. RADICAL STATISTICS CONFERENCE
26=-27th Sept. 1975

Extraordinary effort from John, with belp from lan, has produced a
camplete transcript of that conferencs discussion sessions, As soon as these are
checked and tidied up, they will be released as a separate pamphlet (for which
there may need to be a small mailing chargs). It looks like beimg a very '
useful document and raises many of the key dilemmas for working statisticians,

In this edition of the Newsletter, we are including the only one of the
pre-prepared conference papers that hasn't already been circulated: B
David Dickson ~en "Science is Social Relations®, together with a couple of
minutes of gratuiteus dialegue that preceeded it.: '

We had ®lso heped to include a transeript of the diseussicn that followed,
in which the positions basic toc the Saturday sesslons were aired for the first
time, but wetve still to cheeck this against the tape and will rsleass it later
as part of the complete transcript.

Paul 8-D,

Introduction

m]'m serry, but they'fe all dancing.

Sur organisatisn seems to have collapsed at the last minute, but I guess
that we can follow the program tonight as long as there are no ob jectiens,
Tomorrow can be as fluid as people want to make it, with restructuring possible
frem one session to ansther, I don't really know who's going to talk, but Jehn
does, so he ought tc tell you about tpis evening end about our program in
general, ' :

wWhat the eollective has tried to deo is to arrange things.so that the

conference won't take the form of a traditional academic get-tegether, That's
already been shown in what's happened tonight.
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Wstve invited David Dickson from the RSJ (Radical Science Journal)
collectiva to speak tonight. Since a let of what happened in the dove10pmant
of RSJ has relevance to us. For example, the critique of ths Use-Abuss
model, which we are going through at pragsent, is a subject they discussed
at length and was also an issue for BSSRS, But this is an 1mportant topic
te which we will doubtless return later.

As far as tomorrow goeéb’ue'ue provided a structure for events, but
hope that everyone will feel free to decide uhether or not they went this.
The first session tomorrow is .set aside for discussion of the programme and
any specific additions we want to make, But laet's bagin new with the talk by
David Diekson,

o . _
Science is Social Relations David Diekson

Preamble:

The fact that I've written out what I'm going te say dossn®t mean that
this is meant to be an academic paper in the strict sense of the term. If
you feel we should only go half-way through, then that's fine, there's no
need far me to go right through it. It should taks about 25 mins, if that's
okay., But I'll start and if anyons feels like chipping in/stopping me half-
way throush, please dc."

Paper:

There are two senses in which this talk is intended to be intrec-
suctory. In the first sense, I hope it will provide an introduction to this
cenference by indicating in broad terms how it is possible to contemplate
and carry out.a political critique of beth the form and the content of
scientific knowledge, at least to the extent that we have been ables to develop
this crithue in the context of Radical Science Journal., At the same time,
this paper is also introductory in the sense that some of the points that I
shall be raising in the course of this argument - and here I am thinking in
particular of attempts to develnp- a political thecry of mathematical analysis
- are ones at which the debate is still wide open., 1 de not intend te
attempt te close this debate in any way, but to indicate both wherpg and houw
it appears to be in need to further analysis and development - and it is
precisely here that, I would suggest, there are many fruitful links te be
made between the fields of "radical" science and "radical" statistics,

Perhaps the first gqudstien we should ask is, why are we intsrested in
marrying out this type of analysis?- 1 take it that, at least for mest of the
members of this audience, the gquestion of the social and political
influences on sciencs and scientific knowledge is not merely an academic one,
but that we are concerned about the effects of such scientific knowledse in
society ~ and more precisely how we can link our understanding of the nature
of this knowledge toc our politics. Te a socialist, this must mean attempting. .
to link the nature of scisntific knowledge to the class basis of the
capitalist society in which it is embedded and functions, and mcre
particularly te the hierarchical and authoritarian forms of crganisation: and
control within that society, What I hope to show =~ or at least te suggest
how it is possible to show - is that scientific knowledge exists in a form
that reflects, reinforces and mediates the power of a dominant capltalist
classj “that science acts as what, 1 suggest, we should see as a coding
mechanism that translates the material aspects of the class basis of capitalist
society into a particular way of perceiving and organising our experisnces of
the material world. This is the sense in which we can say: "Science is
gecial relaticns"; i,e. science is a coded form of the social relations of
productien of capitalist society.



Pezhaps a gocd place to start fs hy louklng at tha recent euilution of
attitudes to science -~ and here I shall e prlmarlly using the terms in its
English ssnse, .referring to what are usually loosély celled the natural AN
sciences = within socialist thought. ‘And for understanding the turrent -
situation, it is prqbably eaaiast to start uith the éttltuga of the *Jld laft“ *
Here ths dom;nant attitude, one that was exampllfled by the varisus praswar ~* .
movemants of radigal scientlists, but has remained ¥n. seme versien ‘or other up’ N
te the present day, was.that gsolance ‘was essant1a11y+uelua neutral with
respect tg . goq;aty, xSc;ant;fIc t:utn wag . agjactiue% and a 3919ntific fact -
remained identicel.tg, bqghtcapltallst ‘and Socialist ‘The cridm o? capftalisﬂ N
- and this COmRS | tgrnugh strongly in. ths uritings UF J D. parmat £ yas “thdt © A
its political, ;rratiunal;ty marely lmpaded the prograss af scieﬁce, bul did
not influsnce. §he natura af sgientiflc 5nowiedga! eusn though this knowledge
way have been Qroducad to méat ;he sotial and adOncﬂic ends -f capitalisE

A}

11 *.

seciety at .a. part;cular po;nt In its gaualoemant ST .
EEE R R *‘? R R 1 (AL T
Tha dominant framauork Por ldoking ‘at scisnca was ® tharsfnra what ia- "7 "™ Cw
generally referrsd ts as the “uaa ‘and ‘abuse® framework. I ‘sther wofds, you‘f*’ o
lavelled your Gritlglsmwat tha _pglitiad system which uged-scidriee for =~ - "

partlcular ends, 'whether miligary, industrial nr’comMérc1al, ‘but ‘Aot at thd - -*0
scienes ;tsalf I think it i§ fal¥ to’say thdt this attityde firat ‘same under—**%=
attack on a sxgnlflcant scgle téwards the end of the "1960's, ‘Thera are a Lo
variety of reagens ofig Gan auggast ‘Par “thig, - On the ‘tHemtotical 1euel, feor < *
example, the growth of K 3am1-huménlstic Mdrxism, basing the condepts &f its-
pelitical’ analysls - ifn partlcular that of *malienation® - en Narx*a“Ecunoufp
and Political Manuscripts ef 1844w, hecame wldely propagatad threugh, for: i
example, the writings sf Herbart Marguse, In a mora direct sanms, ‘dis-
enchantment with the products of industrial capitalism at home coincided with
widespread reuu131on at the atrocfties carried out by the American military
with these same products 1n Ulatnam, or the British army in N. Irsland, There
are other factors, of course, sdch as the studant revalts Af 1968, that also )
played an important psrt. But the nat effect seems to have beem am :
awareness of the need to develop a ‘greater understandlng of the dature of
science = and for that matter alse of technolegy - as part of what used te bs
called the supar-structural compdnent of capitalxst secisty, to show how tHsy -
werea nnt meraly the pagsive raeflections of the econmmic bass, er neutral teels *.
cf scensmie dauallpqent but were pntent pclitical fcrcas in thalr aun rlght." '

. Ra

New it saams “that’ it was 1in the soaiaf sciénces ‘that this tfansformatiﬁn*
first gained 3 signlficant h-ld' As’ ‘sgcigl® scnentists - or ‘perhafs one should Bl
say Marxist secialiscieritists - cafle ‘te ‘terms with' the-need to devélap’an '
undarstandlng of tﬁair society as part of any attempt to ‘change 1t, de "they

began to take apart their “ewn dlsclplina, indlcating the extént te which it - ° “f
provided a means, not for’ obtainlng any "gbjective truths® abouf sceisty, but of -
supporting a partlcular form of " suc;ety, namely capitaltsm-and its-domirmant: ~or e

e

patterns of activitiés snd attitudes.’ Gradually this approach, of -uhich a
number e&f examples are illustrated in Rmbin Blackburn's paperbaek "Ideelesy in =
the Secial Sciences“, spread its eFFacts ‘further and further into the natural
sciences as well, If ‘psythalogy, fer ekampl8, ad attack on ‘the behavioufist - -
ldeas of B. F %klnner develeped into a complete ﬁolitical crit;ciSm,-of the - -
ramist 1deol.g behind the writings of psyeholoaists® sueh as ‘Arthur Jensen -

and Hans Eysenck, 'in their claims that educational systemm should be adjusted

or manipulated to “take into accnunt the racisl Wifferences bhetween different
ethnic. groups, measured in ‘tefms of their performance in intellifience fests
(itself a use ef statistlcs tha€t I shall refer to briefly later); as Steven

Rose and others have shown’y sugh arguments, posed in thd appdrently neutral
nbjectiue terms ef the felative contribution of genetic and environfiental

factors to an individual's intelligedce, or rather to his IQ, beceme the
oxpression of the polltiral values of a system whieh builds an idsology te
logitimate its oppression and expleitation of particular social groups.
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Arguments about the political facters influencing the content of
scientific disciplines wers further extended te bielogy. Rebert Young, for
example, has indicated how Darwin's théoryaéf natural evolution fitted inte the
ideology of Vietorian Britain, ang how the social and political form ef British
sacisty at that time became reflected ih the debate over the scientific status
sf the theory ef evolutien = far example, in the ancouragement of the visuw that
a cempetitiue struyggie for existence was inevitable, inescapable and even
srdained.. More racently, at a cenfersnce held earlier this year in Lendon,
under the title "Is thers e Socialist Science", Simen Pickvance deséribed his
experiences as a rasearch student in a molecular biolsgy laboratory st
Canbridge,. showing how the hierarchicel and authoritarian wasy in which the
laboratory was organised bocame reflected in the very nature of the scientific
werk being carrisd sut - jn this cese the eomplete description of the
physiolegical characterjsties and properties of a simple, living organism, the
nematode werm. For example, esch research student was given a different part
af the werm to study, with the apparent intentimn that eventually description
of ths various pasrts would be fitted togsther to provide an overall dascription
of the total organism., Assembly~line production, in sther words, the ideal way
to erganise production within a system which desires to fragment any social
cehesion of the wqrk-force at the base by means of the so=galled division of
labour, and to concentrate political powsr in the factory swner {(or the
laboratary director for that maetter) who is the only sne in full control of the
final produot. Just as the form of the industrial product comes to refléect .
the pelitical situation in.whieh it was produced, 3o, argues Simon qickvance,
the form of scientific knowledge - at least in this particuler area of
biolesy - provides us with a reflection ef the political organisation ef the
resesaroh laboratory, which itself, of courge, is now becoming increasingly run
socording to stpict econemic ex "rational® criteria. . | | '

When we ‘move from. the biolegical to.the physical sciences, the task of
revealing the political centent becomss much harder, but nei:less necessgary,
end -especially. ao because thsre still remains e strsng tendancy - ‘which 384
probably shared by a number of those prasent tdnight.— to accept that. .
political factors .esn play a large:part in determining the eontent of what they
would csll thesesoft acignces =amuch of what I have already seen about the
digseuseisn of the political cqntent of statistics $gnds to be at this lsavel,
te treat statistics in the form in:whieh it is practiced as a soeial seienes -
but to -insist that -there remains an untouched ratiomel kernal of sbjectivity .
that characterises  the physical -sciences, and in paaticular‘residés in . gy
mathamabiqa,‘;gt-ita'simpleat,gthgs;ia_thaAargumant whioch asgepts it as.part of
commonsense that ene and one will be tuwe.in either e.soslalist or a sapitalist
saciety, that eightwill always be the squarg romt of 64, or at a more
sophisticated Jlevel, that whereas Iaaac;Nawton‘nny_hayeﬂdeueloped_his’theoriaa
of gravitation in the context of economic demands fq:rbagtar navigational -aids
thrﬂugh"en,incrqaqed,un@eratanding‘@f-tha‘metiga_nf_caleatiql bodies, his .
theories and modes of explanation were themselves objesstive, of at:least
walue-fres with respeet to the society in which he wae working. | S

= ‘As I said, the.task here is s muoh herdgr one, and in its.uay much more
challenging. - And this is the segond peint at which I said.thie paper ean only
be introguectory, an introduction te a debate rather than an expssition ef ite
resclution, But it's a debate whieh is crusial in any.political diseusslon of
statistios, and statistimal theary. in.parpticular, For the task is te demonstrate
how the-very santent of mathematical analysis, aé_lgést in the form in which it
is applisd te objeets in the material wopld, reflects, reinforces and pedistes
the dominant forms of political organisation and social eontrol uhicg_axist in-
socisty. In other wordsy.ts ghow hou mathematics incorperates end transmits a
particular way ef organising our experiences of the world that colneide with
the ideclogical cpnditions necessary fox the eontinued reproduction of a
particular politicel system, in our casgse manopply gapitali;m,_and with tha%
relationships bstueen.individuels that, that.system implies, = = -

kS
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In the short time I have available, I can only indisate some possible
starting points for this debate, showing hew the argument seems to be shaping
up. Very schematically, it seems possible to suggest, to start with, that the
forms of classification and categorisation of objects in the meterial world
garried out in primitive societies not only, as social anthropolagists have
been able to desmonstrate, dibplay s logical complexity as rich as those of
contemporary scientific analysis, but alse reflect the dominant forms of
political organisation and control - for example, in their incorporation, in a
mediated farm, of the rules of marriage and kinship, we can suggest that the
davelopment of abstract mathematics in the form in which we are now led to see
it coincided with the beginnings of economic systems based on trade and barter
between different societies in the first stages of Greek civilisation, with the
material nsed to isolate the "value" of a commodity fram its social context -
the context in which it found its “uss™ value - becoming represented in an
sbstract mode of discussion about prices expressed in mathematiecal form. In
the physical sciences, Alfred Sohn-Rethsl suggests, in the current issue of
Radical Science: Journal, that Galileo's notion of inertial motion, an idea
santral to the deualnpmant of mechanies and of physics since the seaventesnth
eentury, in fact reflected the form of the economic base ef early capitalist
societyy that there is a direct parzllel, for example, betwsen the con-
servation of momentum of a body in motion, and the conservation of capital, as
it circulated in society in its various forms. Paul Forsman, in a discussion
of the sotial eontext of the diseovery of guantum theory, has suggestsd that
a prime facter in the scientific debate about notions of a-ceusality lay in ths
ideological and cultural climete of Germany at that time, a Germany whish had
just suffered a major defeat in the First World War, and was turning its bask
on notions of determinism in a1l fields, including physies. Finally, Luke
Hodgkin has argued, in a paper also given at the recent conference I mentioned
before = and incidentally, like the previous paper, one that we are hoping to
publish in the next issue of Radical Scisence Journal - that the major
tendencies in twentieth eentury mathematies reflect significant shifts in the
nature of the production processes inecorporated ip the economic base of
contemporary capitalism. . In partieular, Luke Hodgkin suggests that the major
shift has occurred between what he calls the old mathematies of the beginning
of the century, Bharaeterised by attempts to produes enherent methods for
demonstrating that solutions to problems existed, and the new methematics,
oriented towards finding the solution of problems -~ so-called ™eongtruction® |
mathematics. This mathematics, he points out, was born in America during and
after the Second World War when a system of close collaboration between science
and industrial and military interests was established, the first computers
were built and applied, techniques of numerical and systems analysis were
devslnped, and 80 0N,

As I said this is a sketch of the beginnings of a debate that has only
Just, I belleve, really taken off, Yet it is a debate of central importance fo
any discussion of radical science -« and in partieular, I think, of radical
statistiecs., for just as previously the inadequacies of any pnlitical discussion
of science and technology that remained merely at the level of ®use and abuse%.
led to the development of & much deeper critigue of the political determination
of the practice and content of scienee in general, now we are beginning te see
that even this debate cannot be carried out in terms of the "use or abuse® of
mathematical techniques, themselves considered neutral and valuewfree with
respect to their application, but that these very techniguss must be included
within our focus for this critique. We must show that the Marxist notion that
the ideas of any epoch are the ideas of its ruling class does not make an
exception imthe case of mathematies, but extends to all the dominant modes of
thought within a particular society.

I haven't used the word ideclogy very much, and this has been an purpose.
For, in ons sense, the above argument must lead us to the eonclusion that all .
scientific knowledge is ideoleogicaly that the ideological compeonents in science
are nct to be found in isvlated areas such as behaviourist psyehology or
dvolutionary theory, but in fact that no separation can be made between those
arcas ef science which are ideological, and those which are net, Furthermore,
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the word idemlogy tends to imply the distorted propagation of the “trus" facts,
of the "scientific®" facts -"the level at which some have tried to challenge
Jensen and £ysenck.on thé grounds that they have "misinterpreted" objective
saientific data —~ whereas if all sueh fects are ideological, then no such
distinction can be made, and hence to differentiate betwsen ideclogy and
science becomes meaningless (I should perhaps add in brackets that I think the
debate over the epistemological basis of Marxism, whether it represents an .
objective science or not, and so¢ on, is a slightly different one; there isg

an important distinction to be made, I think, betwsen the noticn of sciance

as it is usually presented in discussions about Marxism itself, and science in
the sense 1 have been using it here, where I should perhaps have been.more -
explicit and used the words natural science),

-

To get out of this dilemma of trying to distinguish between science and
ideology, end the trap of relativism - of seeing all values merely in relative
rather than absolute terms that it seems to hold - it is usedful to turn to
notions about the use of language, the apparant -~ though often superficial - .
correspondence between language and material reality it is used to, the use:of
translatior tc shift communication from one language to anather, and the use .
of eodes tc gymbolise.-~ and disguise —~ the contents of particular statements .,
and messages. In brief — and again I do not really have time to go inte the
arguments in any detail here —= I think it can suggest that we should sae
sciencs, -not in terms of any attempt te provide an objective representation of
material reality, whatever that ma, mean, but essentially as a way of talking
about the material world., That we use the ideas and concepts developsd by
science.to build explanatory models of the wecrld that have their basis, not at
the .level of objective fact, but within the processes of social communioation
and social practice. 7that it is fairly easy ~ and not particularly radical -
to interpret the activities of scientists within this pasrspective, suggesting
that scientists within a particular discipline or sub-discipline have learnt
the ability to express their experience of a particular set of experimental
data by means of a highly developed technical language, giving them access to
a particular mode of technical discourse thzt performs both a scientific
function - in sustalnlng and developing the discipline and a social and
political functien, in maintaining the cohesion of the scientific group and its
dominant patterns of orgamisation and contrcl. Finally, from a palitical = point
of view, it can be suggested that the important thinn to come to terms with is
the way in which tha language of seierce operates within society "at large",
how it is used,. not -merely toc reify suspect concepts, or to turn the dynamic
inte the static, but in a deeper sens=s to control the very conceptual tools
that the individual uses to build his explanatory modelﬂ of bath the natural
and the social worlds, To say this is not to put the debate back te the level
of mere subjectivity - the fact that we each use language coes not deny the
existence of language as a social phenomencn - but it is to demonstrate the
type of thought control that takes pla.e within society in the interests of a
dominant social class, in particular as expressed through the concepts of
science., Marx, for e<ample, uses the notion of fetishism to indicate how the
sooial origins of & commodity, and the processes of its production that
reflect the dominant social relations of priduction, are hidden frem those who
use the commodity, and to whom it therefore becomes, to use his own words,

"3 very gueer thing indeed, full of metaphysical subtleties and theological
nonsenses". It is possible tz suggest that the sames process applies to
scientific facts and iheories, and that their social basis, and in particular
the coded form in whirh they express tha dominant social relations of
production, become hidden as these facts c~me to take on an apparently

ob jective or fetishised form.

Nor is this merely a phenomenclogival critigue of the appearance that
social reality takes on for the individual, an appearance which is rdlected and
reginforced in his language. For it alsc enables us to develsp a palitieal
critique of the particular forms of the means of production developed by
capitalist socisty; in other words, of the forms of work imposed on the
individual, on the pclitical determination of the divisicn of labour, and of
the extent to which the dominent political forms of hierarchical organisation
and authoritarien control become incorporated into the very design and lay-nut
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of the factory floor or the assembly iine., For the increasing econcmic probliems
faced by capitalist scciety placa a grouing emphasis on the nesds to maintain
profitability, through methods of technical innovation, and ways of raising
the efficiesncy of the production procesns.. As technigues fer achieving this
make increasing use of various forms of scientific analysls and argument -
fram industrial psychology Lo satistical endlysis -~ so we find the material
constrainte used by a dominant capitalist class to define the limits of both
social and political action of members of the working class are directly
defined by the characturistics of the scientific method, So the gelation
betwsan srience and society is to be understood, not mercly in the teohnol-
ngical applications of research results obtained in the laboratory, seen in a
relatively techanical uni-dimensicnel sanse, but as something much more
fundamental ~ the basic desiqn categories which psrmit the development and
reproduction of the class relaticnsnips of capitalist society,

If this all sounds a bit thecreticel; then I think it ‘has important
political implications. Go leng as the model " we use Is one in which soience
is seen as having an "impact® of soms type of society - a sort of billiard-ball
gffect = the implica*ion is that it hes been able to dc this by coming from
the outside, in nther words thzt the processes of science and those of society
are different, The focus for oublic debate bacome those exposed areas of
controversy — the public. enguiry, the community acticn group, and so on - where
the issue confronted tends to be @n isolzt=d one, a reflection, in fact, of the
way in which capitalism = Ties its contradictions into "problems® which then,
it claims,; become accessible to piecemeal solutions. Within the British
Society for Social Responcibility 1y Scilence, for example, ve have spent soms
time discussing notions of whethen it was valic to %talk in terms of developing
a community science; very much in the advocacy role that I believe has been
suggested for radical statisticiana. This would.be cerried out by scientists
making their particular for s of esientific kroweledge and egpertise available
to locel communities engaged in wanious tyoos of political confrontation,

There is a sense, however, in which such activities lle in danger of
becoming peripherai. trm the focal noin® oFf zlzcs strugnle, which remains - or
perhaps one should say, with the gr..-ng prooloms of inflation and unemployment,
is once again becoming -~ the point of procductior. fhz sractical implication
fer those engaged in the type of Lh_frﬁb .cal debate about the nature of

scientific knowledge that = have o.oon descricirg, is the need to link up
directly with those encag=d in th's stroggic, Exactly how this link-up can be
made, and can be made effect.ve, _Jeuends on a variety of factors, and will no

doubt be a focal point for oi:cission at this cenference. In the BSSRS, this
has been successfully achiefed on the issve of industrial health, where a
critigue of the scientific precadur—s used to determine what are claimed to

be Macceptable" levels of Tactorw htzards hsf been carried out in close co-
cperation with shop stewarcds comnittees, providing th debate with a directly
poditical eomponent. Hopefully Lhevs ore similer channrels vpen to socialist

statisticians, and I think thzt th: word racicual can be a bit misleading in

this context, as it cen fo. enoily hecchme an wil-purpose label, a danger that

we are now realising in tadicsl wcience, The identification of these ohannels
isy, I think, a prime task that this confarence faces.
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