
Measuring Intelligence

The testing of intelligence has a long and controversial history. Claims that
it is a pseudo-science or a weapon of ideological warfare have been com-
monplace and there is not even a consensus as to whether intelligence exists
and, if it does, whether it can be measured. As a result the debate about it
has centred on the nurture versus nature controversy and especially on alleged
racial differences and the heritability of intelligence – all of which have major
policy implications. This book aims to penetrate the mists of controversy,
ideology and prejudice by providing a clear non-mathematical framework for
the definition and measurement of intelligence derived from modern factor
analysis. Building on this framework and drawing on everyday ideas the author
addresses key controversies in a clear and accessible style and explores some
of the claims made by well-known writers in the field such as Stephen Jay
Gould and Michael Howe.
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Preface

Human intelligence is one of the most important yet controversial topics in
the whole field of the human sciences. It is not even agreed whether it can be
measured or, if it can, whether it should be measured. The literature is enormous
and much of it is highly partisan and, often, far from accurate.

To justify a further incursion into this field it may help to think of the sporting
analogy provided by professional football, of whatever code. There are many
people who take a passing interest in the game; they may look up scores in the
newspaper, but have little specialist interest and they would certainly not feel
deprived if they were cut off from the game altogether. Then there are those we
may call spectators, who follow the game closely. They may attend matches and
watch games on television. Some will be violently partisan, cheering on their
own team, failing to see the fouls on their opponents and hurling occasional
abuse at the referee. Others will be connoisseurs who understand the niceties
of the game and delight in the skills and artistry of the players. Only a few
people will actually be engaged in the game as players. They are the ones who
have a good technical knowledge of the rules but, more importantly, have the
outstanding skills which enable them to perform well at the professional level.
For them it is more than just a game, it is also the source of their livelihood.
Finally, there are one or more referees, by whatever name, whose job is to see
that the game is played according to the rules without advantage to either side.

This book is written from the referee’s point of view. Although many people
take a general interest in intelligence testing and research, it plays no significant
part in their lives. Fewer, whom we might call the spectators, take a close interest
in what is happening, perhaps because it is relevant to their work. Some will be
firm supporters of the pro- or anti-factions. Others will try to take a balanced
view, acquainting themselves with the latest research. All will benefit from the
fact that the spectator often sees more of the game. Neither group, nor the many
in between, have the first hand acquaintance with the game which can only come
from being a player. There are many books written by players for spectators and
yet more by spectators for other spectators, and also for that much larger group
who take a passing interest. The referee, however, is the expert on the rules
and, although that role may be less glamorous, the livelihood of the players and

xi
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xii Preface

the enjoyment of the spectators depends upon the job being done properly. The
referee’s view is much needed in the literature of the intelligence game and this
book aims to provide it.

Measuring intelligence is no simple matter. If it were, the principal argu-
ments would have been settled long ago. Measurement involves numbers and
numeracy is not one of the strengths of contemporary culture. The aim of this
book is to express quantitative ideas in words and the occasional diagram. This
needs patience on the part of the reader and a willingness to give the material
the detailed attention which it requires.

It is a sad fact that many of those who have written on the subject, especially in
a polemical vein, have failed to fully understand the technicalities of the subject.
Thus, for example, one book, which overlooked a fundamental distinction, was
hailed by a reviewer as doing ‘. . . a clear and accurate hatchet job on the IQ
test, which has been done before, but rarely to such good effect . . .’. When such
judgements are expressed by those who are only spectators, misunderstanding
is bound to be perpetuated and magnified.

Anyone who ventures onto the field of play must watch their front and rear.
From the front will come the criticisms of the players who have first hand
knowledge of the game. They will be only too aware of the simplifications,
even over-simplifications, which have had to be made. They may be resentful
that much of the jargon of their trade has been abandoned and many of the
familiar landmarks removed. They may even question the motives for doing
this. From the rear comes the plaintive cry of those who feel that anything
as important as measuring intelligence should be expressible in terms that the
layperson can understand, without summoning up more intellectual effort than
required by a crossword puzzle. It is with the latter group in mind that the
following reading strategy is suggested.

For most readers, it will not be sufficient simply to read the book, as one
would a novel, from beginning to end. The following steps are suggested.

First skim through the whole book quickly. from start to finish. In this way
you will become aware of the contents, the style of treatment and some of the
principal conclusions.

Secondly, go through it more slowly but, when you meet what seem to be
insuperable difficulties, leave them for later and press on so that the thread of
the argument is not lost.

Focus, next, on the chapters which contain the key ideas leaving the others
for later. It is at this stage that the serious work begins. Everyone should start
with chapters 1 and 2 which provide much of the background and terminology.
Skipping to chapter 13 will then enable you to preview the main conclusions,
even though these may not be fully comprehensible at this stage. The heart of
the book is in chapters 4, 5 and 6. These attempt to explain the basic underlying
ideas on which an adequate understanding of the measurement problem rests.
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Preface xiii

They will need a good deal of attention and should be re-visited as your general
understanding develops. Chapters 11 and 12 deal with two of the most highly
controversial topics but are best left until last.

Finally, remember that many of the questions and criticisms which come
to mind are probably dealt with somewhere even if they are not immediately
recognisable.
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