a crucial experiment and investigators' 
conclusions about them are better indi- 
cators of the minds of the investigators 
than of the data. One has to care a lot 
about the answer, and to be pretty 
sophisticated in statistics, to read this 
appendix. 

Before I summarize what this best 
we know shows, there is a major prob- 
lem of substantive interpretation that 
must be addressed, the problem of 
luck. Most of the variation in test 
scores, educational attainment, occupa- 
tional success, or income is not related 
to any of the causes sociologists study. 
A person's education, experience, and 
seniority may have got him a good job 
in a firm that goes out of business so 
he loses both his job and his pension 
rights, or in a successful firm. A per- 
son may lose a leg, and it may be his 
own fault, or the fault of someone 
poor without insurance, or the fault of 
someone rich. A person may lose in- 
terest in getting ahead and put his 
energy into his golf game. Presumably 
the "unexplained variance" in success 
is related to a large variety of such 
small causes. 

Now consider a passage such as: 
"Thus there is nearly as much variation 
in status between brothers as in the 
larger population. Family background 
is not, then, the primary determinant 
of status" (p. 179). What such an 
argument does is to compare the causal 
importance of family background with 
the importance of luck, of the large 
variety of more or less unorganized 
small causes of people's fates. The ques- 
tion is whether this is the right com- 
parison for policy analysis. 
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The authors' justification for making 
this kind of comparison is implicit 
(another possible justification, that it 
is traditional in the behavioral sciences, 
is worthless). They have imagined a 
socialist policy alternative, which would 
operate directly to equalize incomes, 
working conditions, and so on. Such a 
policy could presumably operate to 
offset the effects of luck as well as of 
systematic social forces such as family 
background. But comparing a real 
cause in the world with the strongest 
cause one can imagine, rather than 
with other causes actually operating, 
gives an artificially deflated estimate 
of the importance of the real cause. 
Thus much of the argument of the 
book comes down to arguing, for one 
systematic social cause after another, 
that it is unimportant compared to 
luck. 

Aside from the fact that such a 
procedure is a proposal for the aboli- 
tion of behavioral science, it seems to 
me not justified for policy analysis. 
The equalizing effects of the most 
socialist policies ever instituted in the 
United States, the progressive income 
tax and the social security system 
(which equalizes among ages, not 
among social classes), are relatively 
small. I doubt if they much exceed 
the effects of equalizing education over 
the past four decades. Thus it seems 
to me more reasonable to compare 
the effect of a particular systematic 
social cause to the total effects of all 
the systematic causes we can find, ex- 
cluding luck. In my summary, I will 
therefore try to assess the size of 
various effects as compared with the 
total explained inequality, rather than 
as compared with total inequality. 
This means, for example for income, 
that I will ignore the 77 percent of 
the variance that is, as far as we know 
now, due to luck (see fig. B2, p. 339) 
and try to assess the importance of 
causes relative to the socially patterned 
inequality, the other 23 percent. 

The most striking finding is that, no 
matter how schools are assessed, which 
school a child goes to has a negligible 
effect on success, however measured. 
Schools may be integrated or segregated, 
expensive or cheap, with rich students 
or poor students, or merely ranked by 
degree of success, but differences be- 
tween them make very little difference 
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school a child goes to has a negligible 
effect on success, however measured. 
Schools may be integrated or segregated, 
expensive or cheap, with rich students 
or poor students, or merely ranked by 
degree of success, but differences be- 
tween them make very little difference 
to students' success. The idea that 
schools make a big difference is a sta- 
tistical illusion. Schools whose students 
have high IQ or achievement scores, 
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or that have high percentages of stu- 
dents going on to college, do so almost 
entirely because the students in them 
come to school with high scores and 
with family backgrounds that lead to 
college. A student may possibly be 
disadvantaged by going to school with 
all smart kids, because it makes him 
feel dumb, but the effect is trivial in 
size. He may on the other hand be 
advantaged because he learns more 
from his smarter peers, but that effect 
is also trivial in size. 

What happens within schools has 
a large effect. In particular, whether a 
student ends up on a college prepara- 
tory curriculum is the dominant im- 
mediate determinant of whether he 
goes on to college. This in turn is 
strongly influenced by his intelligence 
test scores and his grades, and in- 
fluenced some much smaller amount by 
his social background aside from 
aspects of social background that 
determine IQ and grades. Schools 
hardly discriminate at all by pure 
racial or social class background. Al- 
most all the apparent discrimination 
is due to social influences on test 
scores and grades. However, most of 
the slippage between high school 
preparation and college attendance is 
explained by sex and social back- 
ground. That is, college preparatory 
students who do not go on are largely 
working class, or women, and those on 
other curricula who do go on are large- 
ly from richer families, and men. 

Children's intelligence is the dominant 
determinant of adult cognitive abilities, 
with years of education (nowadays 
much of this is a measure of the col- 
lege/noncollege distinction) an im- 
portant supplementary cause. Since 
children's intelligence scores are a 
dominant determinant of years of edu- 
cation, this means that in a practical 
sense years of education and adult in- 
telligence are almost the same variable. 
Whatever that mixed variable is-cer- 
tificates or true competence-it is by 
far the dominant cause of what level 
of job people get. Tests of adult mental 
competence allow us to explain a little 
bit more of differences in jobs above 
the amount explained by years of edu- 
cation. 

The dominant determinant of income 
is, of course, whether or not a person 
holds a job, with old people, women, 
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Like most recent studies of inequality, 
this book systematically ignores the 
causes of being out of the labor force 
or being unemployed, although it does 
for a change include women in the 
analysis. Once a person has a job, the 
dominant cause of his income is what 
kind of job it is, with some smaller 
effect from adult measures of cogni- 
tive competence. 

But income is poorly predicted by 
sociological or genetic IQ variables. 
That is, luck plays less of a role in 
whether or not a person becomes a 
physician than it does in whether he 
becomes a very rich or only a well-to- 
do physician; luck plays less of a role 
in determining that a person becomes 
a factory operative than it does in de- 
termining whether he works all year 
in the high-wage chemical industry or 
only part of the year and in the low- 
wage cannery industry. 

Of course, by the time the originally 
weak effects of differences between 
schools on children are further atten- 
uated by luck in getting more educa- 
tion, luck in getting a good job, and 
luck in getting a high income out of 
that good job, they are completely 
trivial. Anything we now know how to 
do to elementary and secondary 
schools, including spending money on 
them, integrating them or resegregating 
them, grouping according to ability 
within them or not, adding preschool 
and kindergartens to them, will have 
trivial effects on the eventual incomes 
of the children in the schools. 

The policy implications the authors 
draw from this are, first, that school 
policies and expenditures should be 
evaluated by what kind of life they 
give children, rather than by what ef- 
fect they might conceivably have on 
the life of 50-year-olds 40 years from 
now; and second, that if one wants 
to equalize incomes, give the poor 
money, not education. 
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During recent years civilian students 
of nuclear strategy have been the 

targets of severe attacks from both 
the right and the left. Critics on the 
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