Statistics and the contemporary historian

This seminar confronts the 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.

The seminar, designed for the open-minded but numerically-averse, shows how the barriers to entry to understanding and using quantitative methods are higher in the imagination then in reality, and how with a few simple tools and concepts it is possible for the contemporary historian to engage with all of the evidence and thus all of the debate. 

Examples from economic history and psephology will be used. NB please bring a calculator with you!

Reading

1.
The minimum toolkit needed to read economic history:

Middleton, R. (2000) The British economy since 1945: engaging with the debate. London: Macmillan. Try the exercises contained in Appendix III, accessing the data from the linked web site at:

http://info.bris.ac.uk/~hirm/britisheconomy.htm
2.
Introduction to quantitative methods for historians:

Floud, R.C. (1979) An introduction to quantitative methods for historians, 2nd edn. London: Methuen. [Not with standing its having been written in the pre-personal computer age, this is still a very valuable volume which repays close study]

Hudson, P. (2000) History by numbers: an introduction to quantitative approaches. London: Edward Arnold. [A very good, up-to-date, but basic text for the sceptical and/or terrified]

Feinstein, C.H. and Thomas, M. (2002) Making history count: a primer in quantitative methods for historians. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [Much much more advanced]

3.
Some essential works on why numbers matters :

Best, J. (2001) Damned lies and statistics: untangling numbers from the media, politicians and activists. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Brignell, J.E. (2000) Sorry, wrong number!: the abuse of numbers. Stockbridge: Brignell Associates. The author also maintains a useful if somewhat idiosyncratic website at:


http://www.numberwatch.co.uk

Paulos, J.A. (1990) Innumeracy: mathematical illiteracy and its consequences. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

4.
Historians, historiography and the lowly status of counting (in which quantitative methods and economic history are notable for their absence in recent surveys of the British history ‘profession’ and its activities):

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

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

