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A.G.M. SATURDAY-SUNDAY 5th-6th MARCH 1977

We have booked the Notting Dale Studies Centre for an all-day A.G.M. on 5th March 
We will probably have a social do on the Friday evening. Further details will be 
set in the next newsletter.

People from out of town who want to say at Notting Dale should let Lee Harvey 
know as soon as possible (address on front cover) - cost is about £1.

The ’’caretaker committee” elected at last year's meeting (Liz 
John Irvine, Ian Plewis, Stephen Shenfield) has suggested the 
for the A.G.M.

Atkins, Jeff Evans, 
following structure

Morning - Colloquium or workshop(s).
Afternoon - business meeting (including discussion of the draft constitution). 
Sunday - informal workshops and discussions.

s A.G.M.

We for discussionmight also consider the following subjects

session in order to give a stimulating
besides the business meeting. The afternoon session 

among other’ things, recent developments in the Group’s activities, 
ly puD-Lications (see the Health Subgroup's article elsewhere in this

And the Sunday sessions would give people the chance to meet informally, 
particular to discuss practical proposals such as the Worker's Handbook, which 
first mentioned to the Group at last year*

We have suggested the Saturday morning 
focus to the discussions,
might discuss,
especial1v oublicat ions
issue) .
i n
wa s

1. Mechanics of pamphlet production.

2. Tne need for a proper bank account ("every time I pay in cheques for pamphlet 
m a Coop I get a lecture on how our account is meant to be a personal one”).

3. Intellectual topics - thoughts may be postponed owing to our present
preoccupation with items 1 & 21

4. Reports of sub-groups.
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HEALTH GROUP

Since the last newsletter appeared the Health Group's draft critique of the DHSS* consultative 
document ’Priorities for Health and Personal Social Services in England’ has been transformed into 
a printed pamphlet entitled ’Whose Priorities’ (and described as Radical Statistics Pamphlet No. 1 
to encourage other subgroups to follow it with nos*2,
exactly effortless, but having found
performance.

..., n, n>>2). This process has not been 
out what was involved we would encourage others to repeat rhe

We started by trying to find someone to publish the pamphlet for us. Although our approaches were 
received sympathetically we realized early in October that the only way to get it published by the 
end of the month when DHSS’ "consultation’' period closed was to do it ourselves.

We were very lucky that one of our group lives in a house which is a nerve-centre of alternative 
printing operations. Her friends were able to typeset and print it for us cheaply and at short 
notice. They are also in the demystification business and patiently initiated us into the arts of 
pasting up the typeset copy and assembling the printed pages into pamphlets, as well as plying us 
with welcome cups of tea. Maryanne Gordon of BSSRS very kindly drew up cartoons to enliven some 
of our points and others in BSSRS gave advice and helped with publicity. Finally who paid the bill? 
Not the CIA, KGB, drug companies or other organizations injurous to health but 20 members of the 
group. We hope that we will all be recompensed from sales perhaps leave some money in the 
kitty for the next production.

’Whose Priorities’ was received favourably in the ’New Scientist’ (Nov. 4, pp. 228-9) (with more 
than a little help from our friends!) and with qualified approval in the ’Lancet’ on Nov. 6 (p.1035). 
It has since been reviewed favourably elsewhere in a variety of publications to whom we sent 
review copies. Martin Bland and I were interviewed by London Broadcasting but have yet to meet 
anyone who heard this broadcast! As a result of the publicity we have either sold or distributed 
all our original 735 copies and have had to have some more printed.

This concentration on stapling and folding paper and licking envelopes has not put an end to all 
other activities especially for those lucky enough to live away from London and thus avoid these 
activities. We have started reading DHSS’ latest ’consultative document*, ’Sharing Resources', 
which is a euphemism for sharing cuts. For this document the ’consultation’ period is indefinite 
but the policies will be implemented in January. Other projects under discussion by us are the 
subject of clinical trials and the production of a set of notes to help people find out for 
themselves about resources and policies for health in their area.

’Whose Priorities’ can be obtained from Alison Macfarlane (address below) at a price of 45p + 15p 
postage. Its production has attracted new members who doubtless have further ideas and suggestions. 
To discuss these and to work out how to organize outselves to carry them out, we are holding a 
one day meeting on Saturday January i5 from 11 a.m. - 5.30 p.m. in London at the Notting Dale 
Urban Studies Centre. For further information please write to:

Alison Macfarlane,
40 Warwick Road,
St. Albans,
Herts.

Note from the Editor:

It might be useful for R.SN to have a discussion of "Whose Priorities" in the next issue. Would 
anybody who has comments to make please send them to Lee Harvey, the next editor (address on cover;.
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THE INTRODUCTION OF TESTS OF SIGNIFICANCE INTO SOCIOLOGY

by

Liz Atkins

Some initial notes on a paper for the forthcoming ’Demystifying Social Statistics’ book.

I wanted to collect evidence on the various explanations which seemed to me to contribute to an 
understanding of this development. Looking at the origins of sociology and its objectives, according 
to its practitioners, to see whether these already oriented sociologists towards quantification and 
automated scientific inferences, one can see a strong strain of positivism, social engineering and 
attempts to remove political action and replace it with ’rational’ decision making based on ’social 
facts’. This objective appeared to develop in direct response to the social upheavals and revolu­
tions to the nineteenth century and the claims of sociologists to a scientific method of under­
standing social and political movements would obviously make them powerful advisors of beseigea 
governments.

One can find clear evidence of this role for sociologists in the early developments of social 
surveys.

The use of quantification and
subject of controversy within
of significance, developed at
of sociology and gradually became almost mandatory in empirical research
section of the discipline resisted their introduction.
discipline for ideological dominance the case of tests of significance in sociology seemed worth 
examining.

statistical methods of inference in social science has been the 
the discipline lately and since its introduction. The use of tests 
the turn of the century, took very little time to appear in journals 

, yet a considerable
As an example of a struggle within a

The introduction of tests of significance, contrary to my expectations, seems to have proceeded 
gradually without violent opposition perhaps because the basic idea of an ultimate scientific 
method to solve social problems was already current. The advocates of statistical methods certainly 
presented them as the ’great white hope’ of social science, the cookbook approach of a set of rules 
for inference was presented as the means of raising sociology to a science on the level of natural 
sciences.

Criticisms of the automatic approach to scientific inference appeared quite soon after these 
prescriptions, but seem to have stopped short of a fundamental philosophical critique and concen­
trated instead on certain technical misdemeanours and the rigid use of fixed significance levels.

The level of use as represented by articles in the American Journal of Sociology was quite low in 
the period 1895-1921 being about 2% of published articles. The real expansion took place in the 
following 30 years so that by the late forties and early 50*s sociologists of the Bureau of
Applied Statistics felt obliged to write an extended defense of their oramission of the tests from 
their survey reports.

The use of tests obviously gave sociological work an appearance of scientific status which helped to 
convince governments as well as the public of the validity of their conclusions. As such, they 
enabled sociology to establish itself as a legitimate academic discipline and as a powerful ally of 
government, industry and the military.

Evidence for the ideological role of tests outweighing any philosophical or methodological criticism 
can be found both in the comments of sociologists themselves, e.g. Carl C. Taylor in 1920.

’It is imperative that the social sciences win for themselves the acceptance of their 
generalisations as trustworthy. A faith in such trustworthiness has almost as great a 
part to play in converting a body of knowledge into “science” as has the established 
method of analysing phenomena or an adequate set of working tools.’

and also in the fact that even after the philosophical and scientific weaknesses of this method were 
clearly demonstrated, rather than their use diminishing, it continued to grow.

In order to set this into its historical and social context one needs to link this development to 
the wider economic and political background. Sociology as a discipline clearly based its case for 
academic acceptance on its use as a means of social control.

One would expect statistical methods to be of crucial value in the legitimations of these claims, 
and by examining the types of problems which were studied using these techniques I hope to be able to 
demonstrate this ideological role.
As a statistician with a very recent interest and limited knowledge of sociology I’d be grateful 
for any suggestions for approaching and developing this analysis from others in the group.




