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‘Statistical thinking will one day be as necessary for efficient citizenship as the ability to read and write.’

1.
Introduction

1.1
My understanding of this Introduction to Research Methods unit is that it comprises two different types of seminars, all with the general aim of assisting your preparations for the dissertation:

· the first by familiarising you with a range of techniques of historical investigation and sources; and

· the second by examining the processes by which historians interpret and construct arguments from their evidence.

1.2
This seminar does both; it also lies in highly contested terrain for contemporary historians who, as you will see, are predisposed in Britain to engage with only part of the evidence: that which does not require counting and, therefore, does not compel them to step outside of their intellectual comfort zone. No doubt the more witty of them will, if pressed on their innumeracy, seek defence in Einstein’s aphorism that ‘Everything that can be counted does not necessarily count; everything that counts cannot necessarily be counted.’ Frankly this is pretty lame, though entirely typical sophistry on the part of British historians.

1.3
This seminar confronts this culture of complacency amongst historians: that one can pretend to be educated if one can read and write to an advanced level but that it is perfectly acceptable, and indeed preferable for career advancement, to admit to innumeracy and to celebrate one’s ignorance. My target then is the modal historian who when encountering numbers practice their crafts, as I put it in a book for undergraduates on why they must learn to count to engage with all of the evidence, by ‘flicking through numerical matter as if it is not only distasteful, but an unnecessary distraction to real historical analysis’ (Middleton 2000, pp. 153–4).

1.4
The seminar is organised around the following themes:

· why it matters intensely that contemporary historians have a basic quantitative methods (QM) toolkit in their methodological kitbag;

· why it is that the modal British historians does not have this equipment;

· what you can do to remedy your deficiencies;

· some conclusions.

2.
Why contemporary historians need to count

2.1
The thorny problem of the average
2.1.1
Consider the following [8 minute] exchange on the only radio programme that British politicians take seriously, Today, broadcast daily on BBC Radio 1 from 0600-0900. The exchange, mediated by that veteran of political interviewers, John Humphrys, is between the then Treasury Minister, John Healey, and the then Shadow Chancellor Michael Howard (it took place on 31 July 2003).

<today3_healey_20030728.ram>

2.1.2
I have selected this exchange for two reasons:

· more than most items of broadcast journalism it goes right to the heart of political competition in Britain: that votes are about material well-being and that Labour’s Achilles heal is the economy and ‘tax and spend’ in particular;

· the exchange is entirely dependent upon numbers and their interpretation, or in this – entirely typical - case their misinterpretation.

2.1.3
One wonders what the average listener would have made of this exchange. Consider the economic concepts invoked and the statistics sought from them:

· the national economy: economic growth, balance of payments, national income, GDPOP, the tax take;

· personal economic well-being: average earnings; standard of living; tax burden, all of the average; and

· the currency of discourse, ranging from absolute magnitudes (single pounds to billions of pounds for the balance of payments), rates of change (%), directions of change (less/more).

2.1.4
Consider also the question of authority: generally implicit but occasionally explicit in this exchange, notably that of the reputation of the Office of National Statistics for impartiality being defended by Humphrys, used by Howard (figures buried in a web site) as the basis of his attack and by Healy thorough the response, ‘I do not know these statistics, perhaps they have been misinterpreted by journalists’.

2.1.5
Next, consider the word upon which it all revolves: the average, and in particular the point at which Humphrys, pressing Healey for clarity, insists ‘most of us by definition are the average’, as Healey continues to refute Howard’s ‘devastating indictment’ of the Chancellor’s prudence with ‘the average person, and especially those on low incomes and benefits’

2.1.6
The average numerate political economist – for this purpose myself – would have liked to introduce some rigour and clarity into the proceedings, and so let’s start retrospectively with what the average is (and here use earnings, which will be higher than incomes which, of course, embrace those who do not work):

· arithmetic mean: the sum of the sample values divided by the number of items in the sample (NB the latest New Earnings Survey shows average gross earnings for full-time workers in Britain were £25,170 in April 2003);

· median: the middle value in a sample, i.e. the level at which 50% are above and 50% are below this ‘average’ (NB the latest New Earnings Survey shows median gross earnings for full-time workers in Britain were £20, 504 in April 2003);

· mode: the value with the highest frequency in a sample (not reported, but in some senses this might be taken as a typical value).

Table 1: New Earnings Survey April 2003
	A. Average gross earnings for full-time employees
	

	Men
	28,065
	
	

	Women
	20,314
	
	

	All
	25,170
	
	

	B. Distribution of gross earnings for full-time employees by gender

	Men
	
	
	

	  10% earned less than
	12,678
	
	

	  25% earned less than
	16,333
	
	

	  50% earned less than [=median]
	22,459
	
	

	  25% earned more than
	31,439
	
	

	  10% earned more than
	44,455
	
	

	Women
	
	
	

	  10% earned less than
	10,504
	
	

	  25% earned less than
	13,140
	
	

	  50% earned less than [=median]
	17,607
	
	

	  25% earned more than
	24,960
	
	

	  10% earned more than
	32,978
	
	

	Men and women
	
	
	

	  10% earned less than
	11,580
	
	

	  25% earned less than
	14,862
	
	

	  50% earned less than [=median]
	20,504
	
	

	  25% earned more than
	29,011
	
	

	  10% earned more than
	40,040
	
	

	C. Distribution of gross earnings for full-time employees (men and women) by region

	    [slightly different definitions from panels A-B):
	

	Great Britain
	24,742
	
	

	  North East
	20,909
	
	

	  North West
	22,755
	
	

	  Yorkshire and Humberside
	22,126
	
	

	  East Midlands
	22,292
	
	

	  West Midlands
	22,662
	
	

	  South West
	22,911
	
	

	  East Midlands
	24,747
	
	

	  London
	33,119
	
	

	  South East
	26,291
	
	

	  Wales
	21,554
	
	

	  Scotland
	22,714
	
	


Source: http://www.statistics.gov.uk/pdfdir/nes1003.pdf
2.1.6
In statistics there is a case – called the normal distribution (sometimes known as the bell jar curve) – where the mean, the median and the mode are identical. In earnings, however, they are not, not at least in any society – capitalist or something more utopian – yet studied. Inequality is at the heart of earnings as it is at the heart of the economy and of politics, as can be seen from Table 1 which extracts some of the New Earnings Survey results.

2.1.7
Applying these three averages one senses Humphrys requiring the solace of the mode (something typical, no doubt like himself even if he is on about ten times ‘average’ earnings); Howard probably working with the arithmetic mean, not least this it resonates with his target floating voter, so-called middle England; and Healy groping for the median or something slightly below this.

2.1.8
Thus any consideration of averages leads automatically to the dispersion of values around the averages which are, as statisticians define them, measures of central tendency. We need also the variance (or standard deviation), the distribution around these central tendencies, for therein lies the opportunity of politics and the practical effects of the interaction of the economy and politics.

2.1.9
The first conclusion is obvious: a non-numerate contemporary historian brings nothing to the table of this debate, merely allowing the journalist to get away with an interview which generated much heat and little light. Thus the first case for the QM equipped historian is that they improve the present.

2.2
Whatever became of the working-class?
2.2..1
Another live political issue is that of access to universities, notably whether the working-classes have failed to share in the expansion of higher education from that an elite to a mass system (the class gap). Figures are constantly invoked that the working-classes are underrepresented in universities and therefore must be discriminated against, with the typical argument that the percentage of students deriving from low-income households (disadvantaged postcodes) has not changed despite the expansion of the numbers attending university.

2.2.2
The class gap argument thus involves an identity:

(WCS/TS)*100

where: WCS = working-class students; TS = total students

which are sub-sets both taken from TP, the total population.

2.2.3
Let’s, for the sake of argument, assume that in 1970 and 2000 the working-classes constituted but 10% of the undergraduate population. Is this clear evidence of an unchanged class gap?

2.2.4
To answer this we need to decompose TP somewhat, and notably introduce the element of structural change that in 1970 the bottom three socio-economic groups (on the seven point scale that runs A, B1, B2, C1, C2, D, E) comprised 90% of the population whereas in 2000 it was only 40%. So, numerically, the working-class is shrinking. Thus WC/TP is falling and therefore WCS/WC is rising, cet. par.. Given stability in WCS/TS then the life-chances of working-class students are expanding. Moreover, remember that TS has expanded hugely as a mass system has emerged, and this has further improved the prospects for a child from the (now diminished in size) lowest socio-economic groups.

2.2.5
Indeed, in 1970 children from the highest social classes were six times more likely to go to university than children from the lowest socio-economic groups. Today the ratio is three times: still evidence of a class gap, but a very much smaller gap than stability in WCS/TS would suggest. Our second conclusion is that contemporary historians have an opportunity to impact (improve) the future by requiring informed debate about past inequalities and current disparities. But only a numerate historian can make that contribution. Otherwise they are merely one more (uninformed) voice in the already noisy conversation.

2.3
Building the case
2.3.1
I have deliberately used examples drawn from contemporary politics, and likewise emphasised the role of journalists as key actors in interpreting statistics in a world in which numbers are everywhere but few bother or are equipped to understand them. For those concerned about good history and the good health of British democracy, the lamentable state of British journalism is very worrying, and in particular we have a complex of concerns relating to:

· the low level of public understanding of science combined with a culture, and especially as it relates to medicine, of growing preoccupation with the consequences (especially environmental) of advances in science and technology;

· the low levels of informed understanding of risks, upon which see Gigerenzer (2002), Paulos (1988) and Brignell’s aptly entitled, Sorry wrong number (2000).

2.3.2
In addition, of course, we are riding the wave of contemporary enthusiasm for history as a subject of public interest, with history (as example, be it as tragedy or as the triumph of scientific discovery and rational policy) underpinning the public understanding of science (upon which see Berridge 2003). We thus have to get the history right, and remember that professional historians do not have a monopoly over the production of history. This requires that historians use all of the evidence, and this of course requires that they be numerate. That statistics are one of the most powerful rhetorical tools available heightens this importance if the propagators of deception are to be countered. This is our third conclusion: lies, damned lies and statistics does not absolve the intelligent from counting; it requires them to be at least as good as the enemies of truth (see Magnello 2003).

2.3.3
Finally, at this stage of the argument it needs to be said that contemporary British history as written by British historians has been almost wholly conventional: a veil, like other so-called new histories, for some very traditional and uninspiring exercises as historians practice their craft. You have only to look at the contents of the two key British journals, Contemporary British History (formerly Contemporary Record) and Twentieth Century British History, for evidence of this. The key authors are predominantly political historians, with biography very strongly represented on the output side of the field and archival-based (especially PRO/TNA) studies on the input side. With few exceptions, there is little economic history or economic historians active in contemporary British history. Arguably, the intellectual initiative in contemporary British history is being provided by political scientists as their discipline becomes increasingly empirical and theoretical, as for example in electoral studies. Take, for example, the latest study of electoral choice in Britain (Clarke et al. 2004) which contains so much econometric material that most British historians could not fully engage with the argument but in being so handicapped are effectively denied a complete understanding of what we now think we know about political choice in Britain.
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2.3.4
Look at Figure 1, the fruits of a long-term empirical content analysis of party positions on a left-right ideological scale – the modern way to map policy preferences. Will you ever talk about left and right in the same easy way again? We could replicate this in multitudinous ways, but of course so many contemporary historians never read political scientists and are therefore quite unconcerned about how conservative the historian’s craft really is these days. You have only to look at the recently completed ESRC Whitehall programme to see that much of the ‘history’ was actually done by political scientists (Rhodes 2000). So the innumeracy of the historian is part of a deeper failure to intellectually engage with other disciplines.

2.4
Case study: psephology dataset
2.4.1
Time to get those calculators out, for we are going to work on some real data (drawn from one of the Nuffield election studies, Butler and Kavanagh 1988) which has had some of the values excised for you to reconstruct using both your powers of logic and your understanding of contemporary vote behaviour, this one of the most fruitful interfaces between the contemporary historian and the political scientist.

2.4.2
The questions are on p. 1 of the handout; the data on pp. 2-4; and the whole exercise should take no more than 15 minutes. The dataset is deliberately chosen to offer a very low entry point to thinking mathematically for those who have managed escape from that discipline for some time. It uses a source which in one way or another are the bread-and-butter of electoral studies and thus politics. Everyone has heard of the swing, but can you calculate it? Everyone knows of the gender gap in voting, but do you know which way it operates in terms of partisanship? Time to find out.

2.4.3
This exercise should help to focus in on::

· macro processes: aggregate level voting and the outcome of elections;

· micro processes: why vote, how to vote; what appear to be the key independent variables

2.4.4
Hopefully, thinking more quantitatively helps to think more conceptually: are we asking the right sorts of questions, garnering evidence in the right sorts of places. Where should we go next.

3.
Why contemporary historians typically do not count

3.1
An answer as to why the modal historian does not count in Britain can initially be sought by examining ourselves and our intellectual backgrounds. I know why I count for I come from a family of scientists, did mixed ‘A’ levels (maths, history, economics), then proceeded to an economics/economic history first degree and an economics PhD, before falling amongst historians later in my career. What about you?:

· number with maths A level;

· number with science A levels;

· type of degrees.

3.2
Assuming you are a statistically significant sample of contemporary history MA students we have some sense of your human capital and your low initial endowment of QM skills. Next we assume the rational actor model that you are what you are because you are rationally acquiring those skills which you believe to be commensurate with your abilities, and responding to an incentive structure which does not professionally reward acquiring QM skills. You may also have a sense that it is very difficult to improve your QM skills even if you wanted to do so.

3.3
It certainly used to be quite hard for historians to acquire QM skills and it is still not as easy as it ought to be. We indicate in §4 how it is now much easier. Meanwhile, there are certainly no shortages of possible explanations for the bias against QM by British historians:

· Snow’s two cultures still very much a live fault line amongst the British intellectual classes;

· Each successive generation is being taught mathematics less and less well. There is a crisis in British mathematical education.

· More contentiously, the corruption of British higher education by the advent of mass low quality high education is creating a generation of safety-first graduates whose risk-averse strategies do not include attempting to cross the divide of Snow’s two cultures.

3.4
Deepening the level of analysis of the problem we now argue that something of a false dichotomy has been established between quantitative and qualitative methods. Thus, and here we follows Hammersley (cited in Read and Marsh 2002, p.232), we can identify 5 putative distinctions between quantitative and qualitative research, most of which have their origins in the links between epistemology [theory of knowledge] and methodology [methods, procedures, and techniques used to collect and analyse information]:

1.
Quantitative methods are more often used by authors who are in ontological [metaphysical study of the nature of being and existence] terms foundationists and in epistemological terms positivists; cf. qualitative methods’ practitioners typically practiced by those who are anti-foundationists and non-positivistic.

2.
Quantitative researchers tend to view social science as analogous to the natural sciences and aim to produce causal explanations and preferably scientific laws about the relationships between the social phenomena being studies; cf. qualitative methods’ practitioners see social science as a distinct and differentiated discipline involving subjective objects – reflexive human beings.

3.
‘It follows that those who use quantitative analysis focus on describing and explaining behaviour, while those utilising qualitative methods are more concerned to understand the meaning of such behaviour to those being studies.

4.
Quantitative researchers tend to be deductive, using theory to generate hypothesis which are tested empirically; cf. qualitative methods’ practitioners use their inductive empirical analysis to generate interpretations or understandings of the social world.

5.
Quantitative researchers often deal with large datasets; cf. qualitative methods’ practitioners generally make use of fewer cases or smaller volumes of data.

3.5
Where does this leave us? Certainly it doesn’t help to explain why some historians do chose to acquire QM skills whereas others do not? Does it suggest that it is the nature of historical interests that is decisive? Not really for some people chose to look at ‘social’ history topics in a qualitative way; others in a very quantitative way (compare, for example, an average issue of Social History with that of the International Review of Social History). It gives us little sense of change as well: why did economic history start out as a rather descriptive largely qualitative endeavour, undergo something of a cliometrics revolution in the 1960s and 1970s, before reverting back in the last two decades or so to broadly qualitative interests (with the exception of those British economic historians who take their clues from American economic history). Indeed, the rise and fall of economic history very much provides a case study of the lifecycle of the quantitative impulse within the British history profession (Middleton and Wardley 1990).

3.6
A generation ago it was claimed for Britain that ‘The effective emergence of economic history has been one of the significant academic achievements of the last hundred years. What was virtually uncultivated territory a century ago, barely explored even, has become one of the most productive fields on the academic map.’ (Harte 1971 p. xi). Yet, recent surveys of history and of the history profession have included no contributions by or about economic history, let alone cliometrics.
 Similarly, contemporary British economists typically shun economic history and economic historians, as for example in the series of British Academy centenary monographs where the Academy’s section S2, that representing these ‘twin tribes’ (and historians of economics), was unable to produce a joint volume. As Winch, one of the editor’s of the volume that did eventually emerge, recounts: ‘One reaction by an economist who is a member of S2 to the proposal for this volume was more frank than tactful: “We wouldn’t want to read such a book, so why should we write it”’ (Winch and O’Brien 2002, p. 27).

4.
How to help contemporary historians to count

4.1
If you want to count, either to be a better historian, a better citizen or to improve your job prospects (whether outside or within the academe), the first positive points to put are:

· there are now a number of excellent self-help volumes, ranging from the very introductory (Hudson 2000) through to the more advanced (Feinstein and Thomas 2003);

· there are now a number of high-quality datasets already compiled upon which to build your skills. There used to be a shortage of accessible pre-processed datasets; now we have a surfeit of them;

· there is a substantial community of quantitative historians who comprise a supportive network for those who do want to augment their skills as historians so that they can engage with all of the evidence. Some of these associated with the AHC; some with the H-Net list server; others with the journal Historical Methods.

· the software available to help has been radically transformed from that available to the mainframe pioneers of the 1950s and 1960s who had to write their own statistical software routines and to use punch cards. Much can now be done in EXCEL, part of the Microsoft Office stable.

4.2
Secondly, we need to say that the barriers to entry are perceived as much higher than they really are. What you need as a minimum set of QM skills is really quite limited (descriptive statistics and how to understand regression results) and not even half as intellectually demanding as you might think, but certainly at least twice as intellectually rewarding as you might think. I have written a book specifically on this for students of the modern British economy (Middleton 2000); it also has a supporting web site.

4.3
Can we do anything about professional incentive structures which currently appear to provide few positive returns for individuals’ investment in QM skills and possibly a disbenefit if you come up against the sort of anti-QM sentiments which are quite common in British history departments (including this department of historical studies).

4.4
To build an academic career you have either to provide novel answers to outstanding big questions and/or answers to novel questions not yet conceived. You will be rewarded if your answers are difficult to understand, but not too difficult, i.e. there is an optimal degree of difficulty (example of Keynes’s General Theory). Counting might have a place in this but you will have to handle it carefully, flattering the innumerate that the significance of your conclusions does not require that they read all of those tables and scan those graphs, but appealing also to the fully educated – i.e. those who can count – that it is the numbers that are the decisive breakthrough in method and thus conclusion. It is a hard balancing act, requiring social skills as well as intellectual leverage: in short, the very sorts of combinations you need for a successful career in any part of British life.

4.5
Help available: if you are an economic historian planning on embarking upon a PhD there is a quite a lot of assistance available: the EHS runs an autumn workshop on research methods and the ESRC a summer school on quantitative methods.

5.
Conclusions

5.1
My contention would be that the British history profession’s resistance to counting amounts to a phobia, a generalised dyscalculia, a dysfunctionality about numbers comparable to dyslexia for words. In one sense this is quite extraordinary given the British historical profession’s reputation for intellectual independence and innovation; and quite extraordinary when you appreciate the underling issue of authority: if you can’t count you have to take so much on trust, or only engage with part of the debate.

5.2
This is particularly important for the contemporary historian, for so much of twentieth-century government policy is grounded in a world constructed of statistical impressions of economic and social reality which government then seeks to alter. There is thus much scope for deception and misperceptions, and it is one of the tasks of the contemporary historian to puncture these before they can gain too much leverage on the contemporary debate (see, for example, Gardner 1988 on misrepresentations of the winter of discontent)

5.3
Coleman (1995, p. 646), an economic historian, anxious to maintain history as a humanist profession, ‘numbers do dehumanise history’ and the prejudice in favour of words was right and proper. ‘Words carry universal messages; numbers give precision.’ But no one was talking of complete substitution, merely of more balance and precision about questions upon which precision was possible and necessary.

REFERENCES

Berridge, V. (2003) ‘Public or policy understanding of history?’, Social History of Medicine, 16 (3), pp. 511–23.

Brignell, J.E. (2000) Sorry, wrong number!: the abuse of numbers. ?: Brignell Associates.

Burke, P. (ed.) (2002) History and historians in the twentieth century. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Butler, D.E. and Kavanagh, D. (1988) The British general election of 1987. London: Macmillan.

Cannadine, D. (ed.) (2002) What is history now? London: Palgrave.

Clarke, H.D., Sanders, D., Stewart, M.C., Whiteley, P.F  (2004) Political choice in Britain. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Coleman, D.C. (1995) ‘History, economic history and the numbers game’, Historical Journal, 38 (3), pp. 635–46.

Gardiner, J. (ed.) (1988) What is history today? London: Macmillan.

Gardner, N. (1988) ‘Lies and statistics: statistics and self-deception in British government’, Contemporary Record, 1 (4), p. 32.

Harte, N.B. (ed.) (1971) The study of economic history: collected inaugural lectures, 1893-1970. London: Frank Cass.

Harvey, C.E. and Press, J. (1996) Databases in historical research: theory, methods and applications. London: Macmillan.

Hudson, P. (2000) History by numbers: an introduction to quantitative approaches. London: Edward Arnold.

Jarausch, K.H. and Hardy, K.A. (1991) Quantitative methods for historians: a guide to research, data and statistics. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press.

Kaplan, R. and Kaplan, E. (2003) The art of the infinite: our lost language of numbers. London: Allen Lane.

Magnello, E. (2003) Lies, damned lies and statistics: a mathematical history. London: Icon Books.

Middleton, R. (2000) The British economy since 1945: engaging with the debate. London: Macmillan.

Middleton, R. and Wardley, P. (1990) ‘Information technology in economic and social history: the computer as philosopher’s stone or Pandora’s box?’, Economic History Review, 2nd ser. 43 (4), pp. 667–96.

Read, M. and Marsh, D. (2002) ‘Combining quantitative and qualitative methods’, in D. Marsh and G. Stoker (ed.) (2002) Theory and methods in political science, 2nd edn. London: Palgrave, pp. 231–48

Rhodes, R.A.W. (2000) Transforming British government, 2 vols. London: Macmillan.

�	Ascribed to H.G. Wells and widely cited in published works and on the web. Gigerenzer (2002), who uses the quote three times and for whom it is emblematic of his whole thesis about the comprehension of risk and uncertainty in the contemporary world (pp. 23, 201, 245–6), reports searching scores of statistical texts and Wells’s own writings without finding the exact source (p. 260, n. 2). I can concur, for I cannot find it either.


�	http://www.statistics.gov.uk/pdfdir/nes1003.pdf.


�	Those who want to follow this up can do so in Wolf (2002) which also does much to puncture contemporary myths, much of them based upon faulty logic deriving from numerical misinterpretations, about the role of education in promoting economic growth.


�	Burke (2002) and Cannadine (2002); cf. the earlier incarnation of this latter volume as Gardiner (1988, pp. 31–41) which contained five short essays on the discipline, of which one was prescient in asking ‘what was economic history’ (p.37).





