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There have been a number of Nobel Prize winners interviewed by pLAYBOY, but none
so adversarially as physicist William Shockley. One of the most controversial scien-
tists of the twentieth century, Shockley was awarded the Nobel for his work in creat-
ing the transistor, but spent most of the 1960s and 1970s in a field in which he was not
educated—genetics—advancing theories that in effect stipulate that blacks are infer-
1or to whites. Even during the progressive Sixties, when radicals of every stripe were
welcome to speak at American campuses, Shockley was one of the few whose very
name could cause bannings and boycotts.

Shockley’s notoriety would seem to have made him a perfect subject for a forum of
last resort such as the Playboy Interview. But Shockley was in fact a problem to the
magazine's editors. It wasn’t just that the feature had a strong tradition in favor of
civil rights (the first Playboy Interview was with a black man, Miles Davis, conducted
by a black man, Alex Haley); it was that Shockley, unlike a cretin like Klan leader
Shelton, made racist points that were not obviously refutable by laymen. Ordinary
journalists were unprepared to interrogate Shockley with enough expertise to put the
complexities of race and genetics into perspective.

When a writer, journalist, and young playwright from Minneapolis named Syl
Jones contacted Golson at pLAYBOY with the news that he not only wrote about science
but had made Shockley’s theories a personal field of study, Golson felt a good oppor-
tunity had arrived. When it also turned out that Jones was black, it was clear that the
opportunity was ideal. What followed was a dramatic and memorable encounter.

Fifteen years ago, William Bradford Shockley went public with his theory that ‘‘re-
trogressive evolution,’” or dysgenics, was occurring among American blacks—mean-
ing that less intelligent blacks were having more children than those of significantly
greater intelligence. His pronouncement, which amounted to a claim of black genetic
inferiority, touched perhaps the most painful nerve that still exists in American
society. After all, this was not a member of the Ku Klux Klan or the Nazi Party
mouthing racial obscenities but an eminent scientist, a Nobel Prize winner at that,
who was reviving an argument most Americans hoped had been forever discred-
ited. ,

At first, in the wake of the nation’s urban riots, and in the midst of legislative
efforts to rectify past racial injustices, Shockley’s theories were discussed seri-
ously—if scathingly—mainly in the scientific community. The public at large took
little heed. For one thing, it was pointed out in popular accounts, Shockley’s 1956
Nobel Prize was for physics—he helped discover the principles that made possible
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the transistor—so why should his dabbling in the field of genetics be taken seri-
ously?

In addition, when scientists responded, they did so in such uncharacteristically
abrasive terms—as they continue to do today—that Shockley's reputation as some
sort of “mad scientist”’ prevented any dispassionate public discussion of his ideas.
Three professors at Stanford, where he sought to teach a course in dysgenics, wrote:
“The essentially genocidal policies [Shockley] has seemed to propose are not only
painful for black people to hear but are abhorrent to all decent people whatever their
skin color.”” The National Academy of Sciences wrote, “Dr. Shockley’s proposals
are based on such simplistic notions of race, intelligence and ‘human quality’ as to be
unworthy of serious consideration by a board of scientists. . . . It is basically
vicious to evaluate individuals on the basis of the group to which they belong.”

But in 1969, Dr. Arthur R. Jensen weighed in with scholarly and statistical sup-
port for Shockley’s dysgenic thesis. By then, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert
Kennedy had both been felled by assassins. Lyndon Johnson, the leader of what now
seems a naive Great Society program, had been replaced by Richard Nixon. If
Shockley wasn't quite respectable, the climate of the nation was such that at least
people would listen to him—in some cases.

The man whose mind could range from the intricacies of electrical conduction to
the problems of genetic reproduction was born in London in 1910. He graduated
from Cal Tech in 1932 and got his Ph.D. at MIT. He worked at Bell Laboratories
from 1936 to 1954 and it was in that year that he and fellow scientists John Bardeen
and Walter Brattain discovered the principles of the transistor. The importance of
the transistor was not publicly recognized until two years later, with the designation
of the Nobel Prize. Shockley acted as president of Shockley Transistor Corporation
from 1958 to 1960 and slowly shifted his attention to a new—and inestimably more
controversial—field. ‘

Bolstered by Jensen's highly publicized article in the Harvard Educational Review
and subsequent studies, in which he asserted that black children were less capable
than white children of “level II [abstract] reasoning,”’ and that blacks as a group
scored fifteen points below whites in IQ tests, Shockley toured the country, speaking
at colleges on both coasts, spreading his dysgenic notions wherever he could find an
ear—and in some cases even where he couldn’t. He was often shouted down by mil-
itant black and white students at campuses such as Brooklyn Polytech, Sacramento
State, and Stanford, his home campus. In 1972, he was denied a request to teach a
course on dysgenics at Stanford on the grounds that he was not a qualified geneticist,
a charge he has never sufficiently refuted.

Shockley’s lifework has been in electronics and electrical engineering. He is so
highly thought of in those fields that the Institute of Electrical and Electronics
Engineers awarded him its Medal of Honor and the ten-thousand-dollar prize that
accompanies it. In so doing, the IEEE made it clear it was not endorsing Shockley’s
dysgenic views. Writing in the institute’s newsletter, past president Jerome Suran
said, “If there's one person who's had the most impact on electronics in this century,
it is Dr. Shockley. However, we are in no way endorsing or even sympathizing with
his efforts in other areas.”’

To take on the difficult assignment of interviewing this contentious, brilliant
scientist, pLayBoy tapped Syl Jones, a Minneapolis-based science and medical writer
who has long had an interest in the man and the subject. He also happens to be black.
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We made the assignment before Shockley delivered yet another public shock—this
one involving sperm banks. Here is Jones’s report:

T first met Bill Shockley in 1974 as part of an assignment for Modern Medlcme
magazine. I tracked him down by telephone and tried to arrange an interview, but he
was extremely difficult. He’'d had bad experiences with reporters in the past quoting
him out of context or misquoting him altogether. Shockley tape-records his tele-
phone conversations and once told me that he and his wife, Emmy, often analyze the
recordings over dinner. He had turned down many reporters on the grounds that they
were not competent to understand his theories. By the time I reached him with my
request, I was fully prepared. I had read almost everything that had been written by
and about Shockley and his theories.

“He was pleased that I knew something about him but demanded that I study his

theories and submit to a series of telephone quizzes before he would agree to an
interview. These quizzes almost always involved fairly complicated mathematical
analyses of statistics designed by Shockley in support of his theories. After a few
weeks of this grilling, he agreed that I was competent to interview him.
“But there was still more. He wanted personal information on my background.
Where had I been born? Where had I gone to school? How many brothers and sisters
did I have? Long before this point in the process, most others reporters had written
Shockley off as a kook and had given up. I was tempted to do the same. But some-
thing intrigued me: Never once did he ask my race or make any kind of racist
remark, and he had no idea I was black. I didn’t tell him, because I was hoping for a
confrontation. In October 1974, I got my wish.

“When a white photographer and I showed up at Stanford for the interview,
S hockley insti’nctively reached to shake the photographer’s hand with the greeting,
‘Hello, Mr. Jones.” It was a wrong guess that seemed almost to stagger him.
Obvzously stunned by my blackness, he insisted that I submit to one final test, con-
cocted on the spur of the moment concerning the application of the Pythagorean
theorem to some now-long-forgotten part of his dysgenic thesis. Somehow, I came up
with a satisfactory explanation, and Shockley had no choice but to grant me the
interview. Since that day, he has consistently viewed me as ‘the exception that proves

the rule’ of black inferiority, a designation that he, in all innocence, believes is true.
“For the Playboy Interview, Shockley and I met three times, twice at his home and

office on the Stanford campus in Palo Alto and once in Minneapolis. Shortly before
the second session, Shockley called my home and left a message that he wanted to
speak with me. I tried calling back, but no one answered. A day later, Shockley was
off on another adventure: In 1977, he had responded positively to a request from Dr.
Robert Graham, eyeglass entrepreneur and student of eugenics, to donate sperm to
the newly formed Hermann Muller repository, named in honor of the Marxist genet-
icist. In February 1980, he made that donation public in a story first published in the
Los Angeles Times. Shockley had called me the night before his revelation to ask if I
thought he should tell the world. Manchester Union Leader publisher William Loeb,
~a close personal associate of Shockley’s, advised him to release the information, his
lawyer advised against it, and even Graham thought it a bad idea to mention any of
the Nobelists by name. But now Shockley himself seemed eager to be before the _
publzc eye.

“The media's reactions to Shockley’s revelation have been resoundingly negative.

But he insists that hasn’t bothered him one bit. His purpose in telling the world
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about this incident was to get another forum for discussing ‘human quality’ prob-
lems.

“The main points to keep in mind while reading this interview are:

“l. Historically, blacks as a group have scored fifteen points lower than whites on
10 tests. But Shockley’s evidence to the contrary, there is still no general agreement
that IQ tests measure raw intelligence.

“2. Shockley believes that the fifteen-point difference is primarily reflective of a
basic genetic inferiority on the part of all blacks, whether American or not.

“3. Critics of Shockley say he is perverting science for his own racist, political
reasons and that he is only the most recent link in a long chain of scientific
racists. '

“4. Shockley claims that low-1Q individuals are responsible for lowering the aver-
age 10 of society, a phenomenon he has dubbed the ‘dysgenic threat.” To combat that
threat, he has proposed the provocative Voluntary S'terilization Bonus Plan as a
thinking exercise,’ the details of which are revealed here.

“And, finally, anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, writing in Society magazine,
expressed some thoughts that may help place this interview in its proper context.
Speaking of the futility embodied in the search for truth in the social sciences, where
the data are often soft, he said: ‘But if we are able to make even some limited

progress toward wisdom, then we may be . . . more ready to resign ourselves to the
general truth that science will remain forever incomplete.” ”

PLAYBOY: In February of this year, Dr. Shockley, you revealed to the world your
participation in Dr. Robert Graham’s Nobel-laureate sperm bank. You have donated
your sperm to Dr. Graham’s repository and have admitted your participation public-

ly. The news media reacted to your admission with both shock and ridicule, so let’s
start by discussing that.

SHOCKLEY: Shall I give you the standard questions?
PLAYBOY: If you like.
SHOCKLEY: The standard questions are, “Where are these sperm banks going to go?”

and ““What’s the objective in trying to produce a superrace?” and “Isn’t this what
Hitler tried?” and “Who are you to be donating your sperm?’’ and other questions of
that sort.

PLAYBOY: Let’s double back to those questions and start with our own. How did you
get involved 1n this Super Baby experiment?

SHOCKLEY: I don’t call it a Super Baby experiment and I object to your doing so.
PLAYBOY: That’s not our term; every newspaper in the country has called it that.
SHOCKLEY: Well, that is clearly a misrepresentation of my purpose in participating in
Graham’s program.

PLAYBOY: Fine. What was your purpose in offering your sperm to Graham’s reposi-
tory?

SHOCKLEY: Let’s get this straight. 1 didn’t offer. I responded to Graham’s request. In
1965, I was in the news after expressing worries that the genetic quality of our pop-
ulation might be declining. My first contacts with Graham occurred shortly after-
ward, in 1966. Graham had started even then to canvass some of the Nobel laureates

about the prospects of contributing sperm to a proposed repository. The actual oppor-
tunity to contribute came my way some twelve years later. Also, in 1965, I had met a
man who had already made the decision, with his wife, to seek a highly qualified

sperm donor in order to improve the probable quality of his children. His wife shared
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his views on the matter. To my way of thinking, they are a very rare case in having
come independently to this decision to seek out a sperm donor.

PLAYBOY: Wasn’t that an unnatural step to take?

SHOCKLEY: I agree that the idea seemed unnatural, but this man’s arguments stood up
very well. He was an unassuming fellow and not particularly impressive, but the more
- you listened to him, the more sense he seemed to be making. He said, “I don’t expect
to do everything for my child. I propose to teach him social values and to love him and
to care for him. And I want him, or her, to have the greatest possible opportunity in
life. If somebody can furnish sperm that gives a greater likelihood of success to my
child than I would be able to give, then I'd have no qualms about arranging for a
donor.” What he said all hung together.

PLAYBOY: Maybe so, but you’ll have to admit it’s a minority opinion.
SHOCKLEY: I don’t see that a minority opinion should be regarded as an adverse thing.

I'm sure that as a black writer, you carry a certain number of these yourself. And

Einstein carried some for quite a while, too.
PLAYBOY: Let’s get back to how this whole thing began. We’re trying to understand

how you bring up a subject like donating your sperm to a repository. Did you and
Graham sit down and hash it out over drinks, or what?
SHOCKLEY: This wasn’t exactly a new idea. Graham had been in contact with Her-

mann Muller, the Marxist geneticist, and this was actually Muller’s idea, which he
proposed long ago. I really don’t know the history. Graham knows such things much

better than I do.

some people who later ended up looking pretty unattractive.

PLAYBOY: Such as? ~
SHOCKLEY: I've forgotten who they were. Whether he had Karl Marx or Lenin or

somebody else in there, I’'m not sure.

PLAYBOY: Graham got involved because he knew Muller? What was Ais interest in
something like this, which is outside his field? | '
SHOCKLEY: Graham’s interest in the declining quality of people goes back at least to
the Sixties, when he wrote a book called The Future of Man. He did studies of what
went on during the French Revolution and the elimination of the elite class, which
probably removed some of the brilliant people of France. I don’t know that one can
say France has significantly less intellectual potential now than it did before the
Revolution, but this is what some of Graham’s studies were concerned with. Anyway,
Graham had for some time been urging more intelligent people to have more children.
We had talked about these things and my concern about possible downbreeding, or
dysgenics, struck a responsive chord in him. I knew about his plans for a sperm bank
and when it was set up, I had no particular problem in making a decision. This all
happened about 1977, I believe.

PLAYBOY: How many other Nobel laureates have donated their sperm to that reposi-
tory? - _
SHOCKLEY: To the best of my knowledge, there have been two others. The repository
contains sperm from five individuals, two of whom I don’t know anything about—Dbut
they are there for some reason of Graham'’s, which I have not explored.

PLAYBOY: Three women have already been inseminated, according to press reports.
How were those women chosen?


















































































