
Influence. of Cultural Background
on Test Performance

....................................................., .
\VILLIAM STEPHENSON

By CULTUR.AL DACKGR.OUND, how..
ever defined, one refers to historically­
rooted ma~ters. A white-collared Eton
schol:tr and a back-street Brooklyn
boy appear to be distinguishable, and
yet also indistinguishable, in terms .of
their cultural backgrounds. Their sen··
timents, habits, attitudes, and affec··
tions rnay \\'ell be very different. Yet
both speak English, and both live with
a common herit:lge of law, religion,
(\lstoln~t :lud Inuch r15e hesides. They
arc cduC:llCll differently, yet the idea!:;

of Ancient Greek and Renais~~nce

Educ:ttor~ penetrate into the scho~ls of
both. In comparison with a H.indu,
however, or a s~date Chinese boy for
whom Taoism was a background
until Communism burst in upon him)
Europeans seem culturally different.
And still more diverse must be tht:
culture in and against which the native
African child lives, or an Eskimo.

It has been difficult, however, if no'c
imrossible, to formulate concrete and
operational postulates about such cuI.·
tur:tl :tgglomerations. It is permissible:,
perhaps, to distinguish between (a)
educational intluences, (b) socia-dy­
namic situations, and (c) the v:lgue,
historically determined culture pat'­
terns \vhich, when evaluated, we graCI~

with the name of heritage, and with
which we are here to be concerned.

One might have thought that "cul_
ture" psychologists, whose very prob­
lem was to interpret these latter his­
torical trends along the lines laid
down by their mentor, Dilthey (I),
would have provided something for us
to bite upon, scientifically, by now.
True, they produced an Oswald
Spengler, with his notable Decline of
the vVest, but I kno\\: of no testable
hypothcsc-s that J"t'ach into Sp('ngl~r's

Mayal1~ llabylolli:tn, Graeco-Romau,
or any other "civilizations.n Yet in­
terestiag matters are at issue. We
know that the ancient Athenians, after
the Persian Wars, created the Euro­
pean mind out of a mere handful of
human· beings and a fe\y square miles
of territory; and our own Elizabethan .
Golden Age, after a hundred years of
war, was born almost \vithin sight
of London. Moreover., whereas the
Greeks and the Elizabethans called for
the richest development of a man's
ge'tleral ability, the current trend is
rather to foster' the trickling specialties
and presumed nptitudes of our young.
So that perhaps culture determines
very largely what .\bilities we shall
value and' develop, rather than any­
thing· else at issue. There are strong
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suspicions that this is the case, as
sociologists ~uch 3S Mannheim, for ex­
ample (2), have :tlready suggested.

Up to very recently, however, test­
ing, such as \ve are to consider, has
hinged upon a tJu/l hrpothesis. This
is to the effect thnt cultural ditTerences
h:tve litde or no effect upon sonle
realIy important dimrnsions of human
personality. It is implied that there may
be only a few such din-lensions, perhaps
only one, or two. \Ve find the hy­
pothesis :tlmost unexpectedly, wher­
ever we turn j :It bottom it represents
a belief that there must be general
laws of personality ,vhich transcend
cultures-and by laws I mean theories,
or synthetic propositions as Kaufmnnn
and m:lny modern philosophers \vould
call them (3), which serve as models
or growing points for hypotheses that
('nn he put to exp~rilnt"nt:ll test. 1"'his
null hypothesis lies behind the search
for so-called "culture-free" intelli­
gence tests: and indeed it \vould surely
be imposing, jf not important, if it
could be shown that individuals drawn
froln widely different contemporary
cultures, such :is our English, African,
American and Chinese boys, are alike
in certain important essentials.

. If this null hypothesis has finally to
be rejected, we nlay still wonder
whether there :ire on record any clear
instances where ilnportant personality
features h:lve been sho\vn to have for
the main part a cultural determination.
The possihiFties of nny essential inter­
actiollal standpoint, however, C:ln per­
haps be discounted; for it scarcely
seems reasonable to suppose that there
can be much interaction between an

ordinary person and his cultural milieu,
such th:tt each influences the other and
everything is relative to everything
else. rt'or the individual is s.urely a pun}'
speck against his cultur31 b:!ckgroulld.
Exceptions to this, of course., arc the
great men and ,vomen of culture, a
PInto, Aristotle, lludJha, ~r the like.

\Vhat have test performances, th~n,
to s~y about these various matters?
\\re should put aside, I think, any
consideration of studies relating to
heredity, or to the influence of socio­
economic levels upon test pcrform~nce,
since these, except :is controIs, are
scarcely pertinent to the questions at
issue concerning culture.

Consider the null hypothesis first.
One may begin by ,,,'ondering \vhether
a Kinsey Report for \videly diverse' na­
tional and cultural groups \vould read
vrry ditTer(,lltly in r~)~~('llttals (rent!

the AlllCric:tn. Or, if \ve Jistinguish
bet\vcen thinking and int,"lligence,
as Bartlett would have us do, interest­
ing findings such as those of Car­
michael (4) conle to light. Using :l

verbal-projective test consisting of un...
finished newsp:tper editorials on con­
troversial topics, Carniichael showed
thnt Cambridge graduates and Eng­
lish \\'orking-class men nnd 'VOlnen,
all alike, intelligent and unintelligent,
argued illogically, rationalized quite
naively, projected and generally
played h~voc v/ith anything that re­
sembles the orderly procedures of an .
intelligence test. '\Vould not the ~n1e

:lpply the \vorld over? Or consider
another eX:lmple. Thematic Apper­
ception tests may \'Iell mirror the
immediate behavioral stresses, strains.
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and preoccupations of different indi­
viduals, and to this extent very obviou~

social and perhaps culturally-deter-,
mined differences may b~ brought to
light. But if Sam has trouble ,",ith hi;
\vives, past a~d present, and Alcx·~

androvic with his part)' affiliations, and
N:lg:t\'t'ooIi \vith his goat-who is in-·
terested in these matters as such r
One may interpret the results, of
course) perhaps psychoanalytically, and
so point to basic affinities of a dynanlic:
kind underlying an these preoccupa-·
tions. It Ina? be sho\vn in this \vay"
for example, that children in slum
areas appear to have far severer super­
egos than children from better-to-do

honlcs (5). But the psychoanalyst.
might well demur about such an ap­
p:lrcnt result, pointing Ollt that only
superficial indic:lt!ons of psychoana­
lytical dyn3mics are t:tpped by such
tests, nnd th3t gre:ltcr penetration
n1ight, rather) show everyone, of all
cultures) alike in essentials: thus, the
psycho:lnalyst, too, becomes involved
in a null hypothesis for his fundamental
postulates.

i\long systcm:ttic lines, however, the
best eX:1.mple I can offer is from vlork
in the Spe:!rman School. This began
""ith a distinction (made on theoretical
grounds \vhich \vere rooted in late
English Associ=ttionism) bet,veen tJO­

I'lic :inti (lllol-tic processes. The fornl.cr
\vas represented formally by Spc:tr­
J11:tn's g-factor, nnd the latter by all
nl:lnnCr of specifics and group factors
within the cognitive field of study.l

1 It i! one of the sad consequences of a
pure.,.1)" inlh:c:tivc: appro;l('h to factor \vork
that BUft) ThurstfJJlc, and lllost text-books,

Line next showed that uvisual per­
cepdonU in children paralleled their
mental growth, that is, their mental
age (against which, of course the Binet
tests had been validated originally).
St~phenson (6), and Bro\vn and Ste­
phenson (7) followed by indicating
that tests of this ~1me visual perceptual
material could be regarded as "pure"
tests of Spearman g-factor, with these
noetic implications. Finally, Fortes
(8) J who turned from the London
group to become an anthropologist,
found that African natives performed
this kind of perceptual test quite ns
satisfactorily as ,vhites. Fortes) ho\v­
ever, was careful to do \vhat others
f:trcly achieve in test construction: he
randomized the varieties and styles
of perceptual material by selecting it
from every known culture, past and
present. 2

Now I make no claim th:lt this se-

rcf~r t& the Spcarnlan Theory of T,,:o
Factors \vithout reference to the experientb.l
rHatters and ps)"chological theory that the
factor thcorClns nl~rcly echoed) or paralleled
as lnodds. Thus) Spearrnan nlerely \vi~hed

to deny the proposition that group factors
could be found in the noetic field, he kne\v
full ,,'ell that they a.bounded in the at:oetic.

2 Stu:\rt Dodd (9) attempted something of
th.is kind for pictures of comnlon objects
and situations, for his so-called internationa.l
test of intelligence. But the materials and
pl'oblcJ!ls ,,,ere rooted in allo~/ic processes,
and th~ t~st sho,ved gre:tter rather than less
differences b~tween racial groups. Sinli1arly
the styles of the fund:unents used in the
Pcnrose-Rav~n nlatrices (10), and in C;t·t­
tell's (II) ccculturc-freeu test, or Penrose's
ne\v perc(\ptua.l test, are severely European·
and geometrical in form, and to this extent
,,'ould be suspect ,vherevcr the null hypoth.
esis 'UJilJ1I't supported. They \vould be sus­
pect fOI ot~cr reasons) too, but I .must
l~:\ \'e this to one ~idc: for the present.



quenee of 'events and its outcome was
oth:rth:ln tentative: it lacked the re­
sources for test construction and stand­
ardizati~n th3t America no\v affords,

. or that the Educational Testing Serv­
ice so cIegan tl}' devotes to its tests.
But its theor-ctical itnplic:1tions w~re

clear, and obviously it \vas orientated
towards this null hypothesis. 1\:!ore­
over, I propose not to enter into the
.nppraisal of such results ns ~'e h:lve
a\'ailabl~ about "culture-free" or any
other tests involving us in this null
hypothesis: there is SOIl1e evidence, such
as that of F'ortcs, supporting the hy­
pothesis for perceptual oata, ant.! nluch
purporting to reject it. In the latter
cases, however, so little has been Jane,
usually) to r:lndOlnize materials, or
to take :lcco~nt of other controllable
f:lctors, that the evidence is at least
dubious. I can only suspect thatFortes
~nd the SpearInan School were at least
on the right lines to handle nlainly
visu:lI perccptu:lI In:lterial for sorne
kind of crucial test of the null hy­
pothesis.

But no\v let us consider the other
proposition, thnt culture has a decided,
even :1 decisive, effect on human per­
sonality. For most of us this may seem
c0I11pletelyobvious. It is surely eagy
enough to bring different n:uional at­
tituues to light, as Cantril (1:2) is
p~rhaps doing. Here I would like to be
p:lrooned for using my o\vn experi­
mental observations, since I believe
th:lt they :ire nlcthodoJogically more at
the he:trt of wh:lt is involved.

I begin with the knowledge that ':t
is the type ps}'chologists, the Sprangers
nnu the Jungs, :lnd sociologists such as
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lYlannheim (2) and FroInm (13) in
recent ye~rs, who stress the infi uence
of cultur:tl backgrou~d on present
pcrson:llity. But it appco:lrs that no self­
respecting psychonletrist, except Iny­
self, belie'ves :lny more in types, except
as cuts across a nornl:t! distribution,
made for convenience-n1.u~h :lS \~'e

cut up the I.Q. scale into moron, fce­
blc-n1ind, normal, and genius. Even
so, I would ask you to fe-open the
whole m:ltter of types, or :It least to
keep :In open nlind about it for the
next fc\v }:ears, for I btlieve the psy­
chonlrtrists have been barki~lg up quite
the wrong tree. Matters look very
Jifferent if one :lppro3ches types froIn
a Q-technique standpoint (14-).

It is a sinlple matter, for cX:lnlple,
to show that nlore Incn in the United
States are likely to be of :l type X, th:lt,
\ve might call "extrovert," th:lIl of a
type Y, that \ve might c:lll "introvert."
The opposite is the c~se for ~'onlen.

But the nl:lin types can be eClnOn­
strated for any sm:tU nurnbcr of per­
sons, for eX:lInple for any ten of you
in this room, \vithout operational refer­
ence to any other persons in or out
of the room. Indeed \ve C:lI1 s.:ty some­
thing about the matter for orily 01ze

person if need be: thus, given a "popu_
lation" of 200 traits chosen at random
from a ] ungian universe of such traits
(I have 2,000 traits in such :l \In i­
verse), I lnight invite the one person
(a) to nppraise himself \vith the traits) .
(b) then, having done this, to give
an :lccount of \vhat he believes an ide:tl
introvert to be, and (c) finally to give
:In :lccount of \\'hat he believes ~n

ide:ll extrovert to be. 1"'hc correlations
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between (a), (b),and (c) for N=200

traits, will indicate whether our on~

person (if he is sophisticated like our~·

selves or college students) is of intro­
verted or extroverted type.'

But for the moment we need only
examine the implications of such Q­
technique findings, and its approach,
for our preoccup:ttion with culture.
Suppose that, in terms of Q-techniqu(~,

types are now de.monstrahle (as indeed
they are). In the case of Introversion­
Extroversion such types \vere rooted,
for Jung (15), almost wholly ii1

cultural background. Jung traced th~

matter back into pre-Christian his­
tory j into the disputes and castigations
of a Tcrtullian and an Origen of son1r~

eightecn centurics :lgo; into Schiller's
idealization, nlany centuries later, of
the "Grecian heaven)); into the nla~;­

sive folklore and poetry of a Fault) a
Parsifal, or a Zarathustra; and StJ.

down into the very toug~ mindedne!,s
of James's Pragmatism.

No\v it may stretch one's credulity,
if not one's imagination, to accept th,~

proposition that these same roots find
their 'V~lY into the personality of our
one person whose correlations have jU~it

been referred to. Yet clearly he op­
cr:ttcd \vith my little. test, and it is
not really difficult to see thnt his evalu-

3 Thus) for the follo\ving- quite typic~:J

d:lt:l, the person is very likely to be intro­
verted in type (or thinks he is):

Self Ideal
(:1) I (b)

+ so

Ideal

E (c)
-55
-90

ations of the traits may very well stem
just precisely into or from such his-'
torically persistent strands.

At the outset he was asked merely
to give a description of his own per­
sonality in terlns of the 200 innocuous­
looking traits. He had no jdea that I
was going to ask him, subsequently,
to describe an ideal "r typical introvert
and an extrovert. Nor did the traits
suggest that anything of the kind was
likely to be involved. Clearly some
kind of ostensible learning has medi­
ated, and the culture psychologist was
perhaps quite correct to trace this not
onl}' into current culture (plus learn­
ing in nn ostensible manner) J but :llso
to seek its roots in cultural history.

The psych0r11etrist, however, has
not sought to represent such types but
to measure isolated, perhaps a-histori­
calor inlmediatc, functions or factors,
such as introversion-extroversion or
the like-much as one measures :tn
electric current. At best the result has
been not one function or factor, but
several, to judge for example from
Guilford's studies. One doubts, how­
ever, whether anyone feels happy about
these factors, for they really do not
explain anything, they are incapable
of consequent operational tests, and in­
deed different forms of analysis can
provide rather different apparent fac­
tors.

The situation is very different if one
seeks to represent types as such statisti­
cally. For one can then operate with
the tJ'pes, th:tt is, suhject them to ex­
perimental tests, even for only one
person at a time.

One can see the fashioning of such
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types, interestingly enough, in current
American culture. Eric Fromm (13)
for example, in his Man for llimself,
offers a description of the supposed
uJnarket" t}'pe of personoJity, \vhich
he nscribes to Americans who :lpp:lr-
ently ,,,,ant to sell everything, including
their own personalities. In terms of
Q-technique I have recently reduced
Fromm's notions to sonte kind of or­
derly operatiol1:l1 testing, :lnd can read­
ily demonstrate, and thus verify, his
''In:lrketU characterization of Ameri­
cans. This, app:trently, is fashioned by
your culture.

But what \ve prove is that such-and.
such Inen are a/iA'e in type. It is quite
another m:ltter to test thern for any
underlying functions in terms of indi­
vidual difFerences. By the very postu­
l:ttes one uses, in the latter case, one
throws :l\vay :lny possibility of achie'r'­
ing concrete types as such..

In conclusion, then, cultural influ­
ences can be brought into full view
in the t,'pifitntion of human beings,
as Spengler, Jung, and others down
to Fromm have seen. I state it as a
testable postulate that any systematic
quantification in terms of individual
differences (which we are unfortu­
nately \vont to regard, almost as a
myth, as the exclusive concern of our
testing procedures) C:lnnot represent
such typification, and certainly is in
no way needed for its achievement.

As I see the issues, therefore, in the
very bro:ldest manner I 3m prepared
to examine the null hypothesis that

cultural bac~ground is neutral, or can
be randonlized, ,yjth respect to SOtne

of our major psychological preoccupa­
tions. These are functions such as no­
esis' libido) and the like. As ~ln ofIshoot,
it is perhaps as \vell to renlember that
society :11so determines what abiEties
will be valued, and what discounted.
But by the s=lme token it is no\v e:lsy
to denlonstrate that man's personality
tj'pes are fashioned very probably in
terms of the culture in which he lives.
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