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Inventing Intelligence: How America Came to Worship IQ is among the best books on
intelligence that I have read in a long time. Despite its being so good, or perhaps because of
it, its message probably will be little heeded by those who most need to read and absorb it:
specialists in the field of intelligence. Many of them will reject the main message of the
book because author Elaine Castles questions many of the assumptions that underlie much of
theory and research in the field, such as that intelligence is a “discovered” rather than
“invented” construct.

The main message of the book is that human intelligence, as we know it, is in large
part a cultural invention. This message is not new (see, e.g., Sarason & Doris, 1979;
Sternberg, 2004), but it is one that the general public and most in the field of intelligence
have failed to grasp. What is viewed as “intelligent” differs from one culture to the next, and
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behavior that is intelligent in one culture may be unintelligent, or irrelevant to intelligence,
in another.

For example, children in rural Kenya know the names of many natural herbal
medicines that can be used to combat tropical parasitic illnesses in their milieu (Sternberg et
al., 2001); such knowledge and skills in treating parasitic illnesses would be of no use in
Paris or New York (at least as these cities are presently constituted). The hunting and fishing
knowledge and skills that are so important to survival in rural Yup’ik Eskimo villages in
Alaska are of purely recreational use in Paris or New York (Grigorenko et al., 2004).
Similarly, school knowledge that is considered vitally important in Paris or New York might
be irrelevant to rural Kenyan children.

One does not have to go abroad to see the phenomenon at work. When my family and
I lived in Boston, we would not have been able to recognize a copperhead snake. But when
we moved to rural Oklahoma, my knowledge of what a copperhead looks like may have
saved my life (not in the context of the rural wilds, by the way, but in our own garage!).

Castles further points out that throughout U.S. and even world history, two distinct
ideologies have lived in uneasy coexistence, and sometimes have been at outright war, with
each other. Today, in the United States, they correspond roughly to right-wing and left-wing
ideologies.

The right-wing ideology is that people are basically responsible for their own destiny.
On this view, intelligence and many other traits basically inhere in the individual: Those
who do not fare well in life had the opportunity to do well but were unable or unwilling to
avail themselves of it. In today’s view of meritocracy, their lack of “intelligence” has
consigned them to the lower socioeconomic status levels of society, and they should either
work harder—rather than depending on handouts—or else accept their fate.

The left-wing ideology is that people’s fates largely result from an interaction between
their innate genetic endowments and their environments: Some people, no matter how
intelligent or how motivated, are unlucky in the lot they have been handed in life and merit
generous assistance from society to cushion the blows that these individuals have received
through no fault of their own.

According to Castles, intelligence theorists’ and researchers’ views on intelligence are
highly (although not perfectly) predictable from their ideologies. On this view, the ideology
comes before the science, an assertion that many scientists would reject. However, I agree
with Castles and find her assertions consistent with my own experience in the field. The
“right-wingers” are more likely to believe in IQ as representing a unitary, fixed trait largely
set at birth; the “left-wingers” are more likely to view IQ as representing only a small part of
intelligence—namely, the abstract–analytical part.

Castles, consistent with Gardner (1983), Sternberg (1997), and others, believes that
there are two dominant views of intelligence: the general ability view, adhered to especially
by the right wing, and the practical competence view, adhered to especially by the left wing.



She believes, as do I, that there is room for both views—that IQ tells one something, but far
from everything, about a person’s intelligence.

In her book, Castles reviews the history of beliefs about cognitive abilities, starting
with colonial times, continuing with 19th-century America, up through phrenology, and then
to current times. She notes how Binet’s invention of the intelligence test has been put to uses
that would probably leave Binet turning over in his grave. Binet believed that intelligence is
malleable and even proposed “mental orthopedics” to improve it. Moreover, the Binet-
Simon scales had the modest purpose of helping students with intellectual disabilities learn
the most possible from their school experience. Binet would never have imagined how tests
would be used today for selection and placement in ways that go far beyond what he in all
likelihood would have endorsed.

Moving forward in time, Castles points out that, despite its very negative reputation
today, phrenology was initially accepted by many of the great thinkers of its time. She later
discusses how our current “worship” of IQ and its derivatives (SAT scores, ACT scores,
etc.) has deep historical roots as we, as a society, have sought to understand why some
people have fared better than others in life. But she also points out how tests have been and
continue to be used for social control that tends to benefit groups that have greater
socioeconomic power and hope to keep it that way for themselves and their children.

The book has many strengths. First, Castles places in historical perspective many of
the conflicts that might seem to people less grounded in history to be relatively recent.
Second, she recognizes the powerful connection, in the field of intelligence, between
people’s ideologies and their science. Third, she recognizes that IQ and other measures of
general ability and related constructs can be useful but that our society expects altogether too
much from the measurement of such constructs: They just do not and cannot tell us about the
many other factors that contribute as powerfully or more powerfully to success—resilience,
sense of responsibility, creativity, wisdom, motivation and ethics, among other things.

Fourth, Castles recognizes that, to a large extent, “intelligence” is an invention of time
and place. Fifth, she recognizes the complexity of the field and of the individuals who have
contributed to it, analyzing, for example, some of the inherent complexities of Terman’s
views on intelligence or the lack of it. Finally, the book is a fascinating read—you can read
it in one longish sitting.

Like any book, Inventing Intelligence is imperfect. First, Castles’s historical
references are sometimes imprecise, as when, for example, she fails to credit Stern (1912)
for the concept of IQ as a quotient relating mental age to chronological age (multiplied by
100). Second, Castles is sometimes too credulous, for example, giving Gould (1981) more
credit than he deserves for debunking the importance of IQ.

Third, I believe that Castles understates the importance of the contribution of the
psychometric approach to our understanding of intelligence. John Carroll’s name (see, e.g.,
Carroll, 1993) does not even appear in her references. In fairness, however, she does point
out many of the clinical uses of individual intelligence-test results. Finally, the book would



have profited from more discussion of cognitive and biologically based approaches to
understanding intelligence and even from a more balanced discussion of the psychometric
approach.

I never had heard of Elaine Castles before I read this book. Having read the book, I
hope to hear much more of and from her.
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