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recap: Feb 2, 2023

• what we covered:
• L2: Mental imagery

• the imagery debate, newer work

• your to-dos were:
• read: L3 (Eugenics  + Intelligence Testing chapters)



today’s agenda

• initial part:
• eugenics overview

• psychology and eugenics

• later part:
• intelligence testing
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what is eugenics?

• an idea to “improve” society through 
the selective breeding of humans

• a widespread, worldwide movement 
that perpetuated and 
institutionalized racism and white 
supremacy

• led to many human rights violations



why are we talking about this?

• many early psychologists were interested in cognitive abilities 
because they were interested in or part of the eugenics movement

• as we embark on a course that describes the history of cognitive 
research, it would be irresponsible to pretend as if cognitive and/or 
psychological research did not have serious, problematic, long-term 
ramifications on society

• to move forward, we must acknowledge this past and learn from it



Galton and eugenics

• Galton’s explorations into mental imagery 
had hidden motives

• “The larger object of my inquiry is to elicit 
facts that shall define the natural varieties 
of mental disposition in the two sexes and 
in different races, and afford trustworthy 
data as to the relative frequency with 
which different faculties are inherited in 
different degrees”



think, pair, and share

• your assigned reading(s)
• Video on Galton’s role in the eugenics movement 

• APA’s chronology of events

• think about what you found most surprising or interesting or depressing
• think [3 minutes]: make notes (individually)

• pair [3 minutes]: discuss together

• share [whoever’s birthday is earlier in the year]



broader negative consequences

• Nazi propaganda and war crimes

• forced sterilization and institutionalization

• racial segregation and anti-miscegenation

• IQ/standardized testing, gifted school programs

• employment selection procedures



eugenics and psychology

• Galton’s anthropometric lab

• legitimizing the study of people’s 
abilities 
• positive and negative eugenics

• Karl Pearson (Galton’s student)

• known for inventing the correlation 
coefficient (Pearson’s r) and Annals 
of Eugenics (now called Annals of 
Human Genetics)



eugenics and psychology

• The American Psychological Association (APA) and other 
prominent psychological organizations (e.g., APS) had 
several prominent eugenicists on their boards, as 
members, and even had/have awards that are named after 
them
• E.L. Thorndike Career Achievement Award (renamed)

• Granville Stanley Hall Award (renamed)

• APA recently issued an apology for its complicity in 
perpetuating racism 

• psychology as a field legitimized eugenicist ideas by 
developing tests, tools, methods that were published in 
scientific journals



how do we move forward?
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how would you define intelligence?

• discuss in groups: what does being intelligent mean to you?



many researchers, many definitions

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intelligence 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intelligence


many researchers, many definitions

• Coane et al. (2023) asked 425 
participants what does…
• “remembering mean to you?”

• “knowing mean to you?”

• “being intelligent mean to you?”

• coded responses on several 
dimensions 

• what kind of research method?

https://www.mdpi.com/2079-3200/11/5/84 

https://www.mdpi.com/2079-3200/11/5/84


Galton to Cattell

• James Cattell published “Mental tests 
and measurements” in 1890

• influenced by Galton’s ideas and the 
eugenics movement

• proposed obtaining a variety of 
measurements from individuals

• several of these were physical
measurements that Cattell thought 
reflected some aspect of intelligence



activity 1: Cattell’s tests!

• I will read out a paragraph

• after I’m done, you will write down word for word what I said 

• then, we will score your responses



activity 2: Cattell’s tests!

• make a note of which color you prefer



discuss

• did these tests feel like they were measuring intelligence?



Cattell’s mental tests

• several of Cattell’s tests were about physical attributes 
(vision, touch, etc.)

• the one you did today (mostly mental):
• read aloud paragraph (memory testing, RBANS, Wechsler 

Memory Scales)

• color preference

• other tests:
• reaction time (processing speed: intelligence)

• spatial perception (judgment of line orientation: 
neuropsychological testing)

• time perception 

• read aloud numerals (working memory, also tested backwards)



Cattell’s mental tests at Columbia

• Cattell tested 100 students at 
Columbia university and published 
the results in 1896 on a whole host 
of measures 

• Although the hope was these 
measurements would correlate with 
grades, there was no consistent 
relationship between test
performance and student grades



Alfred Binet

• Binet was a French psychologist also 
interested in developing intelligence tests

• he criticized Cattell’s tests on face-validity 
and came up with his own set of tests that 
were arguably more challenging

• was motivated by the unfair 
institutionalization practices of the French 
government for children



Binet-Simon test

• the tests measured a whole 
host of abilities across 
different ages

• Binet equated mental ability 
with age and assumed that 
intelligence grew with age 
linearly 

• came up with an algorithm to 
compute “mental age” based 
on number of tests passed for 
that age



Binet-Simon test correlations

• Binet recognized that a single test did 
not mean anything, but believed that 
the collection of them could 
represent something meaningful

• Binet also proposed the idea of 
norms/standardization, i.e., building a 
pattern from a large database and 
then comparing individuals on that 
pattern

• strengths/limitations?

One test signifies nothing, let us emphatically 
repeat, but five or six tests signify something. 
And that is so true that one might almost say, ‘It 
matters very little what the tests are so long as 
they are numerous



modern IQ tests

• Binet’s tests were linked to “mental age” 
based on a standardized scale

• modern “intelligence tests” also use a 
standardized scale called the intelligence 
quotient (IQ)

• Binet’s tests were popularized by American 
psychologists to further the eugenics cause 
(e.g., Lewis Terman, Stanford-Binet test)

• criticisms: formation of Association of Black 
Psychologists (ABPsi) in 1978



standardized 
tests (SAT / ACT)

• should we use test scores for college admissions?

• who is benefiting and who is being left out?

• how should colleges select for students?

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/10/23/upshot/sat-inequality.html 
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/07/briefing/the-misguided-war-on-the-sat.html

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/10/23/upshot/sat-inequality.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/07/briefing/the-misguided-war-on-the-sat.html


other measures of intelligence

• “g-factor” 
• Charles Spearman proposed the idea of “general

intelligence”, after observing high correlations 
between unrelated tasks administered to children

• two factors: general (g) and specific abilities (si)

• fluid and crystallized intelligence:
• Raymond Cattell proposed dividing g into two 

independent constructs: crystallized and fluid 
intelligence

• fluid: basic reasoning, less reliant on prior 
knowledge

• crystallized: learned knowledge

Park and Bischof (2022)



idea of genius/brilliance/smartness



modern conversations on intelligence

• intelligence continues to remain a 
popular and scientifically important 
topic in the field but the goals have 
evolved over time

• intelligence is thought to be 
multifaceted, and the study of 
intelligence has many different 
motivations and goals
• what makes humans different/unique?
• how can we build artificial intelligence?



big takeaways

• the history of intelligence testing is fraught with biased assessments, 
measures, and policies

• the field has moved from measuring abilities for the purpose of 
classifying/ranking people to instead testing theories and claims 
about how cognition works

• the rest of the course will focus on this second piece, i.e., how does 
cognition work and how do we study it?



next class

• before class:
• complete: L2/L3 quiz

• explore: L2/L3 writing assignments

• read: L4 (Associations) chapter 

• during class:
• learning by association!


