Critique of 7%e Bell Curve

The Bell Curve

The Bell Curve by Richard ]J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray
provides a superb and unusual opportunity for insight into the
meaning of experiment as a method in science. Reduction of confus-
ing variables is the primary desideratum in all experiments. We
bring all the buzzing and blooming confusion of the external world
into our laboratories and, holding all else constant in our artificial
simplicity, try to vary just one potential factor at a time. Often,
however, we cannot use such an experimental method, particularly
for most social phenomena when importation into the laboratory
destroys the subject of our investigation—and then we can only
yearn for simplifying guides in nature. If the external world there-
fore obliges and holds some crucial factors constant for us, then we
can only offer thanks for such a natural boost to understanding.

When a book garners as much attention as The Bell Curve has
received, we wish to know the causes. One might suspect content
itself—a startling new idea, or an old suspicion now verified by per-
suasive data—but the reason might well be social acceptability, or
just plain hype. The Bell Curve contains no new arguments and pres-
ents no compelling data to support its anachronistic social Darwin-
ism. I must therefore conclude that its initial success in winning
such attention must reflect the depressing temper of our time—a
historical moment of unprecedented ungenerosity, when a mood
for slashing social programs can be so abetted by an argument that
beneficiaries cannot be aided due to inborn cognitive limits ex-
pressed as low 1Q scores.

The Bell Curve rests upon two distinctly different but sequential






