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BEYOND THE BELL CURVE

Forget intelligence--what natters in our society is |ooks

| F YOU RE LI KE MOST AMERI CANS, YOQU VE BEEN LAPPI NG UP every word of the controversy over
heredity and 1Q with the single, high-m nded purpose of discovering what's in it for ne?
As word spreads about a "cognitive elite" that supposedly occupies the best-paying jobs in
our society, people will naturally clanor to get in. Mich has been nade of the concl usion
by the authors of "The Bell Curve," Charles Miurray and the late Richard J. Hernstein, that
sone people are going to be shut out because their ancestors didn't pass down the right
conpl emrent of genes. But before you practice repeating a string of randomdigits backward
(one of the intellectual tasks that Murray and Hernstein say differentiate potential

| eaders fromthe rest of us), consider the possibility that they' ve actually spent years
studying the wong variable. Anyone who read a newspaper in the | ast decade. as opposed to
the articles in "Multivariate Behavioral Research," could have told themthat 1Qis not
the nost inmportant attribute in determ ning who gets the goodies in life anynore. It is

| ooks.

This is so obvious it should go without saying. But in the world of behavioral science
not hi ng goes wi thout saying, so there have been hundreds of studies devoted to proving
precisely this point. The bibliography of the definitive work on the subject runs to 55
pages, al nost exactly matching the nunber of citations in "The Bell Curve."” In virtually
any conceivabl e set of circunstances, research shows that you're better off being good-

| ooki ng. Convicted of a crine? Wen nale college students were asked to decide on a
sentence for women supposedly convicted of identical crinmes, they gave the honely ones 50
percent nore jail tinme than the pretty ones. Bitten by an aninmal ? Men, approached by a
femal e researcher. dripping blood after a supposed attack by a | aboratory rat. were nore
likely to offer help if the woman was beautiful. Looking for work? CGood-|ooking nen and
worren generally earn nore than honely ones: tall men are better paid than short ones.
Teachers who were asked to eval uate hypothetical children with identical acadenic records
but different pictures consistently rated the better-1ooking child as nore intelligent.

O course, this research nerely ratifies what scientists already know from wat chi ng
"Entertai nment Tonight." There are many nore obscure, m serable and inpoverished geni uses
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in the world than underappreci ated beauties. Intelligence, for all its power, manifests
itself only through the transform ng nmedi umof work. Getting into Harvard Law School is
only a step toward having it nmade: you still have to get through the next three years and
then enbark on a series of 80-hour weeks at Sullivan & Crommel . True, a simlar claimis
someti nes made for beauty. One woman whose nmarried nane you woul d recogni ze fromthe

busi ness pages conplained to a witer once about the suggestion that her biggest
achievenent in life was nmeeting her future husband. "That makes it sound like it was
easy," she said.

But that's not exactly the same thing as witing "Crime and Puni shment." Dost oevsky
| abored for decades, in and out of debt and prison, before people woke up to the fact that
he was the greatest witer in the world. Wiile still in high school, Caudia Schiffer
stepped onto the dance floor of a Dusseldorf nightclub, where she was spotted by a
nodel i ng agent, and within two years had become one of the nost admired and fanobus wonen
in the world. Qbviously Schiffer's career path--she recently announced her intention to
sel | her autobi ography--beats Enily Dickinson's strategy of remaining virtually unknown
until after her death. But not so obviously, Schiffer makes even sonmeone |ike Gol di e Hawn
| ook |'i ke Madame Curie. For all | know, Schiffer may have an 1 Q of 250. But why woul d she,
or anyone, go to the trouble of acting when there's just as nmuch noney and fane to be nmde
sl ouching against a tree in a pair of blue jeans?

Cul t ur ebound: Needl ess to say, a society ranked by |ooks is even | ess denocratic than one
organi zed by 1Q Intelligence is distributed in a bell-shaped curve, but beauty is

best owed di sconti nuously, on the star system Peter Jennings is very good at what he does,
but there are probably other people who could do it alnost as well. In Iooks, though,
either you're Peter Jennings or you're not. Those who are not console thenselves with the
t hought that beauty is an entirely subjective and culturebound quality. Unfortunately
research actually suggests the opposite. David Marks, an econom st who has studied the
guestion extensively, concludes that within cultures, and even to sonme degree between
them there is pretty good agreement on who is and isn't beautiful. . . which, he adds,
"is good news for those who are."

It's good news because beauty, along with size, is the one human quality imredi ately
apparent on first encounter. Only an IQtest can tell if you belong in Murray and
Hernmstein's "cognitive elite," but if you're beautiful, a mrror tells you all you need to
know about your chances in life. And you don't even need a mirror; you can see it in the
eyes of the people you neet. If Miurray doubts this, et himshow up at a trendy restaurant
like Indochine at 9:30 on a Friday night and try to get a table on the strength of his IQ
Peopl e who aren't beautiful can have perfectly useful careers in dull but worthy

prof essi ons, such as acadenia or journalism They can have friends, |overs and satisfying
famly lives. And if they're also smart, |ucky and hardworki ng, soneday the vel vet rope
may part and admt themto life's inner circle. And what will they find there? A bunch of
23-year-olds in black sweaters who were waved in by the doorman.

Murray and Hermstein were right about one thing: it pays to choose your parents carefully.

PHOTOS: Two paths to the top: Claudia (left) and Fyodor

BY JERRY ADLER
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