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PHILOSOPHY OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES / September 2001Levin, Hocutt / REPLY TO KEITA

Reply to Keita

MICHAEL LEVIN
City College of New York
MAX HOCUTT
University of Alabama

There is much wrong in Keita (2001 [this issue]; all references
thereto unless otherwise stated).

1. It is a rule of logic that stronger evidence is needed to support a
weightier conclusion. By adding weight to our conclusions, Keita
makes our argument appear weaker than it is. This, in fact, is his main
tactic. For instance, according to Keita we say that “the 15-point gap is
due primarily to genetic factors and is impervious to piecemeal egali-
tarian gestures designed to narrow this gap” (p. 386, emphasis added).
In fact, we say no such thing. We limit our skepticism to belief that the
whole gap can be closed by environmental changes. Our acknowl-
edgement that only the major part of the gap is hereditary implies that
there is a part due to environment, a part that (by definition) can be
eliminated by environmental means. By page 392, Keita is referring to
“the thesis that interracial IQ differences are genetic,” not, notice, to
the hypothesis that they may be partially genetic. Thus, despite our
clear protestations to the contrary, we are represented as holding that
the entire difference is hereditary. (We repeat that the underlying nor-
mative issue is not the forward-looking one of ways to close the racial
gap but the backward-looking one of the gap’s causes—whether it is
wrongdoing or factors for which no one is to blame.)

Of a piece with this overstatement is a construal of our position as
“the claim that so-called racial phenotype is necessarily a predictor of
IQ” (Keita, p. 387, emphasis added). What is the word necessarily
doing here? It is certainly not ours; we speak only of probability and
possibility. The same misrepresentation occurs again when Keita
attributes to us the claim “that the 15-point black-white difference
must contain a genetic component” (p. 389, emphasis added). Where
did this must come from? We claim only that the genetic hypothesis
has great explanatory merit. Thus, again despite our protestations to
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the contrary, we are represented as having offered not a hypothesis
but a demonstrated conclusion.

In this connection, note Keita’s argument that we cannot explain
the conquest of Africans by Europeans unless we are prepared to
attribute the conquest of the Celts by Rome as proof of inferior Celtic
intelligence. May has again morphed into must to short-circuit our
point, namely, that conquest is an indicator of superior culture, which
may be due to superior intelligence. (Is Keita sure that British Celtics
were as smart as imperial Romans?) Sometimes other contingencies
are plainly at work. For instance, one obvious German advantage
over Jews was vastly superior numbers, a factor not at work in the col-
onization of Africa. (We also call attention to Jewish overrepre-
sentation in pre-Nazi German banking, journalism, music, law, math-
ematics, and medicine, without counterpart in black/white relations.)
Incidentally, Keita’s counterexample to the superiority of European to
African cultures, the Muslim parts of northern Africa during the mid-
dle ages, is an irrelevancy. What is at issue is the cultures of the Negroid
peoples of the African subcontinent, not the semitic cultures of Jews
and Arabs.

Finally, Keita objects that we claim plausibility “without any
proof” that (black) culture can be construed as an environmental
effect of genes. But you need proofs only when claiming necessity. A
hypothesis is shown to be plausible when it is shown to explain the
data in question better than its rivals, and our section “Gene/Envi-
ronment Correlation” makes clear the virtues of pointing the causal
arrow from genes to environment. One—which seems to have eluded
Keita’s radar altogether—is that black/white differences with respect
to a cognitive trait vary directly with the trait’s heritability. Asecond is
that placing the origin of the arrow at genes correctly predicts (as
reversing it does not) the result of screening off alleged underlying
causal factors, as in cross-fostering designs.

Contrast the view of culture as an extended phenotypic expression
of a population’s genes with Keita’s own rather diffuse proposal that
“industrialization” explains group differences in IQ. To repeat a point
made in our article, Keita’s proposal leaves it a mystery why some
groups rather than others industrialized. If the English have high IQs
because of the industrial revolution, where did the industrial revolu-
tion come from? Did it just alight in England out of the exogenous
blue? Our proposal explains industrial technology. This is not
“proof,” but it enhances plausibility.
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2. Keita betrays further confusion about our view by attacking the
climatic theory of race differences. He describes the latter as “the
explanatory hypothesis offered by those who support the
hereditarian hypothesis” (p. 391), as if the two stood or fell together.
Surely the fact that (as he admits) we never mention climate should
have told Keita that is not so. As a general matter, since an explanation
H entails its explanandum E but not conversely (lest H just repeat E in
other words), E is bound to be consistent with ~H. This is why, in gen-
eral, the evidence for an explanandum is distinct from that for any
proposed explanations. In particular, while an explanation of genetic
race differences would be welcome, assuming the races do in fact dif-
fer, whether they do is to be resolved by twin and adoption studies,
genomic analysis, and other data to which evolutionary history is
irrelevant.

Alleged facts may reasonably be discounted only when by current
lights they could not be explained. Clairvoyance and extragalactic vis-
itations come to mind. Keita’s challenge to hereditarians to explain
“plausibly” why there should be intelligence differences for “popula-
tions from any geographical environment” lowers the stakes
considerably.

In any case, this particular shoe belongs on Keita’s foot. The current
consensus holds that ancestral Caucasoids left Africa 100,000 years ago
or more, and that ancestral north Asians left Europe at least 40,000 years
ago. Evolutionary theory virtually requires that populations experi-
encing different environments and hence disparate selectional pres-
sures over thousands of generations will differentiate—just how, to
repeat, being a matter for independent empirical determination. If
anything, identification of genetic race differences can be expected to
throw light on evolutionary processes. The races have obviously
diverged in overt morphology and only ultra-Cartesian body/mind
dualists would doubt that the mind as well adapts. As usual, Keita
sets up a straw man when he claims to diagnose the central “logical
fallacy” of such reasoning: “the fact that blacks and whites may differ
on certain ontogenetic traits such as hair color, pigmentation, and so
on does not imply that there are no traits (cognitive abilities being one
of them) on which both groups do not differ” (p. 393). Rectifying the
triple negation, he has imputed to us the absurd tenet that if the races
differ genetically on one trait, they (must) differ on all. Such hyper-
bole plays no role in our argument.

We note in passing that neither Eskimos nor Neanderthals dis-
credit the climatic theory. Eskimos do about as well as European refer-
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ence populations on the Ravens Matrices (Berry 1966), as the climatic
theory predicts. In any case, the theory can only be tested against
specifications of the environments to which the ancestors of various
modern populations were subject. Perhaps the major stressors oper-
ated on ancestral Europeans and northern Asians after the founding
Amerinds left for the New World. As for Neanderthals, the direction
of their evolution is currently conjectural: we certainly cannot say that
early Neanderthals were as smart as later ones. There is in fact some
evidence of an increase in the size of Neanderthal braincases from
about 100 to 1,400 cubic centimeters during their tenure on earth (In
The Stone Ages 2000). They seem to have been replaced by the more
intelligent Cro-Magnons.

3. Like many Bell Curve critics, Keita calls attention to within-race
differences, mentioning that Spaniards in Spain have an average IQ
of 87, Greeks 89, and so on, varying cultures in order to show that
“racially designated phenotype does not correlate with IQ” (p. 387).
This is poor reasoning. The variation in genetic height within the male
sex does not, for instance, negate the genetically based between-sex
height difference. Why could IQ not vary both within and between
racial groups? What reason has Keita for thinking the cultures he
mentions are genotypically identical? The standard work on the sub-
ject, Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza (1994), documents genetic
variation within European, north Asian, and sub-Saharan popula-
tions (while dividing the human race as a whole into the standard
Caucasoid/Mongoloid/Negroid clusters). However wide, within-
Caucasoid variance—Lynn (1978, cited by Keita) conjectures that some
may be artifactual—is irrelevant to variance between group means.

This variance emerges most clearly when the IQs of the various
European, north Asian, and African populations are aggregated. The
most pertinent study here is Lynn’s 1991 study, on which Bell Curve
relies, not the earlier Lynn 1978 study cited by Keita. Where 100 is the
mean for a reference population of white Americans, Caucasian IQs
tend toward the 90s, with northern Europeans at just about exactly
100; those of northern Asians tend to be a bit higher than 100; and
those of Negroids fall in the 70s and 80s. Bear in mind that the highest
Negroid scores are achieved by American blacks, hybrids with signif-
icant (10 to 20 percent) white ancestry. Keita misleadingly cites Kamin
(1995), who in turn cited one study in which Sowetan adolescents did
as well as whites on the Ravens Matrices, which is a decided singular-
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ity in the data. Remember, we are not talking of necessity, but of what
is true by and large and for the most part.

Keita denies that attributing the whole 15-point IQ difference to
heredity is consistent with the “small” known genetic difference
between blacks and whites. (We have been unable to find the precise
figure in Nei and Roychoudhury [1982] that Keita attributes to them.)
But he nowhere offers an argument to support the claim that the two
are inconsistent. To put the issue in perspective, recall the old farmer
William James quoted as saying, “There is very little difference
between one man and another, but what there is can be mighty impor-
tant.” “Genic differences” that are small by Keita’s measure, namely,
variation in heterozygosity, might suffice to produce the seemingly
large difference in IQ. Keita’s contention, common as it in fact is,
involves highly questionable shifts in comparison class. Bear in mind
that chimpanzees are also very “close” to humans in terms of gene fre-
quency, simply because most mammalian genes are dedicated to
building hearts, lungs, and other structures common to all mammals.
Bear in mind too that even if on average whites and blacks differ only
in one of every two hundred genes, there are thought to be more than
3 billion genes in the human genome, meaning the races differ on
average in 15 million genes. By Cavalli-Sforza, Menozzi, and Piazza’s
measure of “FST distance” (1994, 79-83, especially Figures 2.3.2.A,
2.3.2.B, and 2.3.3. and Table 2.3.2), sub-Saharan Negroids are about
three times farther from Europeans as they are from each other, and
any African population is FST farther from any non-African popula-
tion than any two non-African populations are from each other.

4. Keita also (mis)uses outliers when noting the large IQ differences
between some monozygotic (MZ) twins.1 Nothing we say rules out
this possibility, which might be caused by, for example, brain damage
to one twin. Heritability is a group statistic rather than a record of
individual cases. A divergence of 29 IQ points for a single pair of MZ
twins reared apart is not excessively improbable given the sample
size, even for a heritability of .7.

Highly divergent MZ pairs in the literature Keita cites are young,
whereas more recent studies (e.g., Pedersen et al. 1992) indicate that
the IQs of MZ twins converge with age. The most popular behavioral
genetic explanation for this invokes our old friend, the genetic shap-
ing of environments. Preadolescents are situated where others put
them, but as individuals age they choose environments more congru-
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ent with their own genetic predispositions. So people with like genes
eventually select like environments. Treating environment as an
extended phenotype thus predicts the otherwise surprising increase
of h2 with age; nurturism wrongly predicts its decrease under the
cumulative impact of experience.

5. A crucial question is what nurturism actually maintains. Citing
our argument that a difference in culture is as well explained by a dif-
ference in intelligence as conversely, Keita replies that “in the case of
African Americans, a reasonable counterargument has been that the
oppressive conditions under which they were forced to survive led to
their being not as equally exposed to the kinds of environmental con-
ditions that prepare individuals for the more advanced levels of edu-
cation” (p. 390). Notice how extremely vague this claim is. What, spe-
cifically, are these environmental conditions supposed to be? Why
have they been so hard to identify? In particular, why does the race
difference persist even where blacks seem to have the cultural advan-
tage? A point we made to which Keita does not respond is that the
children of middle-class blacks do worse than economically less for-
tunate groups. Another point he ignores is that the race differences
appear in early childhood, which rules out most standard environ-
mental suspects such as teacher expectation. Another unaddressed
point is the results of transracial adoption described in our article.
Keita seems not to have understood that by “Asians and Jews who
have frequently grown up in disadvantaged environments,” we
meant American Asians and Jews who have suffered poverty and dis-
crimination comparable to that of blacks but have managed to over-
come these disadvantages. So this point too gets passed over.

Without wishing to seem to endorse positivism, a view we are told
is passé, we wonder what if any empirical content remains in a notion
as untestable as “environmental condition.”

6. Keita muddles brain size and IQ, the correlation between which
is not a “hypothesis” but by now a well-established datum (see refer-
ences in Hocutt and Levin 1999, note 36; we expect replications to
appear by the time the present exchange is published). It does not fol-
low that “by the same logic, elephants and whales should be more
intelligent than humans” (p. 391), since IQ rises with brain size when
body size is controlled for. There is indeed a puzzle about the sexes,
because they appear identical in mean IQ although male brains out-
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weigh female brains slightly when body mass is fixed (Ankney 1992).
It is natural to connect this discrepancy to the specific male advantage
in spatial processing, but this interesting issue is not the one Keita
raises.

7. Recurring to a topic mentioned in (2), Keita opposes IQ to what
he rather obscurely calls “ontogenetic” or “ontic” traits like eye color.
He says “IQ scores, unlike ontic traits such as eye color, are a function
of tests subjectively designed within specific cultural contexts” (p. 387).
Granted, interpreting a verbal analogy test for Australian aborigines
is less than straightforward, but Keita ignores all of the validating cor-
relations we presented—the vast number of other measures of apti-
tude and achievement that IQ tests predict. These correlations make it
reasonable to think IQ tests measure the real, “ontic” comparative
intelligence of people within the same or similar societies. Keita may
well reply that the culture is always different if the mean IQ is, and
there is no a priori way to refute this. But it begs the question unless
Keita can specify the precise environmental variables that, according
to him, produce the difference, and this, unfortunately, neither he nor
anyone else has been able to do.

8. Keita concludes, “To determine the plausibility of their hypothe-
sis decisively, Hocutt and Levin might argue instead for social trans-
formations that would leaven environmental differences” (p. 393). We
are far from clear on what “determine the plausibility of a hypothesis
decisively” means. Is Keita asking us to show that what we claim is
evidence really is evidence? Or is he again asking us to prove the Bell
Curve position beyond question? The positive cash value of his pro-
posal is that, since we have not conclusively proved that all of the
racial gap in IQ is hereditary, we should get on the side of those who
are trying to change it by altering the environment. This is Block’s
idea, discussed in our original article: forget heredity; try improved
environments.

We put aside the fact that this proposal would be more reasonable
if we knew precisely what environmental improvements we should
make and what differences in IQ we could expect them to effect—
which we do not. What is more fundamentally wrong with it is that
the converse argument would be just as good. If we wanted to do so,
we could just as well argue that, since the nurturists have not proved
it is all environment, they ought to forget environment. They ought to
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get on the side of the hereditarians and take up a program of eugenics,
or at least forget all intervention programs. We do not endorse that
argument, but it would be just as good.2

We might summarize the dispute between Keita and ourselves in
this way: our hypothesis is that part of the racial gap is hereditary, and
Keita replies, in effect, “Since you have not conclusively proven that
all of the gap is hereditary, you ought to conclude that none is.” This
combines misrepresentation with fallacy.

NOTES

1. Keita like others worries about environmental correlations due to selective place-
ment. Bouchard (1990) maintains that, empirically, such correlations run about .1, and
that overall they distort heritability estimates by about 1 percent.

2. It is often instructive to invert nurturist arguments, for many of them, if made by
naturists, provoke ridicule. Suppose a hereditarian claimed that, since environmental
causes of within-group clothing differences do not imply environmental causation of
between-group clothing differences, the Scots might have a kilt-wearing gene.
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