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This study led to a rebirth in research 
regarding intelligence testing in crimi-
nological research. A number of recent 
studies have shown that certain types 
of intelligence are more important than 
others. Specifically, several studies have 
shown that low verbal intelligence has 
the most significant impact in predict-
ing delinquent and criminal behavior.28

This tendency makes sense because 
verbal skills are important in virtually 
all aspects of life, from everyday inter-
actions with significant others to fill-
ing out forms at work to dealing with 
people in the workplace and so on. In 
contrast, most people do not have to 
display advanced math or quantitative 

spatial and other forms of 

likely due to the general need 

 or to deal with family and social 

This rebirth in studies of the link between intelligence and criminality seemed to reach a 
peak with the publication of Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray’s The Bell Curve
in 1994.29 Although this publication eschewed the terminology of moron, imbecile, and 
idiot in favor of relatively benign terms (e.g., cognitively disadvantaged), their argument 
was consistent with that of the feeble-mindedness researchers of the early 20th century. 
Specifically, Herrnstein and Murray argued that persons with low IQ scores are some-
what destined to be unsuccessful in school, become unemployed, produce illegitimate 
children, and commit crime. They also suggested that IQ or intelligence is primarily 
innate, or genetically determined, with little chance of improvement. These authors also 
noted that African-Americans tend to score the lowest, whereas Asians and Jewish per-
sons tend to score the highest. They provided results from social indicators that support 
their argument that these intelligence levels result in relative success in life in terms of 
group-level statistics.

Their book inspired a public outcry, resulting in symposiums at major universities and 
other venues during which the authors’ postulates were largely condemned. As noted 
by other reviews of the impact of this work, some professors at public institutions were 
actually sued in court over their use of this book in their classes.30 The book also received 
blistering reviews from other scientists.31 However, none of these scientific critics have 
fully addressed the undisputed fact that African-Americans consistently score low on 
intelligence tests and that Asians and Jewish people score high. Furthermore, none 
have adequately addressed the issue that even within these populations, low IQ scores 
(especially on verbal tests) predict criminality. For example, in samples of only African-
Americans, the group that scored lowest on verbal intelligence consistently committed 
more crime, and even among this population, the persons who scored low on IQ (espe-
cially the verbal portions) were more likely to become delinquent or criminal. So despite 
the harsh criticism of The Bell Curve, it is apparent that the authors’ arguments carry 
some validity.
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Modern studies have 
shown a strong tie 
between low IQ, 
particularly verbal 
intelligence, and 
delinquency and 
criminality.
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