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The High IQ of Abraham’s Children:

An Interview with Jon Entine

Jon Entine is a science writer and has authored two best-selling books. In his recent book “Abraham’s Children: Race, identity, and the DNA of the Chosen People” Entine focuses on the history of Jews all over the world in combination with their DNA structure. In an exclusive interview with Talent Entine talks about his controversial book, the high IQ of Jews, and the abundance of gifted Jewish children. 

INTRODUCTION

What are the most important findings from your book?
Abraham’s Children is a sequel of sorts to a previous book, Taboo: Why Black Athletes Dominate Sports and Why We’re Afraid to Talk About It. Both examined the emerging field of population genetics, which is the scientific and more nuanced term for what is popularly called “race.” As I discussed in both books, the folkloric notion of race is scientifically unreliable as it is based on some pre-scientific notions, such as skin color. Population, however, refers more specifically to ancestry. Although the term is also inexact, it is used by scientists to mean a group of people that has remained insular over hundreds or thousands of years because of geographical isolation (such as West African blacks for much of their evolutionary history, or Icelanders more recently) or even because of religious or cultural restrictions (such as Jews, Parsis and the Amish). Population groups share many genotypic characteristics—scientists are now able to identify gene frequencies common to insular groups known as haplotypes—that often result in phenotypic differences in functionality or appearance, which can include anything from disease proclivities to height, body proportion, or even brain functions, including IQ.

Taboo focused on why different genetic population groups tend to do well in certain athletic endeavors and not in others. Does evolution proscribe body types and physiology in identifiable populations? The short answer is “yes”. While there is a great deal of overlap on average (the fat center of the distribution curve), clear differences show up on the tails, at the elite level. For example, speaking in very broad terms, whites, particularly of Eurasian ancestry, dominate elite strength related sports, such as weight lifting, hammer throw, javelin, shot put, etc.

Because of certain physical and physiological characteristics common to all people of African ancestry, including lower natural body fat and longer limbs relative to their torsos, blacks dominate at the elite level of running. But East African and West Africans have different genotypes and phenotypes. Using the universal sport of running as a measuring stick, elite runners of West African ancestry dominate in sprinting; for example they hold 494 of the top 500 100 metre times. Yet there are no elite distance runners of West African ancestry. East Africans are mediocre sprinters—no East African (or White or Asian for that matter) has ever broken 10 seconds in the 100 metres. Yet East Africans, particularly those who trace their ancestry to the mountainous Rift Valley, an evolutionary forge for distance runners, dominate endurance races. 

Taboo, published in 2000, as the first crude maps of the human genome was just being sketched, left unexamined the question of groups of people, such as Jews, who are not today referred to as a “race” but share many of the defining characteristics of a population. Throughout most of their three thousand year history, until the Holocaust, Jews were considered a race by others and Jews often considered themselves a race—a people defined by their historical commitment to intermarriage, as outlined in the Torah. Yet the term is simplistic; over thousands of years, there have been innumerable examples of Jews marrying outside their faith and accepting converts into their religion. That did not stop the Nazis from killing millions of Jews because of their religious belief that they are a “people.” Understandably, after World War II, the term pseudo-scientific term “race” became discredited. Today Jews do not think of themselves in purely racial terms and are rarely thought of that way today. Yet there is still a belief that Jews are more than just a group united by a common belief system. Jews call themselves a “people.” What does that mean?

Abraham’s Children applied a genetic prism to the biblical concept of “chosenness” to re-open the age-old question of “Who is a Jew?” Are Jews defined by faith, ancestry, culture or a combination of the above? The most direct, and perhaps most explosive finding, is that Jews are in fact a fuzzy-edged yet definable population. From a purely genetic perspective, the Jewish history of inbreeding has left an indelible mark when it comes to disease proclivities. According to a Michael Hammer, an eminently respected population geneticist at the University of Arizona, the rate of introgression of non-Jewish genes into the gene pool of Ashkenazi Jews (Jews of Central and Eastern European descent) since the formation of Ashkenazi Jewry about one thousand years ago stood at less than 0.5 percent per generation until intermarriage became rampant over the last two generations. That’s among the lowest rates of dilution of any genetic population in the world. Consequently because of those many centuries of cultural, and therefore genetic, insularity, and inbreeding, Jews, especially European-descended Jews, suffer from more than 40 diseases at higher frequencies than other populations.

The question remains: if population inbreeding can impact disease patterns, could it also influence other characteristics? Clearly the most explosive revelation in the book is that there are prominent scientists who believe that the reasons behind the high incidence of certain “Jewish diseases”—ones that impact the neurological pathways (e.g. Tay Sachs, Gaucher) and DNA repair activities (e.g. breast and ovarian cancer)—may also help explain why Jews are so disproportionately prominent and successful, especially in jobs that require high IQ. Jews have been recognized as high achievers since early in the 19th century. As Mark Twain wrote: “[T]he Jews constitute but one percent of the human race. It suggests a nebulous dim puff of stardust lost in the blaze of the Milky Way. Properly the Jew ought hardly to be heard of, but he is heard of, has always been heard of. He is as prominent on the planet as any other people, and his commercial importance is extravagantly out of proportion to the smallness of his bulk. His contributions to the world's list of great names in literature, science, art, music, finance, medicine, and abstruse learning are also away out of proportion to the weakness of his numbers. He has made a marvelous fight in the world, in all the ages; and has done it with his hands tied behind him.” Abraham’s Children offers a compelling discussion of the cultural and genetic factors that might explain this.

How did you get the idea for writing the book?
I had had some success writing on the subject of human differences with the writing of Taboo. I was interested in continuing to write in this vein, but had not settled on a subject when my family history took a horrific turn. In 2001, my older sister, Judy discovered a lump in her breast. She was diagnosed with breast cancer, a rapidly spreading kind similar to a version that had savaged our aunt, grandmother, and mother, while we were teenagers. Thirty years after my mother had died, the science of genetics had come a long way. Judy underwent a genetic test that revealed that her cancer was almost certainly caused by a mutation on one of her genes. Identified just over a decade ago, it was dubbed the BRCA 2, or BReast CAncer 2 mutation 6174delT, one of three breast cancer mutations that are particularly common among Jews. My family tree disappears into the nineteenth century Eastern European diaspora, so it’s difficult to trace the history of this wayward gene in my maternal line. The only thing that can be said with near certainty is that it’s a tragic marker of our family’s Jewish ancestry. I was, as Hitler moved have said, a Jew by DNA.

It’s estimated that 1 in 43 Jews (about 2.5 percent), women and men, carry one of these three gene faults. Being a carrier doesn’t mean you have or will definitely get breast or ovarian cancer. It does mean that cancer is much more likely to develop because your cells are one critical step further along the road to becoming cancerous than they would be if you didn’t carry the mutation. While the general female population faces a 10 percent risk of developing breast cancer, the risk for women with one of these mutations may rise during their lifetime to more than 80 percent, even for women with no family history of the disorder. For many female carriers, it used to be an almost certain death sentence.

Defying the grim odds, Judy fought the disease to a standstill, showing remarkable courage, tapping into the support of her husband, family, and friends, and seeking the advice of medical experts and geneticists who were not available to my mother decades ago. She’s now healthy and disease free. I had written about the DNA revolution in previous books on genetic engineering in agriculture and on the role genes play in influencing which races do best in which sports. But now genetics was a family and deeply personal concern. I have a young daughter who might have inherited the disease mutation from me, so I decided to be tested.

The news was not good. I too carry the cancer mutation. Its effects on men include a slight risk of breast cancer––yes, I now get my breasts squeezed and poked each year––and slightly increased risks of pancreatic cancer, prostate cancer, and melanoma of the eye. Although I tested positive, I was not allowed to go the next step and find out whether my daughter had inherited this potentially killer gene from me. Myriad Genetics, which isolated the BRCA mutations, does not allow its test to be administered to minors. It holds that a mutation in someone so young would not yet be showing its effects, and as there are no preventive measures, a positive test would needlessly frighten. The decision was made for me. We would have to wait until she was 16, and then it would be her choice whether to proceed with the test.

We’ve all heard the phrase: “We are, regardless of race, 99.9 percent the same.” Yet here was a pinpoint of DNA that suggests that maybe human population groups are not quite so alike as the common wisdom holds. However slight the genetic differences (and geneticists now believe that they are far greater than the 0.1 percent that previously had been estimated), they are defining. They contain the map of my family tree back to the first modern humans. They catalogue my extended family’s vulnerability to many diseases. And they mark me indelibly as a Jew. Abraham’s Children became my story of the entwined narrative of faith and science. I embarked on this journey as a skeptic by nature and profession, and from my vantage point as a “High Holy Day Jew”—what many Orthodox believers, without humor, call a “gentile.” But this book suggests that religious identity extends beyond belief. Our genes carry meaning. This ancient script now being deciphered is literally lifting the curtain of God or Nature’s plan.

Are your Jewish roots and the Jewish traditions important for you? 

Absolutely. As I wrote in the book, I have always been a non-believer yet have always considered myself Jewish. This may sound discordant to the ear of a Christian, but not to Jews. We are descendants of an ancient tribal religion that is as much ancestral and tied to geography—Israel—as it is based on faith. It’s not unusual to identify as Jewish and yet categorize oneself as an atheist or an agnostic. To me, what’s important, are Jewish values, especially charity, community, and inquiry.

You studied whether Jewish DNA could be found in various places over the world. What are the most spectacular findings?
The search for the missing Lost Tribes ranks right up there in biblical mythology with the quest to find the Ark of the Covenant and the Holy Grail. The first wave of Jews left when the tribes fractured into northern and southern kingdoms after the civil war in the time of King Solomon’s son, Rehoboam. The Bible subsequently tells of numerous instances when sizable numbers of Hebrews were expelled or forced to flee from their homeland. The mystery of their whereabouts has encouraged a motley crew of true believers, mystics, zealots, troubadours, and out-and-out fakers. It is so alluring and central to questions of Western identity that an equally unusual assortment of truth-seekers has more recently joined in the quest: anthropologists and geneticists.

The missing Jews fell into three categories, much as outlined in the Talmud, which predicted a full accounting of the tribes when the Messiah returns: pocket communities still living as Jews but in contact with major Jewish urban centers; the crypto-Jews who had assimilated into gentile society, but retained some Jewish practices that were often a mixture of Christian or pagan rites; and those Jews who were truly lost.

The most strongly held beliefs—that Mormons are descendants of the Lost Tribes, that Native Americans can trace their ancestry to biblical times, or that Britain was founded by exilic Jews have been soundly disproven by genetic research. The Cochin Jews of India may indeed be of ancient Semitic ancestry although classic genetic markers indicate that there has been a lot of intermarriage over the centuries. Classic Jewish genetic markers, including the gene marker for the Jewish priesthood, have also shown up in the Bene Israel. More problematic is the Sinlung, or Bene Menashe, which make strong cultural claims to Jewish ancestry but show no genetic connection.

The most spectacular findings come out of Africa. For years, anthropologists had embraced the folk belief of the Beta Israel of Ethiopia, popularly known as the Falasha, that they were descendants of exilic Jews, if not a Lost Tribe. History had provided only ambiguous clues. By the early 1990s, geneticists were finally in a position to test the Falasha’s oral history against the hard facts of DNA. Alas, numerous studies have found no evidence that the Falasha are descendants of an Israelite tribe. The most definitive analysis, published in 1999 by Gérard Lucotte and Pierre Smets of the International Institute of Anthropology in Paris, found none of the most common Jewish genetic markers. “[T]he Falasha people descended from ancient inhabitants of Ethiopia who converted to Judaism,” they concluded.

While anthropologists were erroneously advocating the Jewish ancestry of the Beta Israel, they were simultaneously questioning the claims of another African tribe, the tiny Lemba, numbering about 50,000, of southern Zimbabwe and northern South Africa. Classic Jewish stereotypes have been layered upon the Lemba over the years: they were considered industrious, good at business, and had a devotion to education. Their metalwork was considered far superior to that of surrounding tribes and, until recently, they were known to build with stone without using cement, echoing the unique style found in Great Zimbabwe. The Lemba practice strict food rituals as laid down in Leviticus 11. They only eat meat that has been ritually slaughtered Kosher-style by a tribesman and they do not eat the meat of pork and pig-like animals, such as the hippopotamus, which explains the derivation of their Bantu name, “Lemba” (also “Balemba, “MaLemba, or “Varemba”), which means “people who refuse.” Their many Jewish-like practices include circumcision; the prolific use of biblical names like Solomon and clan names––Hamesi, Sadiki, Sulamani––that sound vaguely Hebraic; and a taboo on intermarriage by Lemba men with other tribes. They call non-Lemba wasenzhi, “the gentiles,” although non-Lemba women may marry into the tribe if they convert. They often converse in a secret language, Hiberu, meaning “Hebrew” in the Shona language. The Star of David and “elephant of Judea” decorate their homes. Physically, they stand apart from many of their neighbors: unlike the Shona, many are lighter-skinned and have aquiline noses and narrow, non-Negroid lips.
The few scholars who even had heard of the Lemba were dismissive of their claims. The Lemba, who practice circumcision and do not eat pork, among many Jewish-like rituals, also claim their origins in Ancient Israel thousands of years ago. Anthropologists had concluded that they appropriated these practices when white missionaries taught them about the Hebrew Bible. They were considered Judaizers. As recently as 1997, Aviton Ruwitah, the senior curator of ethnography at the Museum of Human Sciences in Harare, had written an impressive paper decimating the Lemba’s folk belief in their Israelite roots. He noted that the Star of David, the favored symbol of the Lemba, did not come into widespread use as a symbol of Judaism until the Middle Ages and therefore could not have been brought to Africa thousands of years earlier. Their secret language, Hiberu, has its clearest roots not in Hebrew but Shona. And many of their cleanliness and food rituals draw as much from Islam as from early Judaism.

A British Lost Tribe expert and anthropologist, Tudor Parfitt took two trips to Lemba villages in 1997 collecting DNA sampling from 12 clans as part of a study in cooperation with the Center of Genetic Anthropology, founded by Neil Bradman. His first stop was a black township in Vendaland, South Africa. The Lemba leadership, who by this time knew and trusted Parfitt intimately, and was aware of the results of the Jenkins study, welcomed him warmly. “From their standpoint,” Parfitt recalled, “this research might confirm beyond any possible doubt what they thought about themselves––and what they wanted to think about themselves––that they were of Jewish origin.”
 He filled a notebook with details of each person’s age, place of birth, paternal relations, and clan. Then the samples were shipped back to London for analysis.

The Lemba study, published in February 2000, directly assaulted anthropological orthodoxy. It found Semitic ancestry in more than 50 percent of Lemba tribesmen. Even more persuasive was the finding of the Jewish priestly marker, the Cohan Modal Haploytpe, in the priestly clan of the Lemba, known as the Buba. The priestly Buba clan has the CMH in a higher percentage than Ashkenazi priests do. Furthermore, the non-Buba Lemba have the highest percentage of the Cohan haplotype outside of the priestly caste, among populations tested to date––higher than Ashkenazim and Sephardim added together! The Lemba tradition that a high priest named Buba led them out of Judaea may indeed be based on a real event. The Jewish gene in the Lemba tribe is found in only about 10% of the men, yet the whole tribe practices Jewish traditions. “It was one of the first times when I fully appreciated just how powerful a tool we had in our hands,” recalled Bradman, savoring the recollection. “I started to believe it might just be possible to work up a complete genetic history of the Jews, all the way back to biblical times.”

Another startling revelation was the discovery of Jewish ancestors among the Hispanos of the American Southwest. When she was growing up in a small town in southern Colorado, an area where her ancestors settled centuries ago when it was on the fringes of the northern frontier of New Spain, Bernadette Gonzalez always thought some of the stories about her family were unusual, if not bizarre. Her grandmother, for instance, refused to travel on Saturday and would use a specific porcelain basin to drain blood out of meat before she cooked it. In one tale that particularly puzzled Ms. Gonzalez, her grandfather called for a Jewish doctor to circumcise him. Ms. Gonzalez started researching her family history and concluded that her ancestors were Marranos, or Sephardic Jews, who had fled the Inquisition in Spain and in Mexico more than four centuries ago. Though raised in the Roman Catholic faith, Ms. Gonzalez felt a need to reconnect to her Jewish roots, so she converted to Judaism three years ago. 

These conversions are the latest chapter in the story of the crypto-Jews, or hidden Jews, of the southwestern United States and northern Mexico, who are thought to be descended from the Sephardic Jews who began fleeing Spain more than 500 years ago. The story is being bolstered by recent historical research and advances in DNA testing that are said to reveal a prominent role played by crypto-Jews and their descendants in Spain's colonization of the Southwest. Family Tree DNA, a Houston company that offers a Cohanim test to its male clients, gets about one inquiry a day from Hispanics interested in exploring the possibility of Jewish ancestry, said Bennett Greenspan, its founder and chief executive. Greenspan said about one in 10 of the Hispanic men tested by his company showed Semitic ancestry strongly suggesting a Jewish background. A recent genetic study suggested that as many as 20 percent of Spaniards today may be descendants of Jews who converted to Christianity before or during the Inquisition.

Abraham’s Children tells the fascinating story of William Sanchez, an Albuquerque priest, who discovers through a genetic test that he is almost certainly of Jewish ancestry—and a likely descendant of the Jewish priestly line, as marked by the CMH. After the startling discovery, Father Sanchez launched a DNA project to test his relatives, along with some of the parishioners at Albuquerque's St. Edwin's Church, where he works. As word got out, others in the community began contacting him. So Sanchez expanded the effort to include Latinos throughout the state. Of the 78 people tested, 30 are positive for the marker of the Cohanim, whose genetic line remains strong because they rarely married non-Jews throughout a history spanning up to 4,000 years. Michael Hammer, a research professor at the University of Arizona and an expert on Jewish genetics, said that fewer than 1% of non-Jews possessed this marker. That fact––along with the traditions in many of these families - makes it likely that they are Jewish, he said. It also explained practices that had baffled many folks here for years: the special knives used to butcher sheep in line with Jewish kosher tradition, the refusal to work on Saturdays to honor the Sabbath, the menorahs that had been hidden away. In some families, isolated rituals are all that remain of a once-vibrant religious tradition diluted by time and fears of persecution.

You explain the high Jewish IQ by selection processes: Jews were forced to work in jobs requiring high intelligence, such as money lending and banking. 

In 2006, the Journal of Biosocial Science published a controversial theory for the high IQ of Jews by Henry Harpending, an evolutionary anthropologist at the University of Utah, and Gregory Cochran, a physicist turned genetic theorist. IQ tests of Jews average between 107 and 117, far higher than the world average of 100. Ashkenazi Jews are smart, the scientists claimed, because they are born that way. Eastern and central European Jews evolved their higher intelligence during the Middle Ages because they were forced to work mainly in occupations that required greater cognitive ability. It’s a byproduct of anti-Jewish discrimination, Jewish separateness, and the historical Jewish commitment to education, all of which influenced gene evolution.

From the ninth century onward most European Jews were periodically locked in ghetto communities, their interactions and indeed their survival often dependent upon the unique skills they offered to their Christian hosts. Many Christians were forbidden from money-related professions, such as banking and tax collecting. By the tenth century, Jews were established in Northern Europe, and they followed the Norman Conquest in 1066 into England. Jewish urban enclaves swelled with immigrants, who became craftsmen, artisans, and moneylenders. 

According to the Torah, Jews are strictly banned from usury––but only among themselves. “If you lend money to My people, to the poor among you, do not act toward them as a creditor: exact no interest from them,” reads Exodus 22:24, an edict reinforced in Leviticus 25:36. However, lending to gentiles is another matter. “You shall not deduct interest from loans to our countrymen, whether in money or food or anything else that can be deducted as interest; but you may deduct interest from loans to foreigners,” reads Deuteronomy 23: 20-2. Ironically, the directives of the Hebrew Bible, originally written to protect the poor communities of biblical Israel from the financial predation typical of the ancient world helped establish the stereotype that Jews are obsessed by money. Money-lending jobs would define medieval Jewry, and help create the cultural traditions that fostered the high IQ of Askhenazi Jews.

The Rhineland region, which the Jews called Ashkenaz, emerged as a spiritual center of Judaism. In 1179, the Third Council of the Lateran banned Christians from money-lending, and Jews filled the vacuum. With craft guilds closed to them by law and custom and with few other options outside of junk collecting or other menial labors Jews turned in droves to usury and pawn broking, but at the price of a stigma that has yet to be erased. Eastern European Jews often survived by usury and by tax collecting from the peasantry on behalf of the nobility. According to one document, in 1270, 80 percent of 228 adult Jewish males in Perpignan, France made their living lending money to their gentile neighbors––a profession that put a premium on smarts or at least a certain kind of intelligence.

History also suggests a kind of sexual competition may have existed for centuries between wealthy and poorer Jews. Young Jewish scholars who were skilled in the verbal interpretation of the holy books and would endlessly parse the minutiae of Jewish law and were by tradition selected for marriage to the daughters of wealthy Jews. Religious sanctions enforced this. The wealthiest Jews, presumably the smartest, would have the most children. Poorer Jews had a more difficult time attracting a wife, so they usually married later and had fewer children. In other words, “the payoff to intelligence was indirect rather than direct.” In evolutionary terms, fidelity and literacy paid off handsomely, creating a positive eugenic effect––the breeding of ‘smart’ Ashkenazi Jews. 


You also argue that the high Jewish IQ comes with a prize: more genetic diseases than other groups. So, specific genes have two effects: higher IQ and more risk of rare diseases. How strong is the support for this position?

Cochran and Harpending riveted the attention of the chattering classes by also seeking to resolve another scientific mystery: the odd cluster of brain, nervous system, and DNA repair disorders that stubbornly persist among Jews. Harmful mutations usually disappear because people who carry mutant genes often die at an early age or have difficulty in finding mates. Why weren’t these deadly disease genes passed out of the gene pool, eradicated by natural selection, as were so many past scourges?

There are exceptions to the grinding work of nature, usually when a mutation offers some survival benefit. It turns out that survivors who suffer from these diseases share another similarity besides their Ashkenazi Jewish ancestry––they are often of unusually high intelligence. Because Jews maintained and followed restrictions on intermarriage, certain gene frequencies, including a proclivity to these diseases, remained common among Jews—they were not “bred out.” The scientists speculated that maybe centuries of money-lending and dissecting the inscrutable Talmud paid off, but at a high price: Jews inherited extra brain power, but that could take a toll on the brain and nervous system. In other words, these mutations may offer real but costly survivor benefits. 

Cochran, who developed the theory, dubbed it “overclocking”––computerspeak for eking out extra performance. The problem with overclocking, Cochran has said, is that “Sometimes you get away with it, sometimes you don’t”​​––some geeks run their hard drives faster than they were designed to, which can cause crashes or breakdowns. Could the mutations work the same way? Perhaps two copies can leave the brain wasted; one copy and you’re smart? That’s exactly what Cochran and his team suspect shaped Jewish intelligence. Could this be what has happened to Ashkenazi Jews? It could explain why so many “Jewish diseases” have not been erased by natural selection. Because of cultural factors honed over many centuries, Jews may be choosing mates with higher intelligence, risking the possibility of having children with debilitating diseases. By some mysterious, evolution-driven psychic calibration, Jews may value brains over health. 

Although they have not yet proved that any disease genes actually affect intelligence, Cochran and Harpending have a theory on how the process might work. They speculate that genes that stimulate the extra growth and branching that connect nerve cells together might promote intelligence. It’s obviously not definitive, but that’s what happened in a 1995 study on rats afflicted with Gaucher. If there were two copies of the gene––recessive mutations donated by the mother and father––a chemical in the brain built up and the branching of the neurons grew wildly, leading to a debilitating brain disease. However, if there was only a single copy of these “IQ genes” the chemical build-up led to more intense but relatively controlled growth in the brain. That’s what appeared to happen to the rats with a single copy of the Gaucher mutation. Could it work that way in humans?

Gaucher is the most common disease found disproportionately in Jews, with the mutation showing up in 6 percent of Ashkenazim. There is at least circumstantial evidence linking Gaucher to high IQ. At Cochran’s request, the Gaucher Clinic at Jerusalem’s Shaare Zedek Medical Centre furnished him with a list of occupations of more than 250 adult patients, essentially all the adult Gaucher sufferers in the country. “Many of my patients are well known intellectuals,” said Ari Zimran, director of the clinic. Fifteen percent of the patients were engineers or scientists versus an estimated 2.25 percent of the Israeli Ashkenazi working age population and there were 20 times as many physicists as might otherwise be expected. That’s not slam dunk science, but it’s intriguing.

It’s a controversial and speculative theory but not without precedent. In 1994, the esteemed UCLA scientist Jared Diamond promoted a similar but more simplistic version of this theory, writing that the operant mutations might have been positively selected “in Jews for the intelligence putatively required to survive recurrent persecution, and also to make a living by commerce, because Jews were barred from the agricultural jobs available to the non-Jewish people.”

In my private conversations with dozens of geneticists, almost no one was willing to categorically rule out the theory that Ashkenazi Jews may have received a genetic gift of intelligence as recompense for the extraordinary number of brain diseases. “Yes, selection for intelligence is credible,” Hebrew University’s Joel Zlotogora, one of the few scientists willing to be quoted, told me. “For me everything is credible. I think the founder effect is true for only some disorders, but not for all of them, and there must be something else. There could very well be positive selection.”

At least for now most scientists are reluctant to embrace positive selection as an explanation of Jewish intelligence, although it remains a respected theory. David Goldstein, a geneticist at Duke University and author of the book Jacob’s Legacy: A Genetic View of Jewish History, called the theory “tantalizing, circumstantial, politically incorrect in the extreme… [but] cannot be ruled out.” 

What would your estimate of the Jewish mean IQ be?

Over the past 50 years, Ashkenazi Jews have consistently tested well above the norm in almost every IQ study. Some the findings were startling. Looking at worldwide population groups, Jews appear at the top of the IQ charts, followed by East Asians, Whites, Arabs, other Asians, Indians, Blacks and Australian Aborigines. Studies have set average Ashkenazi g at anywhere from 107 to 117, which would rank them as the highest tested population in the world, as much as a full standard deviation above the general European average of about 101. 

Jews not only rank higher in the average IQ, the structure of their intelligence is different than other groups. “Considered as a group, [Ashkenazi Jews] tend to excel in some cognitive domains––for example, verbal and numerical ability––but not in others, as witness their unexceptional performance on certain types of spatial or perceptual problems,” wrote Miles Storfer in his well-regarded 1991 review of the nature-nurture debate on intelligence. Jews test especially high on verbal ability––one estimate puts this component at an average of 125. But in a few tests in which visuospatial ability has been measured, they test lower than the European average. Non-Ashkenazi Jews––Sephardim and Oriental Jews who have undergone more intermixing––do not have higher average IQ scores, nor are they more likely to be in high-achieving jobs.

While the IQ differences between Jews and northern Europeans may not seem large, in practical terms they could result in a dramatically higher proportion of Jews with very high IQs. Ashkenazi Jews are concentrated at the smart (right) end of the distribution curve where geniuses reside. 

How strongly does this high IQ translate into high achievement? How successful are Jews?

Ashkenazi Jews not only score higher on IQ tests, they also are disproportionately represented as high-intellect achievers, which would be expected with a mean IQ one standard deviation above the average.

Citing just a few examples, during the four decades from 1830 to 1870, when the first Jews to live under emancipation reached their forties, 16 significant Jewish figures appear in the first ranks of the arts and sciences, according to a study by Charles Murray. In the next four decades, from 1870 to 1910, the number jumps to 40. During the next four decades, 1910–1950, despite the contemporaneous devastation of European Jewry, the number of significant figures almost triples, to 114. From 1870 to 1950, Jewish representation in literature was four times the number one would expect. In music, five times. In the visual arts, five times. In biology, eight times. In chemistry, six times. In physics, nine times. In mathematics, twelve times. In philosophy, fourteen times.

The first Nobel Prize to a Jew was awarded in 1905, four years after the prizes were initiated. By 1950, 14 percent had gone to Jews. Over the next half century, 29 percent of the winners were Jewish or of substantial Jewish ancestry––a success rate 12 times higher than would be expected based on population figures alone. Jews have captured 40 percent of the prizes in economics; 28 percent in physiology and medicine; and 26 percent in physics. Jews and “half Jews” account for 20-30 percent of Nobel Prize winners and 36 percent of all US winners. They’ve won more than one quarter of the Westinghouse Science prizes, the ACM Turing Awards (considered the Nobel Prize of the computing world), and the Fields Prize (the top mathematics award). Fifty-four percent of the world’s chess champions have recent Jewish ancestry.

In the Netherlands only a few percent of the children are gifted. How is this figure for Jewish groups?

A meta-study of numerous IQ tests finds that one-fourth of white Americans with IQs above 145 are Ashkenazim. Another study found that only 4 per thousand Northern Europeans have an IQ over 140 as compared to 23 per thousand Ashkenazim. In other words, a Jew is 6 times more likely than other whites to be considered a genius. There is no doubt that also in the Netherlands among the Jewish children there will be a lot that are gifted. Moreover, in the group of highly gifted Dutch children a large percentage will be Jewish. 
What do you hope your book will accomplish?

I titled my first book on population genetics “Taboo” for a reason: discussing the implications of human differences is a challenging enterprise, fraught with danger. We don’t really have an acceptable lexicon for discussing such a provocative and potentially uncomfortable subject. We can look wistfully back to 2000, when the first crude map of the human genome was unveiled, as a kum-ba-ya period—all of the commentators stressed the factoid that humans were 99.9 percent the same. In turns out—and geneticists know this—that such a statement is meaningless. 

The percentage of differences that distinguish groups of people may be a tiny fraction of a percent, but that tiny number signifies potentially enormous differences in body proportions, intellectual ability, disease proclivities—a vast range of characteristics that shape our potential. On average, northern Europeans are taller than Asians; light skinned people are more likely to have green or blue eyes than those with dark skin; Jews and the Amish are more likely to have a host of disorders than other Caucasians; Africans make better elite runners than people from other populations: these are observable and documentable patterns and hardly controversial to anyone with an inquiring mind. Yet acknowledging such patterns still stirs concern. How can we discuss these prickly patterns of human characteristics without pigeonholing individuals? 

Pretending that there are no group differences is not an option. In the years ahead, science is apt to identify more such patterns, particularly in the susceptibility to disease in drug responsiveness. That’s where science is headed. Finding differences is the real goal of human genome research, and we need to embrace that future, for it is a key step on the way to personal genomics. We cannot get from here to there unless we commit ourselves to a civil discourse on this subject. It’s to that end that Abraham’s Children was devoted.

What would be a new step in this kind of research?

We are already heading in this direction. Geneticists are isolating gene frequencies that correlate with various diseases and behaviors. This is a slow process that will take years, even decades, to unfold.

It goes without saying that Abraham’s Children is a controversial book. Was it difficult to get published? What kind of reactions did you get?

Actually, it wasn’t difficult at all to get Abraham’s Children published. The ground had already been blazed by Taboo, which traveled a very difficult path to publication. That book was cancelled after I submitted my original manuscript. It was deemed too controversial by the publisher. I then shopped the draft to a dozen or so publishers with no luck. Although the manuscript received uniformly high praise, there was a consensus among the top rung publishing houses that the topic was too hot. Eventually the book was picked up by Public Affairs, which was a great publisher but not considered one of the majors. The New York Times gave it a rave review three days after its release, and a slew of great reviews followed. Yes, it was controversial, but it was widely praised for constructively opening the discussion about human differences.

Considering how positively Taboo was received, I had no problem getting offers for Abraham’s Children. Frankly, I didn’t expect any problems, as the book was conceived as a review of Israelite history through the prism of genes. Only one chapter focused on the issue of so-called “Jewish intelligence,” which ended up being the target of a lot of media coverage. Even with my experience with Taboo, I didn’t expect the reviewers to focus on that one aspect of the book as much as they did.

As in the case of Taboo, I did not reflexively take the socially acceptable view that there are no meaningful differences between populations. That clearly irked some reviewers. There are two issues. Just using the terms “race” and “Jewish” in the same sentence was considered explosive and in some people’s eyes, inappropriate. Considering the fact of the Holocaust, that’s understandable. But the book addressed Jewish history, and for the past three thousand years, Jews have been referred to and have referred to themselves as a “race.” Race may be a scientifically ambiguous concept, but that doesn’t mean you can ignore discussing it.

Some reviewers also strenuously objected to the thesis that on average Ashkenazi Jews are more intelligent, at least as measured by IQ, and that high IQ is genetically grounded. The theory may or may not prove true, but it’s a serious theory advanced by serious scientists and deserves to be treated seriously—which I did. You just have to be prepared to take the bows and arrows.

� Parfitt, Tudor, Journey to the Vanished City, (New York: Vintage, 2000), 347-348.





