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With the passage of time it is easier to observe both the considerable strengths and weaknesses of Stephen J. Gould’s landmark 1981 book, The Mismeasure of Man.   That critics on the scientific and political right have been unable to find virtues in the book while those on the left have been unable to spot its weaknesses confirms Gould’s thesis that objectivity is a myth in science.  One of the book’s undeniable contributions is its demonstration that early mental testers’ claims of distance and disinterest from the outcomes of their studies concealed rabid cultural agendas both from themselves and others.  There is perhaps no better illustration of this than Gould’s citation of Robert Yerkes’s statement in the foreword to Carl C. Brigham’s incendiary, race baiting, and ultimately worthless analysis of American World War I army test data, that “the author presents not theories or opinion but facts” (cited in Gould, p. 224).  Gould’s suggestion to “locate the beam in one’s own eye before interpreting correctly the pervasive motes in everybody else’s” (1981, p. 23) is still relevant as the tiresome debate over intelligence, heredity, and environment enters its second century.

On the other hand, Gould did not always follow his own admonition and demonstrated his thesis not only intentionally, by showing the errors caused by earlier workers’ eagerness to find facts that matched their presuppositions, but also unintentionally, by committing the same error.  The most glaring example of this was his leap to the conclusion that American psychologist Henry H. Goddard had intentionally and nefariously retouched photos to make some subjects of his notorious Kallikaks study appear more “sinister” and “diabolical.”  Gould did not take the time to examine Goddard’s life and career to see if such an accusation made sense.  

Goddard’s biographer, Leila Zenderland (1998), more judiciously concluded, following Fancher, that the retouching was done by editors without the knowledge of Goddard, and that its purpose was to make the facial features more salient rather than to distort them.  This was a common practice at the time because the quality of many photos resulted in fading when they were reproduced for publication.  Zenderland’s explanation is compelling, unlike Gould’s, because it is supported by the context of Goddard’s life and work  She pointed out that the very basis of Goddard’s reputation, his so-called “discovery of the moron”, rested on the assumption that the feeble-minded could not be readily identified by facial features.  When a colleague proposed showing a picture of an obviously disabled child for an exhibit on feeble-mindedness to be held in 1910, Goddard recommended instead using “a fine looking normal appearing boy or girl” (cited in Zenderland, 1998, p. 352).  His enthusiasm for the Binet intelligence test was in large part due to his belief that it would identify feeble-minded persons of normal appearance.  All of the available evidence indicates that he was strongly motivated to visually present “feeble-minded” subjects in a normal way.  Moreover, the honesty and transparency with which Goddard reported his data and which has allowed later generations to correctly view his work as an egregious examplar of how bias can distort social science argue against Gould’s conclusion.

A second, and perhaps more influential mistake, is Gould’s claim, following Kamin (1974) and Chase (1980), that the restrictive immigration restriction law passed in the United States in 1924 was largely due to the dissemination of World War I army mental testing data.  Gould wrote that the army tests became “the supposedly objective data that vindicated hereditarian claims and led to the Immigration Restriction Act of 1924 with its low ceiling for lands suffering the blight of poor genes” (p. 157). Without offering a single piece of evidence, Gould claimed that “Congressional debates leading to passage of the Immigration Restriction Act continually invoke the army data” (p. 232).  In fact, the United States Congressional Record, the authoritative source on United States legislative debate, shows that neither the Army data nor mental tests generally, were a focus of the debates, let alone “continually invoked” as Gould claims.

It is true that Congress passed the 1924 law which acted to restrict immigration from Italy, Greece, Poland, Russia, within a context of ethnocentrism and racism.  And it is also true that prominent American mental testers including Brigham, Yerkes, and Terman actively worked for immigration restriction.  But, as other more careful historians have shown,  psychologists were relatively latecomers to an anti-immigration movement that had been growing in strength for decades. In truth they were more influenced by, than influential in shaping that movement.  A too-little known, but telling fact about the 1924 legislation is that in addition to selectively restricting immigration from southern and eastern European countries, the law completely eliminated immigration from China and Japan. Yet citizens of these Asian countries were not subjects of the World War I Army data.  If, as Gould and others claim the Army data were important to the immigration debate, why were the Chinese and Japanese targeted and subjected to more stringent restriction than Europeans? 
To his credit Gould confesses early in Mismeasure that he is not a historian and cannot write as historians do “about social context, biography, or general intellectual history” (p. 26).  Had he been a historian Gould would have been familiar with the work of Franz Samelson (1975, 1979), who by the time Mismeasure appeared had already demolished its putative causal link between American mental tests and immigration restriction.   Samelson’s rich analysis, unlike Gould’s, relies on a large number of primary sources to support the conclusion that the 1924 law was not “crucially affected” (1979, p. 135) by intelligence testers and their dubious data.  In retrospect it is unfortunate that Gould felt compelled to weigh in on historical issues such as Goddard’s photographs and the immigration law of 1924 that, by his own admission, he was not qualified to handle.  Gould’s  treatment of these issues together with his frequently sarcastic, dismissive, and fragmentary accounts of early mental testers’ activities place Mismeasure squarely within the tradition of works on the history of intelligence that are “framed within simplified, polarized, and largely static dichotomies—a story of hereditarians and environmentalists, conservatives and liberals, good science and bad science” (Zenderland, p. 354).   
However, Gould was as careful a scientist as he was careless a historian.  The real contribution of Mismeasure is due to its original data analysis and incisive dissection of the assumptions on which hereditarian arguments rest.  Gould’s discussion of reification in the context of his clear explanation of factor analysis remains as relevant and important today as when he wrote it.  His reanalysis of Samuel George Morton’s and Paul Broca’s nineteenth century studies of racial differences in cranial capacity are thorough and illuminating.  Gould showed that Morton ignored the relationship between body and brain size, made sample inclusions and exclusions based on purely subjective criteria, computed group means of disproportionally weighted and differing sub-groups so that his “average” was mostly representative of the groups he overrepresented, and made minor arithmetical errors that favored his presuppositions.  When Gould corrected for these and other problems his recalculation from Morton’s original data showed no significant differences among races in cranial capacity.  Gould also showed that Broca selectively reported findings that supported his presuppositions and ignored counterfactual findings that refuted them.
But does Gould’s analysis of Morton’s and Broca’s work matter today?  That question was answered negatively by Arthur Jensen (1982) in a highly critical review that accused Gould of debunking “scientific fossils” that are irrelevant to current issues in the measurement of intelligence.  Jensen wrote that “few if any, will consider it worth the bother to dig into such ancient tomes to check the validity of Gould’s interpretations…what relevance to current issues in mental testing are the inadequacies and errors of early anatomical studies by Samuel Morton (who died in 1851) or Paul Broca (who died in 1880) concerning racial variation in cranial capacity?” (Jensen, 1982, p. 124).
Stunningly, Jensen answered the question himself when he and co-author J. Philippe Rushton reported thirteen years later, with straight faces and without reference to Gould’s devastating critique, that
 
the American anthropologist Samuel George Morton (1849) filled over 1,000 skulls with packing material to measure endocranial volume and found that Blacks averaged about 5 cubic inches less cranial capacity than Whites…Using the method of weighing brains at autopsy, Paul Broca (1873) reported that Whites averaged heavier brains than did Blacks, with larger frontal lobes and more complex convolutions. (Rushton and Jensen, 2005, p. 255)
This quote reveals as much about Jensen’s scholarly integrity as it does the continuing importance of Gould’s warnings about advocacy masquerading as inquiry.  It also illustrates a disturbing face of the modern hereditarian movement of which Gould was seemingly unaware.   Overall, Gould did not attack the integrity of hereditarians.  With the exception of the well-documented case of Cyril Burt and the mistaken claim about Goddard, Gould believed that hereditarians did not attempt to deceive.  On the contrary, he wanted to show that they misled themselves as well as others through their mistaken belief that they were engaged in an objective pursuit of truth uncontaminated by personal beliefs.
Gould made a mistake, however, in viewing Jensen as the modern equivalent of Goddard, Terman and Yerkes.  When those three proclaimed the existence of hereditary differences between racial groups they did so at the dawn of modern genetics and during the high tide of a eugenics movement that included followers as diverse and well-known as Winston Churchill, H.G. Wells, and George Bernard Shaw.  In the decade between 1910 and 1920, eugenics was well within the political and social science mainstream .  When science and politics moved on, so too did Goddard, Terman and Yerkes.  Jensen, however, has now been sounding the same note for forty years.
When he (with Rushton) misuses the concept of heritability to insist in the first decade of the twenty-first century that there is overwhelming proof of genetic differences between races, uses the terms “Negroids”, “Caucasoids”, and “Mongoloids” (Rushton and Jensen, 2005, p. 237), cites uncritically both nineteenth century craniometry and articles published in overtly racist publications such as the Mankind Quarterly (Tucker, 1996), we may infer that something other than normal science is afoot.   And, in fact, Jensen, Rushton and other neo-hereditarians have been linked with extremist political groups on the right (Billig, 1981; Tucker, 1996; Tucker, 2002).  
Brendan and Winifred Maher (1982) trenchantly warned that “psychological theorists with social policies to sell should properly be regarded with suspicion” (p. 863). Stephen Jay Gould’s Mismeasure of Man went a long way to explain why that is so and for that we remain in his debt.  
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