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INTRODUCTION TO THE TRANSACTION EDITION
Scientific deliberation
The twentieth century made itself the century of social science. In the process it also produced what was, until towards its end, the authoritative answer to the question of what the social sciences are for. That answer was contained in an idea of scientific management: once we understand human behaviour and organisation well enough we can manage human affairs with scientific rationality.

For all the hope that was invested in that idea, it finally proved itself to be a monstrosity. It paid too little attention to ordinary people. They are, it turned out, not simple cogs in the machinery of society who will be happy if only managed well. Far from it, they are wilful individuals, often with priorities different from those of their fellows, and usually capable of rationality of their own. It paid too much attention to extraordinary people, the custodians of scientific knowledge. They, the experts – social engineers in the work place, psychologists in the family, economists in the economy and the gentlemen of the central committee in governance – were the ones who were going to do the management.

The twentieth century was also the century of democracy. But while democracy prevailed, scientific management collapsed. Indeed, scientific management collapsed because democracy prevailed. The idea of democracy is that people should manage themselves because they know best how they want their affairs to be managed. The idea of scientific management is that they should be managed by others who know more than they do. While still believed in, that idea contributed to many ills and failed experiments, such as taylorism, collective child rearing, euthanasia, central planning, autocracy and dictatorship. As a result, scientific management fell into deserved disrepute.


That was all for the good, but it left those of us who work in the social sciences with a bit of a hangover. If the idea that was, it must be confessed, our idea was disgraced and if the social sciences were capable of being dangerous, what then?


In 1990, I was invited to take up the newly created chair in sociology and social policy at Oxford University, its first chair in sociology. I used my inaugural lecture to make my contribution to the healing of our collective hangover. I am in no doubt that we are justified in defending our business as a scientific one.
 Nor about the importance of this business to modern life. But how should we make ourselves useful given that we want modern life to be lived democratically?

For my own answer to that question I took inspiration from an idea of restraint. ‘Neither in politics nor in science – no more than in love, family or friendship – can we succeed for ourselves or be of use for others if we always insist on holding our ground.’ Scientific management was social science unrestrained, the social scientist as the arbitrator of truth and wisdom. We social scientists have, I think, good reasons to be assertive about the contribution we can make towards order in society. My reason for saying that is not miles away from scientific management: there are some things we should know better than others. But there is also much we cannot know better than others and therefore we should offer our services in a spirit of restrained assertiveness.


My argument was essentially a democratic one. Since then, we have seen some important advances in democratic theory under the label of ‘deliberative democracy’.
 That enables me now to give the programme I was suggesting then a proper name. It is diametrically opposed to scientific management, yet not miles apart. I call it scientific deliberation.


The theory of deliberative democracy says that rationality in collective decision-making and governance depends on more than the aggregation of preferences in elections and similar arrangements, it rests also on the honing of those preferences through continuous processes of deliberation. What we want to do in those processes is to cut through the fog, identify the matters that really deserve disagreement and then try to work our way through to some kind of shared platform or reasonable compromise where we recognise the inevitability that there is no single compromise that is the best one for all concerned. Deliberative democracy is an eminently idealistic model of citizens of good will working earnestly with each other to make themselves enlightened and work their way through their inevitable differences in a civilised manner. It is the kind of idealism that appeals to someone like myself who believes that reason comes from restraint.

Productive deliberation depends crucially on information. It depends on much more obviously, such as effort and honest good will, but information is essential. Although no sharp dividing line can be drawn between factual and moral questions, we are in a much better position to concentrate debate on the predominantly moral ones, which are the questions that deserve debate, if we know as much as possible about the predominantly factual ones. Information is obviously no less necessary in actual decision-making than in deliberations before and after decision-making, but the theory of deliberative democracy helps us to understand better the significance of informed democracy.


Informed democracy, in turn, depends on conditions of its own. A first one is that citizens have access to the best quality of relevant information. For that they should turn to the scientists; science is not omni-knowledgeable or infallible but the scientific method is the best we have. The scientists, therefore, have the capacity to be of service by contributing to clearing away the fog of ignorance. A second condition is that information is free and not under the control of parties or interests who might use it manipulatively. The scientists, therefore, have a duty to in this meaning inform democracy objectively.  


Information, I said in that lecture, is ‘the common ground on which science and politics can meet without scientists playing politicians or politicians playing scientists; information is what politics needs and science can provide.’ That led me to a three-item programme for the contribution of social research to scientific deliberation:

First, as social scientists we should accept responsibility for informing the democratic process.

Second, we should not only accept that responsibility but also claim this as our authority.
Third, although we should claim the domain of information as ours, we should as scientists not transgress into the domain of decisions.

Truths and myths
The lecture that contains this programme is reproduced as the last chapter in this book. The rest of the book is dedicated to doing what I there said should be done. I take on two issues on which I think we social scientists have not done our part of the job towards scientific deliberation. I could have called the book ‘The Truth About Families and the Truth About Inequality’.

When I say ‘we social scientists’, I’m afraid I mean ‘we sociologists’. Although the family is the sociological institution par excellence, family sociology has been wholly unsuccessful in ridding political deliberation of one of its great myths. That is the belief that modern families – or the family as is often the terminology – are typically small nuclear families, that the nuclear family has arisen from the demise of the large extended family, and that while extended families were multi-functional nuclear families are ‘reduced’ to specialising in catering to the emotional needs of family members. In my native language, Norwegian, the concept is funksjonstømming, the family bereft of functions.


 I am sure it would be unfair to accuse family sociology of having created this myth but it is regrettable that it has not been able to kill it. Still today, it is impossible to listen to any debate about family policy without the mythology of ‘the nuclear family’ being offered up as were it obvious truth.


The matter is important. If the nuclear family story is believed, the recommendation in social policy would be to build up alternative institutions which could take on the functions families can no longer perform. If that were to happen, social policies might contribute to the family demise that it was thought had already happened and we would be in a spiral of self-fulfilling prophesies.


Since I’ve become distrustful of family sociology – there is altogether too much ‘discourse’ and too little hard-nosed empiricism – I instead turned to the tools of economic analysis. That allowed me to ask and answer the questions of what families do. And what I found was that modern families in modern societies in fact do astonishingly much, that much of what they do is elementary economic production, and that therefore they are not sites of ‘only’ social and emotional life.


While family is a sociological favourite, inequality is another one. One myth about inequality, very widely believed in European sociology today, is that changes in social structure which we often associate with progress in our part of the world, such as economic growth or the expansion of access to higher education, contrary to expectations tend to not filter down to less inequality between persons or groups in well-being or opportunity.

If that story were true, its influence in public policy could be drastic and unfortunate. We would for example have to take it that a policy of opening higher education up to more young people would probably make little or no contribution towards a more open society. Exactly that scenario is presently unfolding in Britain. The government has announced that it wants to extend university level education enough to admit fifty percent of graduates from secondary school (from short of 40 per cent today). That policy is meeting massive resistance (a resistance which is really only understandable in light of a deep scepticism to education in British culture). The resistance comes, predictably, from taxpayers and some of those who see themselves as their representatives, but also, less predictably, from a mixed lobby of commentators who sometimes argue that the new graduates would not be able to benefit from university training and sometimes that the consequences would be a levelling down in standards.


The myth about inequality that I have referred to plays a minor part in this drama. If it cannot be expected that more places in university education will contribute to less inequality, then from that point of view there is no reason to go down that road.


I have for years been concerned with issues of public policy, inequality and welfare. In that career, during the last twenty years or so, I’ve done battle with a parade of propositions that by and large see inequalities to be so entrenched in economy and social organisation that they are beyond the reach of reformist public policy. The result of that feisty warfare is, I believe, that I’ve bee able to pick off those propositions one by one.


First proposition: The distribution of income in industrial societies tends towards stability and is not sensitive to (weak) policy interventions, at least in the long run. My reply (in The Possibility of Politics): Advances in comparative research on income since about 1970 have shown that income distributions fluctuate strongly within nations and differ strongly between nations, and that such fluctuations and differences are associated with changes and differences in government policies.


Second proposition: Although the distribution of income is not stable, the incidence of poverty is, the implication being that reformist policies are not sufficiently powerful to rectify injustices at the bottom of the distribution. My reply (in ‘Direct and Indirect Measures of Poverty’): This proposition has been shown to rest on weak definitions of poverty which make empirical results non-interpretable, to be not robust for alternative methods of measurement, and to not stand up to stricter and more appropriate criteria of definition and measurement.


Third proposition: Although the distribution of income and the incidence of poverty are not insensitive to reformist policies, class inequalities of opportunity are, the implication being that deep hard-core inequalities persist unabated. My reply (in Chapter 4 below): Support for this last stand of the anti-reformists has been sought in elaborately estimated statistics which propose to show long term stabilities in class inequality. These statistics have, however, proved no less fragile than those on stable income distributions and poverty rates. Stability results rest on excessively relativised methods of measurement which are biased in favour of the preferred hypothesis, the results are not robust for tests against alternative methods, and are disconfirmed by methods of unbiased measurement.


The first two propositions have been successfully despatched and those matters can be considered settled. The third one, however, is still believed to be true and therefore deserves another round of attention.
The truth about families
It turns out that economic analysis is ideally suited to uncover what family sociology has found it so difficult to describe: what families do.
 Of course that analysis can only tell us what goes on economically within families, but that is just what we need to know for our purpose. The theory of funksjonstømming will have it that less is done in families precisely because they no longer performe economic functions.


What made it possible to analyse within-family economies with a detail and authority that was innovative at the time, and perhaps still is, was the availability of two British data sets which Stephen Jenkins, Jay Gershuny, Brendan Halpin and I were able to combine through a process of synthetic merging, one on family income and one on family time-use. I was able to use those merged data to measure the volume of within-family production and to add the value of that production to the value of goods families could buy in the market for their cash income. I was also able to introduce assumptions about economic co-operation in families and to impute values to the gains that are made through economies of scale when total goods available to families are metamorphosed into consumption value for family members.

All this is of course quite technical, as can be seen in Chapters 1 to 3, but the long and the short of it was a conclusion, based on cautious and conservative assumptions and understating rather than overstating, that, in these modern families in this modern society, within-family economies of production and co-operation add as much value to final consumption as the value of goods and services consumers can buy in the market for the income available to them. If the national economy is what produces a population’s capacity for consumption, half of the nation’s economy is in the nation’s families.

That conclusion, which I think is absolutely robust, was and is in my opinion an astonishing one. If we think modern families are bereft of functions, we are simply wrong. If we think modern families are no longer economic institutions, we are simply wrong. More generally, if we think that our well-being, even defined in narrow economic terms, is generated in formal settings ‘out there’ in society, such as in markets, and then taken home to the informal setting of the family for enjoyment, we are also wrong. What we take home from markets are raw materials which are processed further in the family before we sit down and consume the combined product of market and family economies. That processing in the family is no-nonsense economic enterprise: it is adding value to raw materials by applying labour force and capital to them and it is sharing and distributing the produce.

According to my programme of scientific deliberation, my job is to establish facts such as these but not to go on and draw conclusions for what should be done in social policy. That’s for deliberation. What the facts say is that modern families are not bereft of functions and that they are what families have always been: vibrant and essential institutions in our quest for well-being. If however, were I to disregard my own rules of scientific deliberation and transgress into the domain of decisions, which I of course do, I would say for social policy: invest in families! The truth about families is that they are the most productive institutions known to mankind.
The truth about inequality
When I joined Oxford University in 1990, I encountered a small tightly-knit community of sociologist who were dedicated to the analysis of class inequality. (An exception was Brian Wilson, the eminent sociologist of religion.) The question that preoccupied my colleagues was whether industrial modernisation follows through to societies of more open opportunity. That is the assumption of liberal class theory, but the matter is not obvious and therefore needs to be tested empirically. The Oxford sociologists, mainly in Nuffield College, had been exploring this problem for years with much determination and quite exceptional skills in what must count among the most impressive projects ever in empirical sociology.

It was also a project which by now was producing a firm answer to its main question. That answer was to reject the liberal assumption of the withering-away of the rigidity of class. This conclusion was based on the observation in Britain that during the half-century leading up towards 1980, in spite of a strong upwards thrust of social change that brought increasing numbers from all backgrounds of social class into higher education and middle-class jobs, ‘no significant reduction in class inequalities was in fact achieved.’
 This became ‘the stability thesis of class inequality’. Soon enough that thesis was found to apply not only over time in Britain, but also (almost without exception) from country to country in Europe, including in comparisons between the advanced capitalist countries and the more backward ones whose post-war experience had been of communist regimes.
 Years of empirical research had established a high ‘degree of temporal constancy and cross-national communality’, something that ‘might be regarded as the main achievement to date of class analysis’, so much so that ‘the focus of theoretical effort in the field should now be to explain’ that constancy and communality.


This, for me, was sociology worth taking seriously: persistent, excitingly original, patient, earnest and hard working, deeply scientific in its orientation, committed to the testing of hypotheses with the careful use of the best available data and advanced methods of measurement. All this effort had paid off. To observe class inequality is to look down into the foundations of the social architecture. What the Nuffield sociologists saw there, in the careful way they looked at it, gave rise to an outlook on the very nature of present-day social organisation. Beneath all that has obviously been changing in the process of industrial modernisation, there is deep down a persistent stability in social conditions, at least as observed through class inequality. In history the question is always, continuity or change? This research strongly tilted the interpretation of modern social history towards a message of continuity. Everything seems to be changing, but really it’s all the same. There are big questions asked and answered here. 


In the community I came into, the stability thesis was gospel. It was backed up by years of outstanding research on social mobility, educational attainment, class politics and more. It was celebrated year after year in a string of brilliant seminars, often by invited speakers who added solidity to the thesis from their own research. Followers elsewhere took it up and proved and re-proved its validity.
 The only problem for me was that I did not believe a word of it.

There were also other disbelievers. One was Professor Ray Pahl, another outstanding British sociologist who wrote a sharp and perceptive criticism in a paper he titled ‘Is the Emperor Naked?’ He was invited to give a seminar on his criticism, which he did, possibly to his regret. The research in question is nothing if not highly sophisticated in statistical methodology. Professor Pahl, although in full control of the substance of the matter, is not a quantitative methodologist and was not in a position to debate the methodological basis of the research he was assessing. His criticism could therefore easily be dismissed as based on misunderstandings, which indeed it was on that memorable occasion.


By happy coincidence, my own teacher in quantitative methodology from the University of Oslo, who by now had become a colleague, Professor Ottar Hellevik, was at about this time in Oxford for a period of research. We found that we had a shared interest. He, a first-rate methodologist and the author of several textbooks on statistical methods for the social sciences, was sceptical of some uses of log linear regression analysis in sociology which he saw as a complicated and impenetrable way of doing what could usually be done by simpler and more transparent techniques. Log linear analysis is the methodology on which everything stands or falls in this branch of class analysis. I, from my own work on income inequality, was sceptical of the stability conclusion which was simply totally at odds with what I had been finding about trends in inequality.

Ottar Hellevik and I resolved to sort this out. We took the case of class background and educational attainment, one of the associations which had been found to have remained roughly stable over decades in Britain. And we decided to do it by reanalysing the British mobility data in which our colleagues had read stability of class inequality, obviously using a different methodology than theirs. That took a bit of doing. It is in fact, even with the assistance of the best available methodological competence and persistent work, very difficult, to put it mildly, to grasp just what log liner regression analysis does in the kind of analysis in question. It also took time to devise and test out the alternative techniques. Result: about three years of work producing the chapter on class in this book and a separate paper authored by Ottar Hellevik.


Empirical research on class inequality and mobility consists in the reading of mobility tables. If we are interested in trends in inequality, which is the issue here, we need to observe consecutive mobility tables to see if the most recent ones display less or more inequality. The research that has produced the stability thesis relies for readings of inequality on the use of log linear regression analysis to estimate what is known as ‘odds ratios’.
 


What we did in our reanalysis was to keep everything the same except the statistical technique. We read the same mobility tables with the same data for the same country for the same period. But instead of odds ratios we adapted the standard technique in the study of inequality of gini-indices estimated from Lorenz curves to the analysis of mobility table data.


Two ways of reading the same facts, then. With diametrically opposite results, as it turned out. Where our colleagues had seen stability, we saw a straight, sharp and remarkable reduction in class inequality of educational attainment. (See table 4.2 in Chapter 4.)   

This is the place to try to explain the guts of this mystery in as non-technical a way as possible (and then those who want the technical explanation can go to chapter 4 and to other works referred to).

A mobility table contains two sets of distributional data. The first set consists of two marginal distributions, say the proportion of the population with a working class background, a middle class background and so on, and the proportions that finish education at the basic level, that go on to secondary education and so on. The second set consists of the conditional distributions in the space defined by the two marginals, say those originating in the working class and finishing education at the basic level, those originating in the middle class and going on to university education and so on.

Marginal and conditional distributions are related. If something changes in the marginal distributions, something has to change also in the conditional ones. If for example, as in the British case, the number of places in university education is extended and those places are taken up, the new students have to come from somewhere so that a higher proportion of people from at least one social class, possibly several or all, will end up in university education.


Everyone agrees that mobility tables contain data on inequality, but the story of inequality cannot be read directly out of the table, the data need to be interpreted. For example, if the British government extends the number of places in university education and new students are recruited from all classes by background, is the result more or less inequality? It is exactly for that kind of change we have two diametrically opposite readings.

The interpretation of mobility tables that is behind the stability thesis is based on the following logic. The marginal distributions are seen to display social structure, the class structure and the structure of education in our case. Inequality, or at least some kind of inequality, sits not in the social structure but in how people are distributed within that structure. Therefore, only the conditional distributions contain data on the relevant kind of inequality. Furthermore, some of the information contained in the conditional distributions is really structural data in disguise, namely the effect in the conditional distributions that follows directly from changes in the marginal distributions. Therefore, the correct reading on trends in inequality is to identify changes in the conditional distributions after subtracting those changes that follow directly from changes in the marginals. For example, if the British government extended university places there would by this logic be no effect on the relevant kind of inequality unless one could identify changes in the conditional distributions beyond those that come directly as a result of that extension. The odds ratio technique is said to be ‘margin-insensitive’.


The great methodological achievement of this class research is to have solved the mathematical riddle of how to practically read mobility tables in the way the relevant theory of inequality asks that they be read. The methodology for doing that corresponds to what became the outlook on social organisation that was extracted from the research: it is a way of observing social conditions beneath all that is apparent for all to see on the surface so as to tease out what is in the first instance invisible in the foundations. Consistency of theory and methodology does not come better than this.


Even so, I found that way of reading mobility tables mysterious and bizarre. If we are interested in changes in inequality, why remove from our vision certain changes in inequality because they are changes that have a certain cause, in this case changes in inequality which follow directly from changes in the social structure? Why not do the obvious thing and just read the whole picture? That is what we proceeded to do. We interpreted the mobility tables by taking note of all the distributional information in them, both in marginal and conditional distributions in other words, and that’s what made the difference. 

Now then, if my reading, as I think, tells the true story of class inequality, what is the story that is told by the alternative reading? The answer to that question has been a bit unclear and shifting. It used to be that that particular reading on class inequality was seen to be sufficient for general pronouncements on social inequality. That’s why this research was seen to be powerful enough to allow generalisations from immediate research results to a general outlook on social organisation and history. This was still the case in the first version of Social Mobility and Class Structure in Modern Britain (1980), the book that established the stability thesis. This position was then, however, abandoned, including in the second edition of that book (1987). Class inequality now became more modestly a matter of precisely class inequality. In the next stage, following the results of Ottar Hellevik’s and my work, and in the exchange over those results with Gordon Marshall and Adam Swift, that position also was abandoned in favour of a yet more modest view according to which there are several kinds of class inequalities and that both ways of reading mobility tables are correct, albeit in respect to different kinds of inequality.
 That escape I rejected as a form of relativism which suggests there be ‘one truth for me depending on my interests and another truth for you depending on your interests and that nothing more can be said about inequality as such.’
 The reason I rejected that invitation to consensus is that I though my colleagues needed to make up their minds. Either they are studying inequality in a big way so as to be able to support a general outlook based on their research. Or they are studying a limited aspect of inequality, in which case they should limit their pronouncements on stability and change to just that thing on which they have a carefully cultivated expertise. They can’t have it both ways.

There appears to be something that emerges from the reading of mobility table data through the prism of odds ratios that appears to have something to do with class inequality and that appears to be pretty stable in time and space. But what is it? This is where it gets really tricky to grasp just what evidence the odds ratio analysis yields.
 I suggested that it could have something to do with how people of different social backgrounds might be ‘treated’ along the way from class origins to educational destinations. If so, what was being observed was a contributing cause of inequality, but not inequality as such.


No sooner had the dust settled after the Hellevik-Ringen-Marshall-Swift skirmishes – and to us it seemed that the opposing camp would just push on with business as usual as if no one had questioned anything – that all this was revisited all over again in a summary article by Adam Swift in which he wanted to set the record straight on just what ‘odds ratios does and does not tell us’. In this article he underlines the ‘limitations’ in this kind of class analysis and how it is a ‘narrower, or more carefully specified, research programme than some had realised.’
 In the end, the odds ratio reading does not appear to tell us much at all of any normative significance about inequality. ‘..everybody can be getting better of, there can be more chances of upward mobility, the gaps between the positions that members of the .. groups tend to end up in can be getting smaller, the distribution of opportunities to achieve absolute levels of goods can be getting more equal. More equal also can be both the distribution of opportunities to achieve [a specified standard of living] and the distribution of opportunities to buy goods. All this can happen without any increase in social fluidity between class positions..’
 That, as I read it, is exactly what Ottar Hellevik and I had been arguing all along. It now turned out, according to Swift, that the programme of the Nuffield sociologists was never about inequality in a normative meaning after all, or at least not primarily so, it was always ‘an explanatory project’. That, again, was exactly our argument. We did not claim that there was noting in the alternative reading – I called it ‘treatment’ – only that it was difficult to understand just what it was and that in any event it was not something that could tell us very much about inequality as such or in a normative meaning. With Swift’s reassessment, therefore, it would seem that agreement was established.

From this, Adam Swift seeks again to explain what that elusive something is that emerges from the odds ratio readings. ‘I have attempted to justify the normative significance of the findings of mobility analyses .. involving odds ratios. But I’ve not sought to conceal the complexities involved in such a justification. .. To those who care about equality, but who also care about the distribution of things like opportunities to buy goods, social fluidity is an important part of the story. But it is only a part. A complete analysis of the distribution of those opportunities would involve reference to the size of the gaps between class positions as well as the extent of movement between them.’
 In other words, the ‘complete analysis’ would be the kind of analysis Ottar Hellevik and I had conducted which consists of reading all the distributional data in the mobility table. For the rest, the ‘important part of the story’ is that odds ratio readings tell us something about some differences in some kinds of opportunity. Not about social inequality as such, not even about class inequality as such, not even about class inequality of opportunity as such, but about one ‘carefully specified’ form of relative class inequality of opportunity. If cutting that narrow slice from the whole pie of inequality is ‘the main achievement to date of class analysis’, so be it.

My concern in this debate was never really about class analysis, but always about the stability thesis. That is not a thesis about ‘relative class inequality of opportunity’ at all, but about recent social history, public policy and the welfare state. It represents an outlook. That thesis was used, when it was established, as evidence of the futility of ‘seeking to attack social inequalities via legislative and administrative measures of a piecemeal kind’, of the welfare state in other words. That quote is from the first edition of Social Mobility and Class Structure in Modern Britain.
 And it is used today as evidence against the liberal view that modernisation comes with progress and increasing openness in society. If we go to another summary of the research programme, that of John Goldthorpe in On Sociology, what is ‘the main achievement of class analysis to date’ is not the ability to measure a carefully specified kind of class inequality but the boast of having successfully dismissed liberal theory.
 

What we now know following the Hellevik-Ringen-Swift agreement is that if anyone asks us about trends in social inequality or in class inequality, our answer cannot be ‘temporal constancy’ or for that matter ‘cross-national communality’. There may well be a tiny sub-plot of constancy and communality in the bigger story but if so it is of very little significance for real-world matters. The truth about class inequality – like the truth about income inequality and the truth about poverty – is that changes in social structure which we often associate with progress in our part of the world, such as economic growth or the expansion of access to higher education, do in fact tend to filter down to less inequality in the distribution of well-being and opportunity. The liberal theory stands.

Again, getting these facts right should by my programme of scientific deliberation be the end of my job. But Britain is suffering political stalemate in its predicament over higher education. Were I again to disregard my own rules and presume to tell the Brits what they should do, I would say: open up higher education to more young people! There are many reasons for doing that. One good reason is that the best available sociological evidence suggests that the extension of university level education to more young people is likely to follow through to less inequality in educational opportunity and attainment.
Scientific deliberation again
We social scientists are justified in defending our business as a scientific one. It is of course not easy to live up to the ideal of working scientifically, but as scientists we must start from a commitment to a scientific orientation.

What that means is that we work from an assumption that there is an identifiable reality in society that is there to be uncovered and that we aspire as best as is possible to describe and measure and explain that reality. It is not enough to think about it or to hypothesise about it or to pronounce on it with the help of even the most elaborate theory. We need to go out there and investigate. A commitment to a scientific orientation is to be determined that facts trump discourse, always, and that discourse does not trump facts, never.


In the social sciences we must face the difficulty that our research is intimately woven into the societies we live in. That makes it extra difficult to honour the ideal of working scientifically; it presents us with a huge temptation to let discourse trump facts. This is a dilemma not least in democratic societies where we want irrelevant authority – say the authority of money or of fame or of title or of science – to have no sway in politics. The answer to that dilemma, I have suggested, is not for the social scientist to withdraw from society but to engage with it by juggling assertiveness and restraint in the service of scientific deliberation.

I have told some stories about variable success in social science enterprises, stories about myths and truths. There are lessons here about what creates myths and what it takes to expose them. One elementary and infallible way of creating myths is to allow discourse to trump facts. That’s what has kept alive the myth of the nuclear family. Against such myths the obvious medicine is to do what should have been done in the first place, to go out there and investigate.


But myths can arise not only because discourse is allowed to trump facts but also in spite of a firm commitment that facts shall trump discourse. That happens obviously when we get the facts wrong or they get muddled or distorted. That’s what I think happened in the class analysis that persuaded itself of the truth of the stability thesis.


It’s odd how that could have happened. I think it is right to describe this as a case of a grand research effort of supreme quality and a firm dedication to a scientific orientation that somehow lost its way. Having sat in on all those Nuffield seminars, in which ‘limitations’ were never the order of the day, I don’t for a moment believe my colleagues are content to see their programme defended as a ‘narrow’ one. After much reflection, I think what went wrong was on the side of methodology. Not necessarily in the choice of methodology – although possibly that too; just what odds ratios does and does not tell us is still not clear – but above all in the conviction that there is one and only one methodology that can tell the story truthfully and that the story that is revealed by that methodology is the true one. It is usually unwise to put all one’s eggs in one basket.

I do not think a scientific orientation means that research is scientific in proportion to the apparent sophistication of its methodology. I’m all for the use of the most advanced research techniques, including statistical techniques (as I hope is in evidence in this book). But science is not methodology, it is about answering questions. Methods are mere tools. With tools it must be that the right ones are the right ones for the job at hand.

This leads me to two recommendations on methodology. First, don’t put all your eggs in one basket. Don’t trust any single methodology. If you think you have proved the truthfulness of something by testing it in one way, you should try to test your test by doing it in another way. A truth that evaporates when looked at from a different angle is probably a myth. Second, don’t choose your methodology by how fancy it is. Choose it according to the job you want it to do. The most scientific way of working is probably to always use the simplest method that is capable of solving the problem in front of you.
Oxford, January 2005
REFERENCES

ERIKSON, Robert and John Goldthorpe 1992: The Constant Flux: A Study of Class Mobility in Industrial Societies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
GOLDTHORPE, John 2000: On Sociology. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
-- et al 1987: Social Mobility and Class Structure in Modern Britain (2nd ed.). Ocford. Oxford University Press.
GUTMANN, Amy and Dennis Thompson 2004: Why Deliberative Democracy? Princeton: Princeton University Press.

HELLEVIK, Ottar 2002: ‘Inequality versus association in educational attainment research: 
Comment on Kivinen, Ahola and Hedman.’ Acta Sociologica 45, no. 2, pp. 151-8.

-- 2000: ‘A less biased allocation mechanism.’ Acta Sociologica 43, no. 1, pp. 80-83.

-- 1997: ‘Class Inequality and Egalitarian Reform.’ Acta Sociologica 40, no. 4, pp. 377-97
LASLETT, Peter 1971: The World we have lost. London: Methuen.
MARSHALL, Gordon and Adam Swift 2000: ‘Reply to Ringen and Hellevik.’ Acta Sociologica 43, no. 1, p. 85.
-- 1999: ‘On the Meaning and Measurement of Inequality.’ Acta Sociologica 43, no.1, p. 84.

MARSHALL, Gordon, Adam Swift and Stephen Roberts 1997: Against the Odds: Social Class and Social Justice in Industrial Societies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
MASON, Mary Ann, Arlene Skolnick and Stephen D. Sugarman eds. 2003: All Our Families. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
PAHL, Ray 1989: ‘Is the Emperor Naked? Some Questions on the Adequacy of Sociological Theory in Urban and Regional Research.’ International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 13, no. 4, pp. 709-20.
RINGEN, Stein 2005: ‘Liberty, Freedom and Real Freedom.’  Society Vol. 42, March/April (Part I), May/June (Part II).
-- 2000: ‘Inequality and Its Measurement.’ Acta Sociologica 43, no. 1, p. 84.
-- 1988: ‘Direct and Indirect Measures of Poverty.’ Journal of Social Policy Vol. 17, no. 3, pp. 351-65

-- 1987 The Possibility of Politics. Oxford. Oxford University Press.
SHAVIT, Y. and H.-P. Blossfeld eds. 1993: Persistent Inequality: Changing Educational Attainment in Thirteen Countries. Boulder: Westview Press.
SWIFT, Adam 2000: ‘Class analysis from a normative perspective.’ British Journal of Sociology Vol. 51, no. 4, pp. 663-80.
� But in my own university that was only formally accepted when, in a reorganisation in 2000, what had been the faculty of social studies became the division of social sciences.


� This idea of restraint I had applied previously in an analysis of good government (in Ringen 1987) and applied again later in an analysis of freedom (in Ringen 2005).


� Gutman & Thompson 2004 


� For an overview of the state of knowledge and ignorance about families, see e.g. Mason et al 2003.


� This is the true story: ‘The delusion about marriageable age is, perhaps, the most conspicuous of all the errors we seem to want to make about everyday life in the old world, but is not the only one. More far reaching in its consequences for the view we take of ourselves, and the plans we make for our society and its welfare, is the supposition that the family group in the pre-industrial world was large. It is erroneously believed that it was large because it contained whole groups of kinsfolk living together. .. In any case, and this seems to be the most deep-seated and important generalisation of all, in the familial, patriarchal world the family was seen as the source of welfare. Sickness, unemployment, bereavement were all the responsibility of the family, and so to a large extent was education. To fulfil all these functions the family in the old world would have to be large. Something like this seems to be the general impression of family life among our ancestors. But their families were not large, at least the average family was relatively small. In fact the evidence we now have suggests that household size was remarkably constant in England at all times from the late sixteenth until the early twentieth century.’ (Laslett 1971, p. 93)


� The Possibility of Politics was first published in 1987 and is to be republished with a new introduction in 2006 by Transaction Publishers.


� Another case, regrettably, of economics, with its commitment to working scientifically, crowding out sociology, with its sometimes orientation to ’discourse’, even on sociology’s home turf.


� Goldthorpe et al 1987, p. 328.


� Erikson & Goldthorpe 1992, Marshall et al 1997.


� Goldthorpe 2000. p. 163, 257.


� See e.g. Shavit & Blossfeld 1993.


� That seminar was in Nuffield College in 1992. I chaired it. Professor Pahl, a distinguished colleague, was treated in a shoddy manner. I have blamed myself for allowing a seminar I chaired to disintegrate the way it did. The experience helped me to decide that I would try to get to the bottom of what my intuition told me had to be an unresolved confusion in this branch of class analysis and that the only way to do that would be to penetrate the complexity of its methodological basis. 


� Hellevik 1997, later followed up in Hellevik 2002 and in further as yet not published work.


� On the methodology, see Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992, ch. 2.


� The concept and idea origin of ‘margin-insensitivity’ turns out to be rather mysterious both in origin and meaning, cf. Hellevik 2002.


� See Marshall & Swift 1999, replies by Hellevik 2000 and Ringen 2000, and counter-reply by Marshall & Swift 2000.


� Ringen 2000, p. 84.


� To see just how murky and complicated it is, consult Hellevik 2002.


� In the literature, this ’something’ is called by a range of more or less mysterious names, some of which are listed in Chapter 4.


� Swift 2000, p. 664.


� Swift 2000, p. 675.


� Swift 2000, p. 675.


� 1980, p. 252.


� Goldthorpe 2000, in particular pp. 161ff. There is a sub-story here that merits being told. The research programme to which Goldthorpe attributes ‘the main achievement to date of class analysis’ has in fact come under strong and sustained criticism. Adam Swift in his summary article very properly takes on that criticism and ends up salvaging the research programme by underlining its limitations and narrowness. In On Sociology, Goldthorpe deals with that same criticism by just not mentioning it. Swift refers and responds to criticism by Pahl, Sorensen, Holton,, Crompton, Saunders, Hellevik and Ringen. None of the relevant works are mentioned by Goldthorpe. The introduction (to what is a collection of essays) does not take the opportunity to respond to this criticism and continues to generalise from findings that according to Swift are ‘narrower or more carefully specified than some had realised’ to conclusions about class inequality in all generality: ‘Despite the expansion of educational provision and increases in general levels of attainment that are apparent in all modern societies, class differentials have in most cases remained rather little altered over many decades..’ (p. 23). Pahl is accorded the same respect as at his seminar. He gets one mention, not his critical article but a short ‘reply to Goldthorpe and Marshall’.  





