LISTTIERS

Below 1s the letter whiton 1 SEnUTE0 LLG miftia of NOS News and Notes 1In
some haste Lo get It Into the March Issue. I anyore else Peols that ollier
points should be made I think 1t would be very useful for them to write in
their own right to the editor. One person can’ i hope to represent the onin-
lons of the whole group and In any case the more we can encourage debate on
these 1ssues the better. I think it was a ity .h'L saome of the cositive re-
actlons to our original letter in the January issuve of N & N did not get
sent to the editcor but sent to me instead., As a result the Soelety will he
unaware of the sympathy this letter aroused in the many people who have
Joined the group. To encourage exchange of ideas I thought 1t would be val-
uable to print the letters I've received which contalned detalled comments ang
suggestions for the group's activities. Yiz

REPLY TO P.R. SHELTON S IETTER IN R.3.S5. NEWS AND NOTES

In hls letter in the February issue of News and Notes Mr. Shelton suggests
that an honest statistician "must be objective in all he does". The basic
contention of 'Radical Statistics’ members 15 that objectivity, in the =ense
of value-free reaearch, 1s impossible in applied statistical work. Apparent
obJectivity 15 merely the obscurinzg of these values in research reverting. One
of the aims of radical statisticlans 1s to expose the impiilcit value-Judgements
in research, and we regard this as "doing sur job honestly".

It is our view that much applied statistical work 1s explicitly pelitical
in nature, belng concerned with poiicy decisicns. All such questions involve
a confllct of interests, and 1t is often the effect, if not the intenticn, of
statlstical research that the public Is persuaded that purely technical sol-
utions to these problems can be found. We suggest that the result of "bring-
ing one s political bellefs into ocne s work” in this context will possibly
result In a greater awarcness among ordinary reople of the decisions being taken
from them by the so-called exverts. Yours sincerely,

Liz. Atkins
LETTFRS RECEIVED

Dear Liz,

I was very intercsted in your letter in H.S5.5, News and Notes, January
1,75, My own background i{s  largely in mathcematical statlstics, but I have been
making determined efforts in the last few years to hecome' an applied stat-
isticlan,: varticularly sccial statistics. I am presently engaged in research
related to poverty, and consequently T am being forced to tie down my polit-
ical stance on socilal and economle issues, a thing I have managed to avoid
delng for some time past, though having the best of intentlons.

I have alse had some good intentions concerning the issues you have ralsed
in your letter. I would welcems the cppertunity of being able Lo implement
these latter good intentlons, though my 1deas on these issues are fairly vague
at the moment.

One thought thatl has occeurred to me Is that therc 1s a need for enforce-
able standards of cractice for rnrofessional statisticlans, as there are for
other professions, law, medicine ete. A great many decisions with grave soclal
and economic consequences are made on the basis of statisties, too often mis-
used, either through lgnorance or deliberately.

Of course, the idea of enforceable standards of rractice 1s full of
dangers. Their operation may be taken over by the vresent statistical 'estab-
lishment', 1in which case they are unilkely to be of much use, or, even if they
are develoned and operated inltially along radical lines, they may become part
of the establishment as have the other professlonal bodies, e.g. B.M,A., Bar
Assocliations, ete. Michael Stuart

Dear Liz,

I think there are important difficulties in any soclalist/humanist crit-
ique of current statistical practice and myth, not least being a shared point
of view from whieh to analyse; and yet the very existence of a groun which
considers this worthwhile 1s already a big event.



I feel the core of the project lles in an examination and development
of (b) and (e¢). I think the cult of expertise can be undermined on two
levels

I. By demoeratising the power structure that supports it, a structure that
i1s invariably hierarchical, speciallsed, geared towards technieal solutions rather
than soclal change,

II. By exposing the false bastis of elitism in Lhe statistieal community
itself; an elitism that arises from elevating aspirations towards obJectivity,
rationality etec into assertions of thelr achievement and a self-righteous
intolerance of opposing points of view. This has the =ffect of inhiblting an aware-
ness both of the subjJectivity of the analysis and also of whose polnt of view 1s
pelng nassed off as rational and objective.

Fintan Hurley.

Dear ILiz,

I was very interested in your letter in R,S.S. News & Notes. My own
background is largely in mathematlcal statisties, but I have been making
determined efforts in the last few years to 'become' an applied statistician.

I am presently engaged in research related %o poverty, and consequently I am
belng forced to tie down my political stance on social and economic issues,

a thing I have managed to avoid doing for some time past, though having the best
intentions.

One thought that has occurred to me is that there is a need for enforceable
standards of practice for professional statisticlians, as there are for law,
medicine ete. A great many decisions with grave soclial and economic consequences
sre made on the basis of statistices, too often misused, elther through lgnorance
or dellberately. Of course the idea of enforceable standards of practice is full
of dangers. Thelr operation may be taken over by the present statistical estab-
lishment, 1n which case they are unlikely to be of much use, or even 1 they are
developed and operated initiaily along radlcal lines, they may become part of the
establishment as have other professional bodles.

Michael Stuart

Dear Liz,

Thank you for your circular letter of Jan lith.From the large number of
items you 1ist as a possible agenda T estimate that discussion time will be very
limited,I therefore take the liverty of sending you my comments below.

Group Action

Attendance at R.S.8, meetings very useful. I was recently thrown out of the R.S.S
for course comments, but I think this kind of activity essential as the R.S.3. 1is
the main forum for interfacing statisticlans with the world.This is where a
radical approach is much needed.

Attendance at public meetings may cause more herm than gocod, because the pon
image of the statistician is nonsensically archaic. Letters to the nress are an
ev.wllent  idea, and this must include local even more than national npress,
Origlnal papers are highly desirable but very difficult to produce and have
accepted.Reworking exlsting analyses is more valuable in fact, but 1t has
negligible impaet on the Jarger publilc.However this 15 a very Important contrib-
ution to the cleaning of the statistical Image after its solling over the last
20 years by practitioners of O.R. , market research ote using statistics as if it
were a ‘waranty of purlty'.

Boycotts of certain sponsors is probably more important than certain fields or
types of research. It is a problem to keep up to date in this respect as the
cbnoxious types charge quickly in cur political Fflux.

Relationship with R.S.8, and Institute of Stetisticisns

I belleve this should he Lhe major Internal facet of the proposed Groun.
Training and professiocrnalism are exclusively the concern of Io8, on which basis
I remember 1t was founded.After some years now it has not grown into a large
Institute, nor have 1ts qualifications found especial merit.I do not know the
workings of the IoS, nor where the power lics in 1t, but it secems obvious to me
that 1t is not a major poliey influencing organization in the outer world,
Some senlor R,S5.8. people would like to see closer lialson with the Io8 generally
I think this 15 a line this group shouid press hard. ' :




T™he R.8.3. 1s the best of professicnal socleties I have met, and 1s conducted in

a Victorian-gentlemanly manner which T confess to liking.This is partly because
it does not consider orofesslonallism and 1s run by those who are not trying to
use it for their personal advancement. The obversze to this 1s that the R.S.5. is
out of the pressures of the day.Radicslism to improve the conirol of the R.S.5.
and make 1t more open is very desiravle I believe., The obvious approach to attack-
ing the deep-rooted establishment of the R.S.3. would possibly be through a
reform sub-committee of some of 1its sections.

"Radical™to me seems to be relevant in different directions, academic,
professional and political.

Academic statlstics is rather retarded and defensively reactionary agalnst the
computer. Up to now the basis has been wholly algebraic and the limitatiens of
algebra have been a barrier to solving cbvicus statistical problems, in distrib
ution and estimaticn theory particularly. ... A radical rethink 1s long overdue
here. Professional relatlonships and qualifications have changed qulckly over
the last years.The radical approach is needed here to introduce criteria other
than the blanketting Oxbridge ones. Polltical problems are to me the interface
between the statisticlan and non-statistician in all matters, not Just thaise of"
party politics.The present time 1s a good one to suread the thought that politles
might have a small eiement of numeracy in it, since the smae thought 1s spreading
into many other disciplines which have lacked it in the past.

Peter Herne.

Dear Liz,

I was pleasantly surprised to read about Radical Statlstics group.

Things I 'm interssted in- Demystifying statistics and numeracy generally. Ethles
of clinicel trials of drugs and treatments, both 1n drug firms and the NHS {(this
was 1in my Master's dissertation) The statistical lunction in the adminlstraticn
and, in particular, production of a genuine democratic soclalist soclety. Devel-
opment of statlstics to show the rezl waste and irraticnality of capitalism

(1.e. development of critical measures of soclal processes) Production of counter-
career informetlion about statistics for students and scheool-kids.

These professional radical groupings scem more advanced 1n the States than
here. Do you know radicalr groups in North America or elsewhere? International
bulletin of alternative statistics??

Power structures ant statistics. Very {mrortant-'lies, damn lies and stats'
mythology is popular and assigns the blame for diztortion and deception on
statisticians, while in ract most statistleians try to nrogect thelr data from the
use made of it by politicians, administrators ete. A useful diverslon of resent-
ment away from the real power structure.

Statistics in the soeiallst worid. I wish there was one . No hard data
at all - much worse than here.

We should start thinking about what we can do in the professional and
trade-union organisations we are in.

We'll have to work out how we can prevent our political differences from
making the group ilneffective or splitting up. Best a very loose umbrella set-up.

DO WRITE AND LET ME HAVE YOUR REACTICNS TC THESE LETTERS
AND TO THE NEWSLEDTER 1IN GENERAL . WE HOPE THIS WILL PROVIDE A FORUM
FOR WORKING OUT OUR VEIWS ON WHAT THE GROUP SHOULD BE AND DO.



