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Summary and Questions


In “Ethnic Differences in Cognitive Ability,” Hernstein and Murray provide a general overview of the data and ideas surrounding differences in intelligence between races. The authors note that there are differences between races and they are a rule, not an exception, since race is by definition a group of people with a distinctive characteristic. They first investigate whether Asians have higher IQ’s than whites. Differences are seen, with Asians scoring higher than Americans, but there are many confounding and complex variables that taint these tests. Also, Stevenson presents data that matching socioeconomic status in studies reduces the differences between Asian and white intelligence scores to zero.


The differences in black and white intelligence in the Untied States is a much more complex issue. When populations of equal size for blacks and whites are tested, blacks score significantly lower than whites. “In the case of the B/W difference of 1.2 standard deviations found on the NLSY, a person with the black mean was in the 11th percentile of the white distribution, and a person with the white mean was in the 91st percentile of the black distribution” (273). The difference between black and white intelligence scores is still seen when the overall population of blacks and whites are considered, but it is not as dramatic. Essentially, the low end of IQ scores shows equal numbers of blacks and whites, but the upper end has a disproportionate number of whites over blacks.


Hernstein and Murray investigate whether there is a testing bias against blacks on intelligence tests, but evidence has not yet been found to support the existence of external or internal bias on the tests. In fact, studies have shown that the difference between blacks and whites is wider on items that appear culturally neutral than on items that appear culturally loaded. They also note that the size of the gap between black and white scores shrinks when SES is statistically extracted, but it is difficult to extract SES because it also is a result of cognitive ability. 


Finally, the authors discuss whether intelligence is entirely genetic, entirely environmental, or a combination of both. There is a great deal of uncertainty within the scientific community on the topic, with diverse opinions on the true nature of the gene-environment interaction. One interesting point the authors consider is Spearman’s hypothesis that as mental measurement focuses most specifically and reliably on g, the observed mean difference between black and white cognitive ability gets larger. At the same time, g or other broad measures of intelligence typically have relatively high levels of heritability. Thus, Spearman argues that the major component of intelligence is genetic. Reliable evidence contrary to Spearman’s hypothesis has not been obtained, so it remains a challenge to the hypothesis that differences in intelligence are purely a result of environment. Hernstein and Murray conclude the article with a thought experiment regarding what the social ramifications would be if differences in black and white intelligence are found to be purely genetic.

1. What are the similarities and differences between the arguments Hernstein and Murray and Williams and Ceci present concerning the convergence of black and white cognitive scores but with some qualifications?

2. How would knowing exactly how much genetics or environment contribute to intelligence change everyday life? How would it change schooling?

3. Do you agree with Mercer’s theory about cultural differences in intelligence testing?  What are the strengths and weaknesses in her theory?

