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The Arrival of a Controversial Figure

In the bustling halls of Ellis Island, amidst the surging tide of immigrants
seeking entry into the United States, a figure emerged whose work would
forever change the course of immigration history. Dr. Henry H. Goddard, a
psychologist from Vineland, New Jersey, arrived on the island in 1913 with
a mission to screen immigrants for mental fitness.

Goddard was a staunch believer in eugenics, the controversial theory that
certain traits could be selectively bred into or out of a population. He saw
Ellis Island as the perfect laboratory to test his theories about intelligence
and heredity. Armed with the newly developed Binet-Simon Scale, a test
designed to measure intellectual ability, Goddard began his ambitious
project.
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The Goddard Revision and the IQ

Goddard soon realized that the original Binet-Simon Scale was not well-
suited for immigrants, many of whom came from diverse cultural
backgrounds and spoke little or no English. He devised his own
modification, known as the Goddard Revision, which included tasks more
relevant to the immigrant experience, such as counting coins and
identifying objects.

From this modified scale, Goddard calculated an "intelligence quotient," or
IQ, for each immigrant. This single numerical score became the basis for
determining their mental fitness. Those deemed "feebleminded" were
denied entry into the United States or sent to institutions for the mentally
disabled.

The Legacy of Goddard's Work

Goddard's intelligence testing program at Ellis Island had a profound
impact on immigration policy. Thousands of immigrants were excluded from
entering the country based on their test scores, often with devastating
consequences for their families. The tests also fueled the rise of eugenics,
which became a dominant force in American social policy in the early 20th
century.

However, Goddard's work also had its critics. Some psychologists argued
that his tests were biased and unfair, as they did not adequately account for
cultural differences and language barriers. Others pointed out that the
concept of intelligence itself was complex and multifaceted, and that a
single score could not fully capture it.

Ellis Island: A Museum of Immigration and Intelligence Testing



Today, the Ellis Island Immigration Museum stands as a testament to the
millions of immigrants who passed through its halls. It also houses a
permanent exhibit exploring the history of intelligence testing at Ellis Island.
Visitors can learn about Goddard's work, the controversies it generated,
and the lasting impact it had on immigration and the understanding of
human intelligence.

The exhibit features interactive displays, historical documents, and
personal stories that shed light on this complex and often overlooked
chapter in American history. It serves as a reminder of the need to
approach the issue of intelligence testing with nuance, empathy, and a
critical eye.

Dr. Henry H. Goddard's work at Ellis Island represents a controversial and
yet fascinating chapter in the history of immigration and intelligence testing.
His legacy continues to be debated and examined by scholars and
policymakers alike.

The Ellis Island Immigration Museum offers a unique opportunity to learn
more about this important topic and to reflect on the complex and often
fraught interplay between immigration, science, and society. By engaging
with this history, we can strive to create a more inclusive and just future for
all.

Ellis Island Immigration Museum
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