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A cultured lady declares that now at last she understands why it is that so many of El 

Greco’s figures seem to us to be unnaturally tall and thin. It is because El Greco had a 

certain defect of vision which made him see people with that particular distortion; and 

as he saw them, so he drew them. But a child then pipes up with the following 

objection: ‘Surely if his eyes made everything look too tall and thin, wouldn’t he see 

his own pictures in a different way from us too, and wouldn’t they look just as strange 

to him as they do to us? If all he was doing was painting people in the funny way he 

saw them, then surely his paintings would have to look all right to us if they were 

going to look all right to him’.  

 

What an irritating child! But—what an intelligent one! There is a grasp here, an 

ability to reason, to follow an argument and detect its faults. These qualities, and 

others like them, add up to ‘intelligence’; and in this lecture I propose to discuss the 

possibility that in some countries, Great Britain among them, the average level of 

human intelligence is going down. 

 

  

Children’s Intelligence Tests  

If we classify children of any chosen age by the scores they get in intelligence tests, 

and then make a diagram showing what number or proportion were awarded each 

possible score, we shall find that the diagrm is smooth and pretty well symmetrical. 

The average score divides the children equally, and the most numerous single group is 

the one whose members have this average and middling score. Moreover, the number 

of children who exceed the average by a certain quantity is about equal to the number 

who fall short of the average by that same quantity; and as we get further and further 

from the average in either -direction, so the number of children to be counted gets less 

and less.  

 

What I have said about the distribution of scores in intelligence tests applies to other 

characteristics of human beings—to the heights of adult men or women, for example. 

Within the whole range of heights and wits there are people who are exceptional in 

the sense of being in a minority—uncommonly good at intelligence tests, or 

uncommonly small; but to call them ‘abnormal’ is a bit misleading, because it 

suggests that they are separated from the rest of us by sharp divisions or bold steps. It 

is true that some people do lie right outside the normal range of variation: are 

abnormally small or abnormally dull for reasons that call for special explanations. So 

it is with idiots and imbeciles: those who fall short of the average to the degree of 

utter incapability do seem to form a class apart.  

 

But it is no longer these unlucky people that biologists have in mind when they 

discuss the possibility that intelligence may be declining. Many years ago, to be sure, 
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the rumour got around that mankind would lose its wits because idiots and imbeciles 

are riotously fertile. In fact they are nothing of the kind. Many are sterile; and in any 

event their confinement to home or homes makes it impossible for most of them to 

have children—a good example of what I discussed last week, the way in which 

legislation (in this case the laws of certification) can have genetic effects. No:  

the problem arises over the greater fertility of those who are somewhat below the 

average of intelligence; and the fear is that their progeny are tending to crowd the rest 

of the population out. This might happen for one or both of two reasons: because, 

generation by generation, they tend to have larger families than the more intelligent; 

or because, generation by generation, they tend to have them earlier in life. For if the 

more intelligent parents start having children later and space them more widely apart, 

then, even if they end up with the same size of family in the long run, they are bound 

to be left behind.  

 

All rational discussion of the possibility that intelligence may be declining starts from 

our knowledge of a certain association between the average performance of children 

in intelligence tests and the size of the families they belong to: in some countries, 

Great Britain among them, children who belong to small families are known to do 

better in intelligence tests than the children of larger families. The relationship 

between the average score of children and the number of their brothers and sisters is 

pretty consistent over the whole range of family sizes: taken by and large, children 

from families with x members do better than children from families with x + 1. A 

great mass of evidence points to a clear negative correlation between the size of a 

family and the average performance of its members. Having used the word ‘average’ 

three times in the past minute, I hope I shall not be alleged to have said that the 

children of small families are always brighter than the children of large families.  

 

Before asking how this negative correlation is to be explained, and what its genetic 

implications may be, we must take some view about what is to be inferred from a 

score in an intelligence test. Some people speak with angry contempt of ‘so-called 

intelligence tests’; having satisfied themselves of the absurdity of claims which 

psychologists no longer make for them (and which the better psychologists never did 

make), they dismiss the entire subject from their minds. Others profess to attach no 

meaning to the word ‘intelligence’—but try calling them unintelligent and see how 

they react. At the risk of being peremptory, because time is short, I shall take the view 

that intelligence tests measure intellectual aptitudes which are important, though very 

far from all-important; and that these aptitudes make up a significant fraction of what 

we all of us call ‘intelligence’ in everyday life. Only one disclaimer is important: 

intelligence tests can be valuable when they are applied to children still at school and 

to feeble-minded adults; their application to adults in general is very much more 

restricted in scope.  

 

 

Explaining Negative Correlation  
There are quite a number of possible explanations of the negative correlation between 

intelligence and family size. One possibility is that, for some reason, a child’s 

intelligence declines with his position in the family; the first child being the most 

intelligent; the last, the least. The intelligence of each child might depend upon the 

age of his mother when she bore him, for a mother must be older when she bears (say) 

her fourth child than when she bears her third. This idea goes against all common 
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understanding, but for purely technical reasons it is rather difficult to test. If we set 

aside certain forms of imbecility which are obviously exceptional, the most accurate 

tests show that matters to do with rank of birth do not explain the relationship 

between intelligence and family size.  

 

A second possibility is that size of family can itself affect a child’s proficiency in 

those intelligence tests which rely heavily upon some outward or inward skill in the 

use of words. For one thing, a child in a large family will listen and contribute much 

more to the unscholarly prattle of its brothers and sisters than will a child in a family 

of two or three. There is good evidence that inexperience in the use of words does 

play some part in the negative correlation between scores in intelligence tests and 

family size. It seems entirely reasonable that it should. Words are not merely the 

vehicles in which thought is delivered: they are part of thinking; and lack of 

experience in the use of words, even unspoken words, may well put a child at a 

disadvantage in a test.  

 

There is a less direct way in which the size of the family h belongs to might be related 

to a child’s performance. On the whole children of large families are not quite so tall, 

at any given age of childhood, as the children of smaller families—perhaps because, 

on the average, they have been a little less well nourished. They grow more slowly, 

therefore, though they might make up for that disadvantage by continuing their 

growth a little longer, ending up no smaller than the better fed. But if, at any 

chronological age, the children of large families are a little backward physically, 

might they not be backward in mental growth as well? And may they not eventually 

catch up with the others, given a little time? Mental and physical growth are not 

exactly in gear, so backwardness in size can by no means be construed as 

backwardness of mind; but so far as our meagre evidence goes, there is some small 

but definite connexion between the intelligence of children and their size at any given 

age of childhood; and, with some reservations, this might account for a certain small 

part of the negative correlation between intelligence and family size.  

 

Another possibility is that a lowly score in an intelligence test is part of a child’s 

inheritance from its parents, though not an inheritance in the technical or genetic 

sense. Unintelligent parents, we might reason, have large families because they have 

neither the skill nor the will to have smaller families; and, being unintelligent, their 

conversation and precepts will tend to have a rudely pragmatical character, and their 

houses to be bare of books. The nature of the home he comes from is known to affect 

a child’s performance in verbal tests of intelligence; but there is no suggestion here 

that a child of unintelligent parents would be at any disadvantage if he were to be 

brought up in a more educated home.  

 

Yet another possibility is that the children of less intelligent parents do not start on the 

same footing as the children of the more intelligent; that their lack of intelligence is 

something which good upbringing can palliate but cannot completely cure; that 

differences of intelligence are inherited in the technical or genetic sense.  

 

 

Inborn Differences of Intelligence  

At this point I shall ask you to assume (what I think no one denies) that differences of 

intelligence are to some degree inborn. There are certain obstinate and persistent 
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correlations of intelligence between parents and their children and between the 

children of a family among themselves—correlations that do not disappear when as 

much allowance as possible is made for differences of upbringing, environment, and 

family size. The study of these correlations in the population generally, and, in 

particular, of the values they take in foster-children and in identical twins who have 

been reared apart, suggests that not less than half of the observed variation of 

intelligence is an inborn variation. For many environments, it may be a good deal 

more than half. It does not do to be more particular, because the concept of an inborn 

variation in characters greatly affected by the environment is very complex, and the 

people who know most about it are the least inclined to express it in a numerically 

exact form.  

 

Let us agree, then, that differences of intelligence are strongly inherited. We must 

now ask, why do less intelligent parents run to larger families? Teachers, 

demographers and social workers incline to believe that the answer is mainly this. 

Less intelligent parents have larger families because they are less well informed about 

birth control or less skilful in its practice; because they are less well able to see the 

material disadvantages of having more children than can be well provided for, or the 

more than material advantages of having the children one really wants. I do not like to 

put it this way because it seems to import a moral judgment which, valid or not, has 

no bearing on the argument. Someone might insist that it was right for all parents to 

have all the children they were capable of having, and that the unintelligent live up to 

that precept because, being more innocent than learned but worldly people, they have 

a clearer perception of what is right or wrong. All this is beside the point. The point is 

that they have more children, and are unintelligent, whether that does them credit or 

not; and if they do have more children, there is a certain presumption that innate 

intelligence in the population at large will decline. It should not decline at anything 

like the speed suggested by the boldly negative correlation between intelligence and 

size of family, because, as we have agreed, some part of that correlation can be traced 

to causes in which inborn differences of intelligence need play no part.  

 

I say there is a presumption that the average level of intelligence will decline. It is not 

a certainty. In the first place, one highly important piece of information is missing. 

What about the intelligence of married couples who have no children, or of people 

who never marry at all? Those who are oppressed by the possibility of a decline of 

intelligence point, with some reason, at the many highly learned people who are 

childless; and they remind us that when a population is classified by the occupations 

of its members, something is to be learned from the fact that manual labourers are 

much more fertile than those who live mainly on their wits. But those who think that 

the dangers of a decline are greatly exaggerated point out that idiots and imbeciles, 

and some of the feeble minded, are very infertile too. Our uncertainty about the 

intelligence of those who have no children is awkward because it means that we 

cannot give a very confident answer to a very important question: to what extent are 

the parents of each successive generation a representative sample of the population of 

which they form a part?  

 

 

‘Additive’ Contributions?  

A second reason for saying that the decline of intelligence is no more than a 

presumption is that there can obviously be no certainty in the matter until we know 
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exactly how differences of intelligence are inherited. The argument for a decline is 

based on the belief that differences of intelligence are under the control of a multitude 

of genes, no one of which can be recognized individually; and it is assumed that the 

contributions of these genes to intelligence are additive in a certain technical sense. 

Are these assumptions justifiable? There is no reason at all to doubt that inborn 

differences of intelligence over the normal range of variation are under the control of 

a very large number of genes; but the idea that their contributions are additive requires 

a little consideration. 

 

The word ‘additive’ refers to a particular pattern of cooperation or interaction between 

genes. An additive pattern of interaction implies (amongst other things) that there will 

be no such thing as hybrid vigour in respect of intelligence; it implies that a person 

who is mainly heterozygous or hybrid in his makeup with respect to the many genes 

that control intelligence will lie somewhere between the extremes of brightness or 

dullness that correspond to those genes in their similar or homozygous forms. If, on 

the contrary, the genes that controlled differences of intelligence were all to exert their 

greatest effect in the hybrid or heterozygous state, then there would be no correlation 

between the intelligences of parents and their children: the children of parents who 

both had the high intelligence conferred by a hybrid make-up would as often as not be 

of low intelligence, and parents of low intelligence would as often as not give birth to 

children much more intelligent than themselves. But in actual fact the correlation of 

intelligence between parents and children is just as great as the correlation between 

the children of a family among themselves, so there is no good reason to doubt that 

the genes interact in the manner which I have described as additive. Nor, as I say, is 

there any reason whatsoever to doubt that a great many genes are at work. Both 

assumptions I have made are therefore justifiable, and there is a fair case for the belief 

that intelligence is declining. There is an equally good case for the belief that the 

decline could not go on indefinitely, but this, for the moment, I shall defer.  

 

 

Need for Direct Evidence  
Is there any direct evidence that intelligence is declining? In 1932, a grand survey was 

made of the scores in intelligence tests of 90,000 Scottish schoolchildren whose 

eleventh birthdays fell within that year. Fifteen years later, in 1947, a very similar test 

was carried out on some 70,000 children of the same ages. No decline was apparent: 

the boys’ scores had improved slightly; the performance of girls had risen even more. 

Taken together, the children of 1947 were two or three months ahead of the children 

of 1932 in terms of mental age.  

 

At first sight these results were immensely reassuring. A decline of intelligence on the 

scale we now fear might not have been shown up by tests only fifteen years apart; but 

an increase was more than most people had dared to hope for. But could anything 

have happened to conceal a genuinely innate decline? Unhappily it could. The 

children of 1947 were, on the average, an inch and a half taller than their predecessors 

of 1932. They were ahead in physical as well as in mental age; but this does not imply 

that they were bound to end up taller and brighter when they reached adult stature of 

body and mind. Again the pattern of family sizes may have altered in those fifteen 

years. If it did, the alteration would surely have taken the form of a decline in the 

proportion of the largest families, and this alone would account for a certain rise of 

average score. There is much else besides. The children of 1932 were taught by 
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methods that may not have prepared them so well for intelligence tests; they grew up 

when a wireless set had not yet become a voluble piece of ordinary household 

furniture, and they lacked, then, whatever experience in ‘verbalization’ (if you will 

pardon the expression) comes from a constant familiarity with the spoken word. 

 

But still: I gave you theoretical reasons for thinking that there might be a slow decline 

of intelligence, and direct evidence which, taken at its face value, shows that no such 

decline occurred. Can the theory itself be incomplete or wrong?  

 

Some geneticists believe that it is incomplete, and I should like to explain their 

reasons. I asked a moment ago why the less intelligent should run to larger families, 

and gave the answer that has seemed reasonable to most of us: they have larger 

families for reasons connected with their lack of intelligence. But some geneticists 

look to another explanation: that people of mediocre or rather lowly intelligence are 

intrinsically more fertile, innately more capable of having children, than people of 

very high or very low intelligence.  

 

 

A New Point  
To accept this interpretation is by no means to deny that inborn differences of 

intelligence are controlled by a multitude of genes, or that inborn variation of 

intelligence is mainly additive in character. A new point is being made: that people of 

mainly heterozygous make-up are innately more fertile—are innately fitter, as 

biologists use that word. When people of mediocre intelligence marry and have 

children, then, in the simplest possible case, some half of their children will grow up 

to be like themselves; the other half will consist of relatively infertile people of very 

high and of very low intelligence in about equal numbers. The children of each 

successive generation will therefore be recruited mainly from parents of mediocre 

intelligence, but they will always include among them the very bright and the very 

dull. It is possible, as a theoretical exercise, to construct a balance sheet of 

intelligence in which gains and losses cancel each other out: a reservoir of parents of 

mediocre or even lowly intelligence maintains a natural and stable equilibrium in the 

population, for among their children the all but complete sterility of low-grade mental 

defectives will cancel with the lesser fertility of the very bright.  

 

There is one respect, I think, in which this argument carries a lot of weight. It sets a 

natural limit to any likely rise or fall of intelligence. If a tyrant were to carry out an 

experiment on human selection, in an attempt to raise the intelligence of all of us to its 

present maximum, or to degrade it to somewhere near the minimum that now prevails, 

then I feel sure that his attempts would be self-defeating: the population would 

dwindle in numbers and, in the extreme case, might die out. In the long run, the 

superior fitness of heterozygotes would frustrate his dastardly schemes. This is a 

cheering hypothesis, but it does not imply, I fear, that our population is already in a 

state of equilibrium: that the average level of intelligence may not fall a good deal 

further yet. It does not imply that we have already used up all the resources of 

additive genetic variation that can be called upon before natural selection intervenes. 

Nothing could be more unrealistic than to suppose that our population is already in a 

state of natural and stable equilibrium, with a nice balance between gain of 

intelligence and loss. We cannot disregard the purely arbitrary element in whatever it 

is that decides the size of a family——disregard the massive evidence of the Royal 
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Commission on Population on the spread of the practice of birth control. Nor can we 

neglect the fact that habits of fertility keep changing rapidly. The census of 1911 

revealed a sharp increase in the difference between the sizes of families born to 

labourers and to professional men, but there are hints in the census of 1951 that the 

difference may since have declined. There is no need to assume, and I am not 

assuming, that professional men are innately more intelligent than labourers; the 

argument would be equally valid if for professional men and labourers we could 

substitute the people who do or do not believe that intelligence will decline; I am 

saying that there has been a change in the habits of fertility, and that when such 

changes are in progress, the idea of a natural equilibrium must be set aside.  

 

Much else could be said to the same effect. For example, it is not true that the most 

highly educated people are the least fertile. Apart from imbeciles and idiots, the least 

fertile members of our population in terms of educational standing are those whose 

schooling stopped short of university but went beyond what is legally required. I feel 

that the members of this group are less fertile because they choose to have fewer 

children; I am not inclined to believe that they are either unusually intelligent or 

unusually stupid; so far as innate intelligence goes, they may be a perfectly fair 

sample of the population as a whole. Nor do I think that some subconscious 

premonition of infertility directs them towards occupations which they merely appear 

to choose. But they are a numerous class, and the least fertile; what they contribute to 

our understanding of a natural balance of fertility is evidence that no such balance 

exists.  

 

Again, the pattern of mortality as it falls upon the large families of poorer people has 

changed dramatically in the past fifty years. The death-rate of children within a week 

or so of birth has fallen rapidly, and begins to compare with mortality in the children 

of the better off; but deaths during the first year of life—deaths due mainly to 

infectious diseases—have not yet fallen so far, and do not compare so well. This is 

but a fragment of the evidence that must turn our thoughts away from the idea that we 

are in a state of equilibrium. At one time, I suppose, there may have been some 

natural equilibrium between intelligence and fertility—adjusted, perhaps, to an 

average family size of eight or ten. Perhaps matters were so adjusted that the brightest 

and dullest of our forebears were incapable of having families larger than four or five. 

But the fa1nilies we have in mind today belong to the lower half of what is possible in 

the way of human fertility, and it is hard to believe that a new equilibrium could have 

grown up around families with an average size of two or three. 

  

Let me now summarize this long and complicated argument. It is a fair assumption 

that a child’s performance in an intelligence test—imperfect as such tests are—gives 

one some indication of its wits. It is a fact that the average performance of children in 

intelligence tests is related to the size of the family they belong to: the larger the 

number of their brothers and sisters, the lower, on the average, will be their scores. 

Part of this negative correlation between intelligence and size of family can be traced 

to causes which have no genetic implications, whether for good or ill. But differences 

of intelligence are strongly inherited, and in a manner which, in general terms, we 

think we understand. If innately unintelligent people tend to have larger families, 

then, with some qualifications, we can infer that the average level of intelligence will 

decline. There are good reasons for supposing that intelligence could not continue to 

fall indefinitely, but equally good reasons for thinking that it may have some way yet 
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to go. In any event, the decline will be a slow one—much slower than the boldly 

negative correlation between intelligence and size of family might tempt one to 

suppose. All our conclusions on the matter fall very far short of certainty: there are 

serious weaknesses in our methods of analysis, and grave gaps in our knowledge 

which, it is to be hoped, someone will repair.  

 

 

Profound Changes  
Profound changes in habits of fertility have been taking place over the past fifty or 

hundred years; and they are not yet complete. The decline of intelligence (if indeed it 

is declining) may be a purely temporary phenomenon—a short-lived episode marking 

the slow transition from free reproduction accompanied by high mortality to restricted 

reproduction accompanied by low mortality. But even if the decline looked as if it 

might be long lasting, it would not be irremediable. Changes in the structure of 

taxation and in the award of family allowances and educational grants may already 

have removed some of the factors which have discouraged the more intelligent from 

having larger families; and in twenty-five years’ time we may be laughing at our 

present misgivings. I do not, however, think that there is anything very much to be 

amused about just at present.  

 

 

 


