Rad Stats = in the Context of the Radical Science lovement

It'd like to stress, riecht at the outset, that I would never have
spontaneously offerred a five-year-birthday review of Rad 3tats. As
someone who 'zave up' on Rad3tats at a very early stage and as

gomeone who, having been proved wrong, h;s had a somewhat belated

and peripheral involvement, 1'd consider such an initiative presumpt?ous
in the extreme. But I was asked and there are a few things I'd like to

say -about nad3tats, so...

Let me start by telling the tale of my earlier non=involvement. It is,

hES

of itself, instructive of how far I think RadStats has progressed in

the last.five years.

Refore Rad3tats I had worked with a number of radical 'professional’
groupings: various sections of the “ritain ﬁuba Scientific Liaison
“ommittee; ?0R?, the radical orerational research group; and the
Dritish Society for Uocial Responsibility in Science. Not at the time
considering myself 1o be a practising statistician, I went along to
the meetings that preceded the insugural public meeting angi}he
meeting itself somewhat in the capacity of a 'fraternal delegate'.
Like, I think, most everybody clse I was amazed and encouraged by the
turnout at that first publié meeting. I'y encouragement was short-lived.
I became rapidly turned-off by the tone of the meeting which was, for
me, alcquately captured by a comment I overheard, after the mceting,

from one (representative?) attender who said disapprovingly "Is~'t it

strange how 'radical' has come to be synonymous with tleft=wing'?".

With a lot of other 'radical' activites on my plate at the tiue, I
didn't place trying to politicize a group‘of professionals, in a
profession I didn't particularly identify with anyway, interested in

'novel approaches' to their subject area particularly high on ay
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personal egenda. Others, I8nm pleased to say, saw the earlier stages
of "edStats differently. And it's thanks %o them, the unnamed..., that
I can now say that I assess the position of RadStats to be one of

some strength and potential.

I reinvolved myself with Rad3tats some time later when it became
clear that it was defining itself - by its activities ~ as interested
in the same interpretation of ‘radicalism' as interests me. In short,
it took up, and still occupies, an important position in the loosely=-
. professional :
knit collection of xmdix ‘anti-capitalist?‘graupings that have cone

to be termed the Radical 3cience Movement. And it is in this context

that I'd like to offer some evaluative comnents on RadStats.

Radstats now has a considerable number of aghievements to its credit -
pamphlets, particularly those of the Health Group, the book and its
interventions in the statistical profession. So too do other groups -
the Politics of Heéith Sroup, woORS Work lazards Group, BSSRS Agricapital
Group, the Radical Science Journal, and of course BS3SRS itself, With
noat of these Rad3tats members, either individually or in a 'represent-
ative' capacity, have had somn involvement. As well as the existence
of each other, these sroups benefitk sometimes very directly, from
the orrzanisational focus provided by the British Jociety for Jocial
Responsibility im Science énd it is in their own interest, as well
as in the interest of the extension of the Radical Science ilovement,
that B3SRS should continue to flourish. I wrote in the last newsletier
as to how support for B3SRS can be effected = so infear of proselytising

I won't repeat myselfl here,

low, it would be particularly instructive, both for RadStats itself
and Tor the future development of the Radical Science HMovement, to
consider systematically why it has been that such a radical grouping

has maintained a continuing momentum around the 'discipline' of
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statistics while it has failed or not even got started in others.
Unfortunately, there isn't the necessary space here, nor do I feel
the best qualified person to offer such an analysis., I've got & few
ideas = about the nature of the 'discipline', timing, etc. = but
nothing that adds up to a comprehensive picture. What 1 can offer
for comparative purposes is some comments on the predecessors that

I mentioned 1'd worked with prior to RadStats.

On reflection, its interesting how fertile the Britain Cuba Scientifiec
Liaigson Committee has proﬁed to be. ot only with the establishment

of the present Britain Cuba Resource Centre, but with the way that

it has fed into various other sroups = B3ORS, Conference of Jocialist
Bconomists, ?0R?, RadStats iteelf, and many others. I'm not sure

that we ever provided any real practical support to Tuba, but at

a time when the 33SRJ3 was worliing its way out of its 'socially
concerned' nould, it proved an important focus for radicals to

relate to others of a sy pathetic persuasion within their owwn discipline.

tnd of course there was 70R?. Of the threc important activity areas

that exist for any radical discipline based groip - radicglising the
profession, developing & radical critique and demystifying the suvbject
area - 70R? concentrated mainly on the first (as an orrsanisation at
least). It's hard to evaluafe our achievements in this area. .'e certainly
Lad considerable short-term successes, hut the extent to which we have
had, and continue to have, a lasting effect on practitioners consciousness
remaincs to be seen. Although we laid the srounduvork for g radical
critique, and although no radical critique of OR (at least in —ritain)
would have existed without ?0R?, it is only coning to fruition, inter
alia, through the aectivities of Rad3tats - most significantly the
Demystifying book; Lastly, as for the popular demystification of CR,

despite declared intentions and a certain amount of effort at the time,
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this was probably our most underdeveloped area. But although 70R? as
an active group has ceased to exist, individual members are still very
mugh alive, and we are still just making the contacts in trade unions,
dommunity groups, ad hoc campairns, that need lo develop before such

work can seriously begin.

30 then, how about Rad3tats? Particularly, how has it performed agaiast
the criteria I set up for ?0R?? I'll say nothing, at lgast in terms of
pasé perfornance, about radicalisation of the profession. $till not
being a practising statistician, it's an area with which I've had no
involvenent. (But I can witness to the affect of the Healtlh Groups

publications on the profescions to which they've been directed).

The fiadical critique is developing well - nost notably of course through
the Demvetifying book. But note that I include this under radical
critinue and not popular demystiification. As the latter, the book
performed less well - despite its title. .ind I say this as .uch as a
self-criticism as a criticism of RadStats renerally, for we oll still
“ave ~roat difficulty tallting nlainly and accessibly about issues and
concepts which, lets face it, nost of us are still struggli.g with

ourselves.

snous of the past, what about the future? ladstats rust build up its
1inlks --ith the sorts of self-ranaged ~roups that I've nmentioned above,
in order to develop the framework for the popular demystification that
we still need to pursue. Time consuming aad not very glamorous. sut
trade unionists and community occtivists are rightly suspicious of
fly=~b;=-night academics tryins to get their intellectual recis off at
the expense of their own rractical strugsle. Respect and crodibility
are 0.1y won by a record of practical support - a lesson Jde ronstrated

over iime most clearly by the i:33R3 Hazards work.
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Rad3tats must work harder at ‘radicélising' within the statistics,

and neighbouring, professions. I say this, as I've admitted above, out
of near-totsl ignorance of Radstats achievements to date. Lut I do have
a sense of opportunities missed and I do have the knowledge that this
ig an area of work severely under practised by the Radical Science
liovement generally. Again, not particularly attractive work - not
nearly as rewarding as the acclaim from comrades for producing a 'neal
bit of critique'. But a foremost mark of success for a radical group
drawn primerily from within or around a particular discipline must be
the strenithening of its political sphere of influence anongst its

tconctituency’.

Lastly, and I amologise for being rep#titious, Radstats or rather

RadStats members must develop the position of RadStats within the

Radical 3cience llovement. A political movement, unlike a political

party, relies Tor its direction solely on the individual activity and

energy of its members., The only discipline is the self-discinline that

comes from personal commitment, Thus movements often appear, 2s indeed
oftem

theyaore, extrenmely 'inefficient’'. Links (interpal'and external) are often

not made when they should be; initiatives ere often not talten up or

followed up; rep@tition in areas of worl often occurs. Central

organication is seen, rightly ii my view, as subservient to the activities

of the perinheries. Crganisation is, of itself, often viewed o5 essentially

or potentially oppressive. The need to develop new forms of organisation

has been the most important lerecy of the last ten years of radical

activity. Ifut it is one thing to be aware ol and to counsciously fight

against the danrers of oppressive organisation, it is another to let it

slip altogether. Now, I'm not suggesting that lack of effort devoted

to organisation las bLeen, in the main, the leliberate product of

ultra~lihertarianism. I know from my own experiences, that when

arranging & (highly committed) rersonal agenda organisational tasks
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appear pretty low. Lut if we collectively view organisation as &
collective task, we'll find that a small offort from each of us will
allow organisation to run itself and prreatly facilitate our other

(higher priority?) activites.

30, to conclude. we can afford to let thé radical critique flow along
s bit uow under the momentum already created. Ve must now look
ouiwards - to our 'professional catchnent' end to the rest of the
Radical Seience liovement. Success in another five years tine will aot,
for me, just mean & stronéer 2nlical Statistics Group with nore actiﬁe
menbers and more publications to its credit but a stronger Radical

N

Science llovement built out from its ligh spots of the present - of

which Rad3tats is undoubtedly one.

Colin Thunhurst
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