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Ir the development of sccloluplcal knowled w, the researcher runs into considerable difficulties
due to the inadequacles of official statisties... Statistical sourceg are inadequate to aoclve the
daily problems cunfronting researchers who are wrilling to reqounce a method of analysis based on
the nptic cf & specific thecretical perspective {ihat is to say Lhe method by which reality is
interpreted through the filtar of specifi- analytical categories),.,.Either at the data collection
stage or at the point of data interpretation, asclence acts as a selective gystem in confronting
Teality. Facts take up a meaning only when they are seclected and organlzed according to an exact
scheme of conceptual reference...This critinue of the dogma of objectivity in observing real facts
enables us to establish the first fundamental aspects of our thesis.

(a} It is ingenuous and wrong to think that it is possible to approach reality without any idea
or preconceived theories. Even if we free ourselves from ideas and prejudices in a rational
way, we may stlll be relylng on uncenscious prejudices or on unconsciocus dogmas.

() The observation of reality requires = theoretical a~-priori, even if frequently we are un-

conscious of this., It is therefors recessary to make clear the thearetical assumptions
which are propeedeutics to the obscrvation process.

If one accepts these premises, we may now pass to the question which we propose to call the
authoritarianism of statisticel information or data fetshism.., Data, like commodities, take up a
valuve and rmeaning independent of Lhe sociazl process which produced it, and therefore its relativism
becemes hidden, as does its partial and hlstorically conditioned character.

Let us 31lustrate this point with an example. Consider the following three propositions;
(a) Two million farms were in Italy in December 1970;
{t} Mr Rossi is 17Rcm tall;

{c} Electra ias the best of the Greek tragedies.

Normaliy the first iwo propositions would be considered equivalent in terms of the conditions
required for their empirical confirmation. Some doubts could rise in respect of the eriteria used
for definirg and measuring of 'farms', or heights. However the confirmation of the two propositions
Tequires agreement only on these aspects of their content. In proceeding to validate the third
propositien however, facts of different type intervene. These concern the plurality of the evaluation
¢riveria or the aesthetic thenries that have been impiicitly or explicitly adopted in the Judgement
expressed in the proposition.,, In other words, the validation of (a) and (b) seems to concern only
tre procedural aspects of the vperations adopted for measuring - it has, that 1s, an almost
exclusively technical nature. 1in the rase of the third proposition, however, the criteria, reasons,

choices, and theorieg which precede Lhe judiment, are unequivocally regarded as arbitrary and,
subjective,

Now we may ask, can the first twn rpropegi tions really be considered as logically equivalent?

Are they really influenced in such a limited way by the considerations we expressed about the third
vropositiens®

Certainly (a) and (o} hove in cosewn thal, they both express a measurement. The first expresses
tre number of farms in Ttaly at a certain mosent: the second the rumber of centimetres contained
ir the line segment delimited by the extremities of the body of the considered persan. Furthermore,
for both propositions it is possible to define the reference system: a precise territorial unit in
the first case, the body of 2 well identified person in the second case.

Thus certain common aspects are iorically equivalent and consequently the original propositions
cruli appear equivalent “os. However such an cquivalence is unreal because the levels of specification
of Lreir conceptual elements are differeat. Bven if no interpretative difficulties arise in defining
Woer meaguring uni’ in case (b} this sannot be said of case (a). For the word 'farm' does not have
ureqiivornal mearing. Itg meaning chiunges acenrding the point of view taken by the data ccllector
Tincerning the different agricylrusn] v sociclogical conceptions. )



Hence the individualisation of an object requires a more or less adeguate specification of
all characteristics defining its content, or a gelection among the possible definitions. Such an
operation concerns the identification of & criterion, a theory and an ideology. The theoretical
assumptions determine the characteriastics which are taken to define the object. At the same time
they locate the statistical conception and meaning of the object within a wider conceptual scheme...
We now examins the consequences for the sclentific community of the absence of any theoretical and/
or ideological scheme directing the process of collection, elaboration and presentation of data.

The first and immediate consequence is that theories and research criterla which ere different from
those adopted by official organa of information will not find any support in the available data.,.
For these theories would then be obliged to compare themselves with information which is for the
most part inadequate and confused. Thus the crisig which characterizes the decision-making capaclty
of the mdministrative organs of governmont and the crisis which characterizes contemporary soclal
thought find, at this point, a common constitutive element.

A second consequence 13 thabinformation supplied by the official sources can only confirm the
basic theoretical and/or ideological assumptions, whether they are expressed or not...

Keturning to tho main point of this paper, the relationship between the research process and
statistical data, we must state our conviction that this 3s not a relationship between two elements
which are logically autonomous and heterogenecus (cognitive view-points versus existential data),
but is rather a confrontation between two conceptual totalities each having thecretical form. The
first defines the object of knowledge and Lhe assumptions of the researcher's analytical perapectlive,
the second, the theoretical assumptions on which the relevant statistics are based. The second of
these 1a the more problematic, and we shall give 1t most of our attention.

Within this second aggrepgate every piece of statistlcal information is imprinted with a
specific thanry in structure and genesis (implicitly or explicitly), that is to say it is imprinted
on a system of observatione, more or less complex, which have cognitive character aimed at the
explanation of certain phenomena of the social world.

In sther words, the observations carried out by the competent organs through data collectlon,
gs well as dats elaboration end presentation, are always the result of a plurality of cholces
which inevitably are directed by a criterion having a theoretical status.

In such a situation, that is to say whenever there is a divergency between the gsagearcher’s
theoretical perspective and the perspective of the central official organs producing the statistical
tnformation, the researcherfs tagk is to utilize the available data like a statistical investigation
tool, and to use them in the reconstruction of the image of the reality at which his research aims.

Mee the reallty image offered by the datum has been made problematic (this is an exclusively
heoretical operation) the research must pass from the datum to the modalities and collection
techniques, to the classification criteria, to the definitions of the units of analysis, up to the
:ndividualization of “he theoretical and/or ideclopical perspectives which are implicit in the .
logive thal supporta and unifies all these operations.

The success of this operatinn of critiecal correction implies that a plurality of other
information must be available among which direct statistical investigations are very important,
ever, 1f they are carrled ouvi on small samples.

More penerally, we believe that tne formulation of these problems must be one of the principle
aima if not the only one 2t whish to direcl the social-stabistical operatorts work and training.



