
UNIT 16 THE POLITICS OF OPERATIONALIZATION 

Convergent val~dot~on. show~ng that the test correlates w ~ t h  other var~ables wtth 
wh~ch theory says ~t should correlate - for example, that measures of 
~ntell~gence correlate w ~ t h  academ~c performance 

Dlvergent vahdat~on. showmg that the test does not correlate w ~ t h  other 
var~ables w ~ t h  wh~ch theory says ~t should not be correlated - for example, 
that lntelhgence tests do not correlate w ~ t h  class, 'race', gender, etc 

3 POLITICS AND 
MEASUREMENT 
We have looked in Section 2 at the concepts of attainment, intelligence and social 
class - as wide-ranging examples of the kinds of concepts which social scientists 
and educationalists use - from the point of view of how they are operationallzed 
into workable measures for research use In this section we shall be looking more 
at the part which the concepts themselves have played in research and the use 
that has been made of them in social practice Sometimes, as with intelligence 
testing and 'race', the politics of their use is crude and, with hindsight, obvious. 
Sometimes a political use of concepts which has the effect of reinforcing an exist- 
ing inequality may masquerade as a technical problem or be correctly derived 
from an underlying theoretical position which itself conceals an ideology, as in the 
way that women were ignored until quite recently in British and American class 
theory Sometimes a whole area of research and theory seems to adopt a natural 
and inevitable way of analysing social relations because it reflects and is shaped 
by (but also reinforces and shapes) the structure and norms of the society in 
which it has arisen. This section uses the same three examples as Section 2 to 
explore the issue of the political and ideological basis of research arguments 

3.1 INTELLIGENCE AND THE POLITICS O F  RACE 

The concept of intelligence and intellectual ability as central to 'getting on' in a 
meritocratic society is a taken-for-granted part of our everyday way of thinking 
Intelligent children do well at school and get the 'good' jobs In this way an 
assumed natural ability, intelligence, justifies the class hierarchy As Kamin points 
out. 'The interpretation of IQ data has always taken place, as it must, in a socral 
and political context, and the validity of the data cannot be fully assessed without 
reference to that context That is in general true of social science ' (Kamin, 1977, 
p.16). 

Intelligence tests are often portrayed as relatively neutral instruments - 
acknowledged to be imperfect and influenced by achievement, schooling and 
social background, but zn prznczple neutral measures of an underlying quality 
However, their origins are political, and they embody the assumptions of 
particular periods of history 

The 'theory of intelligence' - that individuals 'possess' natural ability, in different 
quantities - predates intelligence testing In the mid-nineteenth century, after a 
period during which the 'moral panics' were mostly due to fear of insurrection 
(with the memory of the French Revolution not so very far in the past), greater 
attention came to be paid to the notion that the 'national stock' was deteriorating 
physically and morally Following a number of military and imperial 'shocks' - 
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the defeat of Gordon at Khartoum at the hands of a supposedly inferior people, 
the poor physical condition of working-class army recruits at the time of the Boer 
War, the increasing influence of Germany and the USA In areas of manufacturing 
and marketing which had been seen as a British preserve - concern began to be 
expressed about the physical and mental state of the nation's ch~ldren and adults, 
especially in the working class This concern was heightened by the realization 
that, while the middle class and the 'respectable' working class were limiting fam- 
ily size, the 'd~sreputable poor' continued to have large numbers of children The 
science of the day began to suggest that a nexus of conditions - physical unfit- 
ness, 'mental inferiority', 'pauperism', prostitution, insanity, crime and delinquency 
(to use the terms of the time) - all had a common cause in the deterioration of 
genetrcally transmitted ab~lities and were concentrated in a 'residuum' of lower- 
class people who bred ch~ldren who inherited their undes~rable characteristics and 
contributed nothing to the common good In imperial Britam the concepts of race 
and nation were closely intertwined, and people of low ~ntelligence (the 'feeble- 
minded') came to be seen as 'the enemy within', no less threatening than the 
Empire's military and economic rivals (It IS no accident that Down's Syndrome, 
one form of learning difficulty, was originally conceptual~zed as 'mongol~sm', with 
the suggestion of regression to a 'lower racial form', nor that the ideas of Lom- 
broso on criminality as a form of genetlc regression held the scientific imagination 
for so long.) 

The first IQ test in 1905, as we saw above, was designed to pick out those eh& 
dren who were considered unteachable from those who were just badly taught, 
and it was a relatively pragmatic and untheorized object It came into a social and 
mtellectual world wh~ch was very ready for it, however - a world in which the 
ident~fication of 'defectives' and the monitoring and control of their rate of breed- 
ing was seen as of very great importance, the world of eugenic science aimed at 
the improvement of the race by scientific means, encouraging the fit to breed and 
preventmg the unfit from breeding The first promise of the test, to North Ameri- 
can and Brit~sh eyes, was that it at last provided a way of identifying 'borderline 
defectives', those w ~ t h  a level of intelligence not much below the norm but who 
were, in the eyes of eugenicists, fast and irresponsible breeders and therefore 
liable to pollute and dilute the national stock, the gene pool. ' . in the near future 
intelligence tests will bring tens of thousands of these high-grade defectives under 
the surveillance and protection of society This will ult~mately result in curtailing 
the reproducing of feeble-mindedness and in the elimination of an enormous 
amount of crime, pauperism and industr~al inefficiency' (Terman, 1916, pp.lG1-/) 

The need for a way of separating out and dealing with those who should be 
discouraged from breeding is most readily associated with the propaganda work 
of the Eugen~cs Education Society and its successor organizations, most of which 
were firmly behind the proposition that mental defect was hereditary and there- 
fore could be passed on and amplified by interbreeding Their opponents, how- 
ever, presented a positlon which might have been ideologically opposed but 
which was rooted m the same discourse. Writers such as J B S Haldane (1933, 
1935, 1938) and L S Penrose (1933) argued very cogently that mequalities 
between people were caused not so much by inheritable character as by environ- 
mental pressures, and they advocated the improvement of the lot of the poor 
rather than control of fertility and breeding as a way of improving the 'national 
stock' Environmentalists such as Haldane still had a great deal of use for a test 
which would pick out the able from the less able irrespectwe of schooling, how- 
ever, it was by this kind of means that class origin was to be overcome and the 
best promoted to positions where their talents could be used - the creation of a 
meritocratic society The Fabians, trying to develop a programme for the scientific 
management of population and social life, could also find substantial use for tests 
which claimed to pick out the best of the nation's youth for higher education, 
irrespective of class So could organizations such as the Workers' Educat~on 
Association whose aim was to make education more widely available to working- 
class people who could make use of it 
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By 1908 Binet's test had changed its function and was being used not just to 
screen out 'defectives' but to rank-order 'normal' children in terms of their intellec- 
tual ability (see Binet and Simon, 1908) Cyril Burt, later to have a great influence 
on the shape of schooling for all children in London, was first appointed by the 
London County Council in 1913 to identify 'defective' children for transfer out of 
the ordinary schooling system (as opposed to those who were merely backward 
and in need of remedial teaching) By 1915, however, he had set up a comprehen- 
sive programme for the testing of children of all abilities in London County Coun- 
cil schools As he said in the introduction to the book which first promulgated an 
Anglicized and standardized form of the Binet-Simon test 'No appeal is more 
often addressed to the psychologist than the demand for a mental footrule 
Teachers, inspectors, school medical officers, care committee visitors, the officers 
of the juvenile criminal courts, all' have long felt the need for some such 
instrument' (Burt, 1921, p 1) Thus intelligence tests had developed from (a) a tool 
for identifying those who were unable to benefit from normal schooling because 
of their low intelligence, to (b) a tool for selecting out and controlling those same 
'defectives', to (c) a tool for rank-ordering children and enabling inherent ability to 
be fostered 

Another group who welcomed the tests for eugenic reasons were the officials 
responsible for immigration control in the USA, where the problem of 'contami- 
nation of the national stock' was seen as even more severe than in the UK The 
USA seemed, to the eugenic scientists of the time, to be facing a double threat - 
from within, and also from outside Within the boundaries of the USA, as in the 
UK, eugenicists identified pockets of 'bad stock' where it was claimed that the 
inbreeding of 'degenerates' was spreading the disease of mental deficiency, 
pauperism, prostitution and crime - see, for example, Dugdale's study of the 
Jukes (18771, or Goddard's of the Kallikaks (1912) Immigration was the other 
problem, for it was firmly believed that 'races' differed in their innate abihty. It was 
claimed that borderline mental deficiency. 

. . . is very, very common among Spanish-Indian and Mexican families 
of the Southwest and also among negroes. Their dullness seems racial, 
or at least inherent in the family stocks from which they come the 
whole question of racial differences in mental traits will have to be 
taken up again The writer predicts that when this is done there will 
be discovered enormously significant racial differences which cannot 
be wiped out by any scheme of mental culture 

(Terman, 1916, pp 91-21 

When the same methods of investigation were applied to the different kinds of 
European who were attempting to migrate to the USA, it turned out that white 
Northern Europeans of protestant stock stood at the peak of the intellectual pyra- 
mid, and other (e g Mediterranean) nationalities some way behind them This 
gave a scientific method, and a scientific justification, for regulating immigration to 
preserve the quality of the population Official control over immigration began 
with an Act of 1875 barring 'coolies, convicts and prostitutes', but 'lunatics' and 
'idiots' were added to the list in 1882, 'epileptics' and 'insane persons' in 1903, 
'imbeciles' and 'feeble-minded persons' in 1907, and 'persons of constitutional 
psychopathic inferiority' in 1917 - demonstrating, among other things, the 
changes which were occurring in psychological terminology 

There arose a public clamour for some form of 'quaky control' over 
the inflow of immigrants This at first took the form of a demand for a 
literacy test, but it could scarcely be doubted that the new science of 
mental testing, which proclaimed its ability to measure innate intelli- 
gence, would be called into the nation's service The first volunteer was 
Henry Goddard, who in 1912 was invited by the United States Public 
Health Service. The intrepid Goddard administered the Binet test and 
supplementary performance tests to representatives of what he called 
'the great mass of average immigrants' The results were sure to prod- 
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uce grave concern in the minds of thoughtful citizens The test results 
established that 83 per cent of the Jews, 80 per cent of the Hungarians, 
79 per cent of the Italtans and 87 per cent of the Russrans were 'feeble- 
minded' By 1917 Goddard was able to report that 'the number of 
aliens deported because of feeble-mindedness increased approxi- 
mately 350 per cent in 1913 and 570 per cent in 1914 This was due 
to the untiring efforts of the physicians who were inspired by the belief 
that mental tests could be used for the detection of feeble-minded 
aliens' 

(Kamin, 1977, p 31) 

The same tests, and others developed later, were very wtdely administered within 
the USA during and after the First World War, often as part of military selection or 
induction procedures, and it is their results which provided the first 'scientific 
evidence' for the alleged racd  inferiority of Americans of African origin, some- 
thing which was not of concern at the time but has since been elevated to a major 
scientific and political controversy Reanalysing these data in his book A Study of 
American Intelligence (19231, Car1 Brigham (then an assistant professor at Prince- 
ton) demonstrated that around 40 per cent of draftees of Eastern European origin 
scored no better than these, and developed a theory of races which paralleled and 
borrowed from what was being written tn Germany at the time He distinguished 
between people of 'Nordic', 'Alpine' and 'Mediterranean' origin, characterizing 
Nordics as rulers and aristocrats and Alpines as peasants and serfs These ideas 
were widely taken up for a time, and they naturally allied themselves with the 
same sort of gratuitous anti-semitism that characterized similar writing in Germany 
'we have no separate intelligence distributions for the Jews [but] our army sam- 
ple of immigrants from Russia is at least one half Jewish Our figures tend to 
disprove the popular belief that the Jew is intelligent he has the head form, 
stature and colour of his Slavic neighbours He is an Alpine Slav' (Brigham, 1923, 
p 190) 

The major point we are trying to make is not just that the tests were used for 
political purposes, but that their use was in fact scientifically illegitimate - a fact 
that was pointed out at the time but which had little impact in the contemporary 
political climate The employment of intelligence tests for this purpose was 
grounded in the discovery that certain populations - whom we might character- 
ize crudely as 'non-WASP' (white Anglo-Saxon Protestant) - tended on average to 
score less than 'native' Americans (by whom the proponents of the tests would 
have meant white settlers, not 'American Indians'), the differences were of the 
order of up to ten or fifteen score points, or one standard deviation The plain fact 
is, however, that the tests of the time were not sufficiently precise for a difference 
of this order to be meaningfully attributed to genetic inferiority (nor are current 
tests), for a number of reasons 

1 Although some attempt was made to overcome the problem, there can be 
little doubt that those for whom American English was not a first language 
were at a disadvantage with these tests The work on army recruits used a 
specially constructed 'non-verbal' test for those who were functionally illiterate 
in American English, but little attempt appears to have been made to demon- 
strate that its scores were comparable with those on verbal tests, and those 
who were functionally illiterate in American English will have included a dis- 
proportionate number of people from impoverished homes, including immi- 
grants and citizens of African origin 

2 The items of which the tests were made up were selected as representing the 
familrar and common-sense world - but the familiar world of British and 
white North Amer~can people, not of Mexicans or Spaniards or Greeks 

3 The whole notion of test-taking, as we shall see, is tied up with a certain kind 
of approach to schooling Those who came from other cultures may well not 
have learned this particular skill. (Few modern-day testers put the effects of 
practlce at 'tntelligence tests m general' at less than ten to fifteen score 
points ) 
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4 The best marks on tests go to those who are fundamentally motivated towards 
individual competition and keyed up to show themselves at their best 
(without being disruptively over-anxious) This state of mind, and the rules of 
the 'game' which demands it, are characteristic of people in advanced 
capitalistic societies and much less characteristic of those in peasant ones 

5 Tests generally have a time limit within which the items have to be complet- 
ed This expresses and draws on a cultural norm of getting things done in a 
set time, which is much more common in advanced industrral societies, where 
time dominates the day's activities, than In non-industrial societies, where pre- 
cise timing has less meaning 

In other words, the observed differences are as likely as not to be cultural, due to 
environment and upbringing rather than innate condition Beyond this, the use of 
the tests for this purpose betrays the political stance of the scientists who advocate 
it, if only by their use or misuse of evidence Sometimes the misuse is wilful 
Brigham, for example, somehow managed to cling on to a 'racial' theory of intelli- 
gence even in the teeth of evidence that immigrants who had been in the USA 
some while scored no worse than 'native' Americans Sometimes the misuse is 
more subtle, but in our opinion it still constitutes misuse The tests of the 1930s 
showed a gender difference, for example This was not hailed as a great discovery, 
but identified as a fault in the tests at a time when gender differences were not 
acceptable in this respect and eliminated by reselection of items When a 'racial' 
difference is found, however, it is hailed as a great discovery Both reflect the 
politics of the time, it was not acceptable for girls to be less intelligent than boys, 
but eminently acceptable for immigrants and people of African origin to be less 
intelligent than other citizens 

11 I ACTIVITY 4 

Spend a few minutes thinking about what you have just read. Is the racism which has 
been displayed by intelligence testen - the tendency t o  cling to lines of argument even 
against evidence or valrd criticism, and the use of tests to  the deliberate disadvantage of 
people of certarn ethnic origins - avoidable, do you think, or is it inherent in the tests? 
Make a note of your response before you continue. 

It certainly still seems to be true that the concept of intelligence lends itself par- 
ticularly well to the identification of supposed genetic differences between races, 
and the faults of the tests are all too easily forgotten Uensen, 1972, 1973, offers a 
more recent example of a similarly sized difference in mean scores being inter- 
preted as a genetic deficiency) In principle, however, culture-fair tests are poss- 
ible (though it has yet to be shown that they are achievable in practice), and 
certainly a culture-fair attitude among testers and test constructors is something 
which they themselves often seek A great deal of effort has been expended on 
attempts to build tests which are not dependent on language or culturally com- 
mon knowledge, and some theorists of intelligence do show an awareness of a 
'culture of test-taking' Thus one might be inclined to think that the problems of 
measuring intelligence are partly problems of measurement (and ultimately sol- 
uble) and partly attributable to misuse by administrators and officials (though with 
the encouragement of scientists) 

However, the point remains that the concept of intelligence emanates from a par- 
ticular period of history in response to the perceived problems of that period 
Historically, its development has been much bound up with inequalities of race 
and, as we shall see in Section 3 3, class Whether the concept would have been 
thought useful in a history where these particular inequalities were not crucial 
elements of socral structure remains open to question The need for the test, the 
concepts out of which it grew and the perceived social problems which these 
concepts addressed grew up together to yield the tests and the concepts which we 
now employ These concepts and this way of looking at people are now more or 
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less taken for granted, part of the 'cultural stock of knowledge' Whether present- 
day psychologists who have grown up with quite different perceived problems 
would have found a need for such tests and such concepts, if they were not 
already a strong part of the discipline's 'knowledge', is not something we can 
readily determine 

3.2 SOCIAL CLASS AND THE POLITICS OF GENDER 

In Section 2 we looked at the measurement of social class and the different and 
sometimes conflicting lines of 'grand theory' which underlie it, we described it as 
an interesting case for precisely this reason It is of methodological interest also, 
however, for the opposite reason - that all the theories converge to express basi- 
cally the same model of society, which gwes them all basically the same 'blind 
spots' In this section we shall consider the way in which theory and research on 
social class have tended to exclude women from consideration as equal citizens or 
members of 'public society' 

Social class theory starts with an examination of people's materral circumstances 
- their relations to the means of production and/or to the labour market - and 
broadens out to explore people's beiiefs about the social order, their actions taken 
as a consequence of the social order, and, on occasions, their resistance to current 
forms of social order As expressed in the major social class scales which we exa- 
mined in Section 2 3, it rests on an implicit model of the social order as being 
dominated by work; a person's soclal class is totally determined by occupation A 
man has a career, or a steady job, or a succession of jobs He rises by his own 
efforts, and eventually (or quite soon, in the case of working-class men) he 
reaches the ceiling above which he is not going to be able to rise The starting 
point for a career is the class of the father, and much social class research has 
been about social mobility - when and under what circumstances it is possible to 
rise above your father's class and whether we live in an open society or in one in 
which the advantages of the father are jealously guarded and passed on to the 
sons 

Implicitly, there are groups of people who do not have a class position in society 
- they are not bound up in the network of labour market relations that direct, 
sustain and locate the rest of us, because they are not in paid employment Those 
who are permanently sick or disabled, or those people unable to get paid employ- 
ment, for example, have a class of origin but in one sense do not have a current 
class position, in this implicit model they are parasitic on a work economy People 
who are often in prison have little connection with the class system because the 
range of jobs available to them tends to deteriorate w~th  repeated incarceration 
until they are employable only in the kind of casual and unsocial labour which 
others will not do People who are often unemployed, or unemployed for a long 
time, also fall out of the class system This broad perspective on the social order is 
seldom made explicit, but it is acknowledged in the Social Grading Schema by the 
res~dual category 'E' which includes the long-term unemployed, disabled people, 
state pensioners and others with little or no spending power Most of the other 
scales, including the Registrar General's, leave them out altogether; the scales 
apply only to those who are 'economically active' 

We should note, first, that this model of society is culturally and historically specif- 
ic, it is not a universal truth, but a local contingency The concept of unemploy- 
ment as a separate and structural phenomenon is very recent - first elaborated in 
Britain in its present form as recently as the 1890s, when the concept of a 'right to 
work' was transmuted into a concept of full employment (Kumar, 1984) The 
notion of wage labour was itself still a confused one in nineteenth-century Britain 
Craft patterns of payment to a 'master' who then sustained apprentices and 
labourers, and agricultural patterns of payment made mostly by provision of hous- 
ing and food with a money payment often made only at the end of the year, 
survived alongside the more modern pattern of a straightforward payment of 
money for time The notion of a career or steady job developed in the nineteenth 
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century, and before that a very different conception of working-class labour may 
have been in place. 

the eighteenth century labourer was a 'pluralist' as far as occupation 
was concerned Where one occupation went cold and slack on him, he 
could often resort to another There was a continuum from the fully 
mlxed in which a man might be equally dependent upon two occu- 
pations, through the seasonally mixed in which he might be employed 
In one or other of two occupations, depending on the tlme of year, to 
the tending of a garden which added usefully but in a strlctly collateral 
way to the family's comfort Manufacturing and mlning activities were 
often inextricably mixed with agricultural ones 

(Kumar, 1984, p 195) 

The other group - around 50 per cent of the adult population - whom classical 
class theory takes as having no direct relationship to the class structure, is made 
up of women The 'model', which has men in careers or steady and continuous 
jobs, has women tied primarily to home and family, and in paid employment out- 
side the home only as an additional activlty or an unfortunate and stark economic 
necessity Only single women not living with parents have been treated by the 
majority of researchers and official surveys as havlng a class In their own right, 
others are classified according to 'the class of their household', which is the class 
of the husband's or father's lob Very few of the major British mobility surveys 
have paid much attention to the social mobility of women, and few have even 
bothered to sample women. The Oxford Mobility Study (Goldthorpe et a l ,  1980, 
Halsey et a l ,  1981) had no women in its sample The Scottish Mobility Study 
(Payne, 1986a,b) surveyed the wives of its male sample but did not collect an 
independent sample of women (for an account of the data on the wives, see 
Chapman, 1984, 1990) The Irish Mobility Study (Hayes, 1987, Hayes and Mlller, 
1989, Miller and Hayes, 1990) again samples women only by reference to a pri- 
mary male sample - the wives and sisters of the sampled men The Essex 
Mobllity Study (Marshall et a l ,  1988) was the first national purpose-built study in 
Britain to sample both genders equally Studies of aspects of class other than 
mobillty have tended to ignore women even more blatantly, it was normal in the 
1960s and 1970s to have to turn to the footnotes to tables to see if an article on 
factory life or class sentiment lncluded women in the sample, and sometlmes even 
then ~t was not posslble to determine if women had been mcluded (see Slltanen 
and Stanworth, 1984) 

The absence of women is partly an oversight - they have not occurred to the 
authors as important Partly it is sometlmes a matter of convenience, as measuring 
the social class of women in their own rlght is not an easy technical task, as we 
shall see Partly ~t is justified by questions of resource and the need to present 
data comparable wlth earlier studies which also omitted women (Treating women 
as 'unlmportant' in these ways betrays a model of what matters in society, of 
course) Partly, however, it is deliberate and springs from a model of society 
which regards women as of only peripheral importance to social class theory Up 
to the Second World War, only a relatively small minority of married women had 
paid employment outside the home, and women might be regarded as home- 
makers and mothers rather than as active participants in the public sphere This is 
no longer the case, and yet the stereotype has continued to have a major influ- 
ence on class theory and class research untd very recently 

The first extract associated wlth this unit, which is reproduced in Offprints Booklet 
3, outlines the results of a survey of women's work and thelr class-based attitudes, 
and the significance of these The data are taken from five years of a national 
survey carried out by Open University undergraduate and MSc students on the 
research methods courses which preceded this one There are faults with the data, 
because a quota-sampling design was adopted for reasons of time and resource 
and there was some tendency on the part of the students to plck people like 
themselves when filling quotas by age, gender and social class Particularly, the 
women In the survey are, on average, better educated than the norm, more likely 
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to be in full-time employment and less likely to be m routlne non-manual occu- 
pations than one would expect from a random national sample. There are also 
fewer people over the age of 60 than there should be to represent the national 
population faithfully The strength of the survey was that it sampled women in 
their own right, rather than omitting them or sampllng only the wives of the male 
sample, and so was one of the first mobility studles in thls country to provide 
usable data on the mobility and class sentiments of women 

The extract begins with a brief discussion of the nature of the labour market for 
women It moves on to consider questions about the possibilities for social 
mobility which have been important in class theory and the answers which pre- 
vious surveys have given to them, it shows that some of these 'well estabhshed' 
conclusions about the nature of Brltish soclety do not hold up ~f we take women 
as well as men into account, and that omitting women from the analysis seriously 
distorts our understanding of the labour market Finally, ~t looks at class attitudes 
and Images and considers whether the understanding of the social order whlch 
women have is fundamentally different from the way in whlch men understand it 

READING 

You should now read the first extract by Pamela Abbott and Roger Sapsford, ent~tled 
'The results of  the survey', wh~ch IS reproduced In Offprmts Booklet 3. 

Thus we can see that the tendency to omit women from class research may have 
led to a distorted view of the social order. More than this is involved, however 
what is interesting is not just that false conclusions have been reached, but why 
they have been reached What is asserted is that the soclologlcal theories of class, 
on which the class-measuring scales are based, embody a set of common ~deologi- 
cal propositions A common and self-fulfilhng belief of our society is that paid 
employment is more important for men than women, that a woman's place is in 
the home and her proper employment child-rearing and housekeeping Women 
are said to be less committed to the labour market than men Soclal class research 
has been so Imbued with these propositions that it has tended to take them 
entirely for granted and not even to subject them to testing (Where they have 
been tested they have been proved false, most women are now in paid employ- 
ment for most of their employable life, and there is no evidence that they are less 
committed to ~t than men - see Martin and Roberts, 1984) Thus when scales 
have been devised, ~t has been seen as important to represent menk employment 
in a usefully analysable way, scales have not been devlsed to represent womenk 
employment wlth equal utility 

To represent women's class positlon usefully, however, poses a number of 
technical problems 

1 Very many women take time out of the labour market at some point during 
their working lives, to have and raise children, and durlng this period they 
have no paid employment to act as a class indicator (The same problem faces 
us in trying to assign a class to unemployed men, or to male prisoners and 
long-term hospital patients, but these are minorities among the male 
population.) 

2 Because of these 'breaks', a woman's job may not represent her true standlng 
- she may have taken work of a relatively less demanding nature, or part- 
time work, because it fits in with the exlgencles of child-mlndlng, and she will 
very likely have forfeited opportunities for training and promotion 

3 This being so, her own feeling about the class to which she belongs may be 
less Influenced by her current job than a man's would be, and more 
influenced by her husband's job, her educational level, and/or her father's 
class (Abbott and Sapsford, 1987a) 



UNIT 16 THE POLITICS OF OPERATIONALIZATION 

4 There is also the problem that the scales devised to discriminate between 
men's jobs do not discriminate well between women's jobs - as we have 
seen, they tend to 'bunch' a very large proportion of women in a single 
category of clerical/secretarial/personal services work (a category in which 
men are comparatively rare), and jobs which yield very dissimilar life chances 
finish up classified under the same category Women who are classified by the 
conventional scales as being in the same occupational class may have very 
different jobs in very different settings, may meet and marry different kinds of 
people and may have different kinds of benefits to pass on to their children 
(The same is true of men, but the conventional scales discriminate between 
different kinds of men's jobs to a larger extent than they do between 
women's ) 

A variety of attempts has been made, for different purposes, to provide an 
adequate classification of women's social class, and the second extract associated 
with this unit, in Offprints Booklet 3, reviews some of these 

READING 
A t  th~s polnt you should read the second extract by Pamela Abbott and Roger Sapsford, 
entltled 'The techn~cal problems o f  assigning a class t o  women', wh~ch is reproduced In 
Offpr~nts Booklet 3. 

ACTIVITY 5 

From your read~ng of thls extract by Abbott and Sapsford, what problems do you see 
w ~ t h  try~ng t o  use scales such as Roberts' C~ ty  Grad~ng Scale or the prel~minary Surrey 
Scale? Spend a few minutes th~nkmg about th~s 

The major problem with these approaches, clearly, is precisely that the scales are 
for women only. They would be useful for work comparing groups of women, but 
they could not be used for research comparing men and women or to examine 
the labour market as a whole The alternative approach is to attempt a classifi- 
cation of households by occupation, which would eliminate the problem of classi- 
fying women who are not in paid employment. This, of course, is Goldthorpe's 
approach and that of conventional sociology, but they have classified all house- 
holds by the occupation of the senior male and taken no account at all of wom- 
en's employment The simplest modification of this is known as the domznance 
pmnczple (Erikson, 1984), whereby the class assigned to a household is that of the 
highest class of full-time jobs within it - generally that of a man, but not necess- 
arily always. (This is the position that Goldthorpe has now adopted - see Gold- 
thorpe and Payne, 1986) A more elaborate schema was the one worked out by 
Heath and Britten (1984) which takes account of whether one or both partners is 
in full-time employment Schemata such as these have been found more predic- 
tive, than husband's class alone, of, for example, the extent to which households 
provide their own services or buy them 'on the market' (Pahl and Wallace, 1985) 

ACTIVITY 6 

Look back at this k~nd of schema, in the extract you have just read Again, what problems 
do you see w ~ t h  ~t? 

This kind of classification has been used with some success to predict class-related 
attitudes and behaviours. Because it takes account of wife's employment as well 
as husband's, it can distinguish between the social circumstances of people with 
one or two incomes coming into the household However, there are interesting 
problems that it cannot be used to tackle for example, whether there is a class/ 
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employment basis to differences between husbands' and wives' attitudes or 
behaviour It may also be argued that it does not represent faithfully the way that 
people themselves see their class, for example, women in paid employment seem 
perfectly capable of distinguishing between thelr own class and that of their family 
(Hammond, 1987) Problems such as these, it has been argued, bring into question 
the whole accepted basis of the measurement of class. they raise 'the question of 
how useful it is to regard occupation as a straightforward index of social class, a 
question which arises initially with women but may be relevant to men if career 
change and/or periodic unemployment becomes a norm' (Payne and Abbott, 
1990a, p 173) 

Difficulties of measurement, however, or even doubts about aspects of class 
theory, should not distract us altogether from the central point of this section of 
the unit, which is to show in practice how an accepted ideological position can 
become incorporated into a branch of socral science theory and totally distort its 
results and conclusions As we have said, it is often the practical problems of 
measurement which alert us (by the process of construct validation) to serious 
shortcomings in our theory 

we are suggesting that the problems we experience in attempting to 
incorporate women into mobility studies, or indeed to study the social 
mobility of women at all, are not restricted to women They are also 
problems that arise in studying men, but their importance has either 
been less obvious or they have been disregarded as 'minor issues' 

We want to conclude by stressing that while we feel that women's 
social mobility is an area of sociological interest in its own right, in 
practice we can only make sense of women's and men's social reality 
when we study both together. 

(Payne and Abbott, 1990a, p 174) 

This echoes the point made at the beginning of Block 2. it is generally possible to 
make sense of results on one group only by contrasting them with the position of 
an obvious other, and we cannot make sense of results at all if we study a part of 
a population and assume without justification that this part can be taken as stand- 
ing for the whole. To do so may be to reinforce an ideology, which is one way of 
engaging, unwittingly, in politics That we can escape ideology altogether is too 
much to hope for, but we can at least do our best not to build it unthinkingly into 
our methodology 

3.3 INTELLIGENCE, ACHIEVEMENT AND THE POLITICS 
O F  CLASS 

So far in Section 3 we have examined (in Section 3 1) the patent use of research 
concepts and their operationalized measures for political purposes (We should 
note that it is the existence of the operationalized measure which makes the politi- 
cal action possible, if there were no way of measuring intelligence, groups could 
not be segregated or excluded on the basis of it ) We have also looked at a subtler 
way in which theory can fail to be neutral politically, by examining how gender 
inequalities have been 'scientifically' reinforced by sociological theories of class 
and the research associated with them (This is not to say that sociology has a 
major impact on gender inequality, but that it failed to question its own assump- 
tions in this matter and thereby lent the existing situation its support) We found 
that this was not just a political question but had implications for questions of fact, 
a whole society can be misdescribed if we ignore a substantial group of its popu- 
lation Now we return to the measurement of intellectual potential and actual 
attainment, to look at an aspect of the way that research is grounded in politics 
which is more subtle still. 

We have noted, above, that intelligence tests have been used for political pur- 
poses, though the politics of their use is perhaps not necessarily inherent in their 
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theory and construction Achievement tests, by comparison, appear politically neu- 
tral, they simply test whether a form of teaching has 'taken' and a content been 
'delivered'. The 'culture of test-taking' may distort results - people from some 
backgrounds may be more determined to show themselves capable than others - 
but this appears a fairly minor factor and one for which allowance might be made 
in cross-cultural comparison There is a sense, however, in which both kinds of 
test play their part in the essentially political processes whereby a form of society 
reproduces itself Both can be seen as elements in a dzscourse that is prevalent in 
our society - a discourse that defines people as necessarily having a place on a 
continuum of intelligence Even if mtelligence tests are not used, people are 
judged and classified on this criterion, and the attributed intelligence of a child is 
used to define the type of education to which he or she is to be exposed 

DISCOURSE VERSUS IDEOLOGY 

There IS cons~derable confus~on about the terms 'd~scourse' and '~deology'. As ~t IS 

used In th~s unt, an '~deology' might be described as a coherent set of  propos~t~ons 
about what people andlor soc~al lnst~tut~ons are hke and how they ought to  be - 
generally present~ng t o  one group of people that certa~n behawours are In thelr 
own Interests and conceahng the fact that they are also (or more') In the Interests 
of  another and more powerful group. The term 'd~scoune', on the other hand, IS 

used t o  mean the general framework or  perspect~ve w ~ t h ~ n  wh~ch Ideas are 
formulated. Thus the vlew that ~t IS natural, necessary and r~ght that mothers should 
put the~r  chddren's and other dependants' Interests before thelr own and should 
want t o  devote the~r  major energles t o  home-mak~ng and ch~ld-rear~ng IS an 
~deolog~cal pos~t~on - ~t presents a certam form of domest~c and work 
organ~zat~on, wh~ch IS In the Interests of  men, as also In the Interests of  women and 
the natural and ~nev~table way In wh~ch women should vlew the~r  I~ves. The 
Ideology IS framed w ~ t h ~ n  a d~scourse wh~ch defines certa~n terms - mother, ch~ld, 
famdy - In ways wh~ch make some conclus~ons easy and natural to  make and 
renders others apparenty paradox~cal or  drficult t o  defend. The propos~t~on that 
adult females should have the same r~ghts at work and obl~gat~ons at home as adult 
males looks reasonable on the face of I&, for example, and the proposlt~on that ~t IS 

not a mother's duty t o  put her ch~ldren's Interests before her own IS more d~fficult 
to  defend - yet both make the same statement, framed wlth~n d~fferent d~scourses 
Note, however, that th~s account IS too s~mple, because ~t pretends that what IS at 
stake IS the words by wh~ch we descnbe thmgs The ways In wh~ch we l~ve and 
relate to  each other and the aspects of  our hves we take for granted are even 
more Important components of both concepts. 

As we have seen, intelligence testing grew up in reaction to fears about people 
who are seen as inherently 'feeble-minded', who would pass on their 'defect' to 
their offspring. The introduction of mass schooling further stoked the fires of 
alarm, by making it possible to count the size of the group of children who were 
physically indistinguishable from other children but apparently unable to benefit 
from schooling, and posing this group as an administrative problem with which 
the authorities had to deal It sharpened the definition of 'feeble-mindedness' by 
the mere fact of setting up standards for learning, which some then failed and by 
that failure defined themselves as feeble-minded For efficiency's sake there was a 
need for a diagnostic test to do what the doctors could not do - identify the 
feeble-minded child b e f o ~  he or she had struggled through schooling and failed 
to profit from it It was the devislng of such tests - what eventually became 
known as IQ tests - that first gave psychology a stake in this area and legitimated 
the claims of psychologists to expertise in it Binet originally denied that the test 
he devised in 1905 was suitable to anything other than this specific administrative 
task, but by 1908 it was being used to calibrate the development of 'normal' chil- 
dren, and the concept of the intelligence quotient as a measure standardized for 
chronological age was developed two years later The measurement of intelligence 
as a routine way of identifying potentially able pupils took a little longer to 
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become established, but eventually ~t became a standard feature of the schoollng 
system 

Schools became an Important part of the state/socletal mechanlsm for malntainlng 
order and work discipline as the UK became increasingly an industrial soclety 
Schooling which had prevlously been denled to workmg-class children began 
sometimes to be avallable, In one form or another, durlng the eighteenth century, 
but wlthout evldence of an intent to gather up and socialize an entire social class, 
thls was dlstlnctlvely a nineteenth-century phenomenon The factory system 
undermmed the tradltlonal famlly to some extent - the famlly of agriculture or 
cottage lndustry, with chlldren soclallzed into production at home - and the tra- 
dltlonal skllls that mlght have been learned at home became lncreasmgly mappro- 
priate m an era of rapidly changing methods Schools came to be seen as 
necessary, therefore, for the teachlng of new skllls (including basic literacy and 
numeracy) More Important to those who were actwe In establlshmg schoollng for 
worklng-class chlldren, the school was a medlum of soclallzatlon - including 
gender differentiation It taught 'hablts of lndustry' and accustomed male children 
to the dlscipllne necessary for factory work whlle givlng female chlldren the skllls 
needed for domestic labour. It accustomed chlldren to systematic, routlne and 
often dull work and brought them to regard it as a normal part of llfe It was also 
a chance to convey the moral precepts of the work ethic, dlrectly through instruc- 
tion or indirectly by example In other words, ~t was a slte of power In the sense 
In whlch Foucault (e g 1982) often uses the term - a place where people can he 
moulded Into understanding the world In the way m whlch the shaper wants them 
to understand a and behaving habitually m accordance wlth that view of the 
world Schools may inculcate crltlcal enqulry, but whde dolng so they also set the 
parameters of the society wlthln whlch thls inquiry IS to take place 

Thls is not to suggest that schoollng became some klnd of monolithic represslve 
mechanlsm, aimed at the working class Indeed, the same period was one of 
workmg-class struggle .for educatlon and to have access to schoollng Education 
was not just something Imposed from above, its value was well realized by work- 
ing-class people, and there was considerable lndlvidual and collective strivlng to 
make ~t more avallable to worklng-class chlldren Education became a major 
means of upward mobllity for workmg-class children and made a wlde range of 
occupations available to them whlch would prevlously have been beyond thelr 
reach However, none of thls changed the basic structure of the soclety ~t may 
have changed the accesslblllty of varlous places wlthln the structure - changed 
the llkellhood of partlcular people filllng partlcular posltlons wlthin it - and con- 
structed thereby a fundamentally more open soclety, but the broad pattern of 
social structures and soclal relations remalned unchanged 

Perhaps even more important, both for mobillty and for the preservation of the 
soclal structure, educatlon became a site of classlfication - a mechanlsm whereby 
emerging adults could be assigned thelr 'place m the scheme of thlngs' Testlng is 
inseparable from our concept of schoohng, one Important functlon of schooling 1s 
the rank-ordermg of chlldren wlth regard to thelr abllitles, by teachers' Informal 
reports and by publlc examination More lnsldiously, school plays a part In assign- 
mg some chlldren to the hlgher-grade occupations and others to lower ones by a 
process of self-shaping Percelvlng themselves to succeed or fail in the tasks 
whlch schools set them and whlch are necessary for the successful completion of 
publlc examinations, whlch In turn are necessary for the acqulsitlon of hlgher- 
grade employment, children come to thlnk of themselves as able or less able, 
suitable or not sultable for the higher reaches, successes or fallures Thls process 
may occur even m schools whlch have a conscious rhetorlc and pol~cy of encour- 
aging all children desplte all the efforts of teachers, some chlldren succeed In the 
system and some fall It is In the nature of the schooling system that chlldren have 
to be located on a 'success-fallure' dlmenslon Studles such as Paul W~lhs' Learning 
to Labour (1977) may give us the clue as to how the process can occur worklng- 
class boys, Willis argues, may come to reject the concept of schoollng and form an 
'anti-school culture', a culture of mascullnlty learned from their home envlronment 
which 1s curiously appropriate for the~r subsequent labouring employment Thls 
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culture rejects as 'cissy' the skills and abilities - reading, writing, academic success 
- that the school values, and it may be embraced by those whom the school 
classes as intelligent as well as those whom it labels unintelligent This 'cultural set' 
may not be encouraged by the school - indeed, teachers may fight against ~t - 
but schools tolerate it in a way in which other kinds of rebellion might not be 
tolerated 

We should note, moreover, that the process of education is not a politically neutral 
one, because middle-class children are at a natural advantage over worktng-class 
children in the 'schooling game' - they come into school 'knowing the rules', or 
at least some of them Middle-class children are more familiar from a very early 
age wlth the oblects and procedures which are relevant to schooling - books, 
pencils, reading, counting, drawing - and tend to be more firmly encouraged by 
their parents to use these objects and procedures Middle-class parents tend to 
worry more, and to more effect, about how their children are labelled at school, to 
interact with teachers more to ensure their children's advantage, and to have the 
resources to supply additional schooling when a child seems not to be 'thriving' 
durlng the regular school day. They also tend to have more freedom to direct their 
children to one school or another according to the standing of the school, and 
more knowledge or access to knowledge on which such decisions can be based 

The developments of 'intelligence testing' in the first two decades of the twentieth 
century opened up the way to further stratification and the direction of children to 
types of school 'consonant with their needs and abilities' rather than just according 
to their parents' ability to pay By about 1925 the division of schooling into 
'academic' and 'vocational' was well advanced, and intelligence tests were well 
established as an important way of determining which track should be followed. 
The process reached its most visible form in the tripartite system of grammar, tech- 
nical and secondary modern schooling which most Local Education Author~ties 
established following the Education Act 1944, here intelligence testing came into 
its own as a 'scientific' means of selecting 'the best children' independently of 
their parents' ability to pay (There is certainly evidence that it acted in a more 
'class-fair' manner than, for example, headmasters' recommendations, but 
nonetheless a middle-class child of the same measured ability was some five times 
as likely as a lower working-class child to finish up at grammar school - see 
Douglas, 1964 ) We appear to have retreated from such selection into the prolifer- 
ation of 'comprehensive' schools, but vocational tracking still occurs in school 
practices (streaming and setting), in the nature of the curricula and in the nature 
of the examinations for which children 'of different abilities' are entered (Indeed, 
the same might be said of primary schools, despite the comparative prevalence of 
mixed-ability classes ) 

Achievement testing acts similarly to intelligence testing to differentiate, classify 
and assign pupils The examination (and continuous assessment is included in this 
concept) provides documentation on the person and his or her abilities, it turns 
him or her into a 'case', a subject to be assigned to a category The outcome of 
school practice - differential curricula, examining, profiling, testing - is there- 
fore to produce a well-d~vided and ordered society It does not necessarily pre- 
serve the status quo in the sense that only the children of advantaged parents 
finish up in advantaged positions - though there is a strong element of this - 
but it does tend to maintain the general shape and hierarchical nature of the 
society withln which it is set The existence of these divisions and the importance 
of 'correct' allocation to them is the justification for a whole range of professional 
experts - teachers, lecturers, educational psychologists, sociologists of education 
They in their turn have a stake in what these divisions shall be and some measure 
of power tn determining what sorts of people shall finish up in each of them 

School tests and examinations may be seen as aris~ng out of and at the same time 
reinforcing and reproducing a particular discourse or way of viewing people and 
their social relations - a discourse which is inherently typical of, and adaptive 
for, capitalist forms of social organization Individuals are posited as truly individ- 
ual rather than social, making their own decisions and 'naturally' in competttion 
wlth each other They are seen as variously endowed, and it is this endowment 
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which is seen as determining where they will finish up in the power hierarchy 
(but the fact that socral background - class of origin - is part of this 'endow- 
ment' tends to be glossed over) The individual in turn is seen as made up of - 
'possessing' - qualities which are measurable and which enable us to compare 
one individual with another In the early forms of this discourse, the concern is 
with physical and, to a lesser extent, moral qualities, in later forms it centres on 
psychological qualities - mental abilities, emotional tendencies, degrees and 
kinds of motivation, the extent of types of learning, and so on During the period 
of industrialization a new 'knowledge base' grew up around this increasingly 
dominant view of human nature - what eventually became the disciplines of 
'individual' and 'socral' psychology Terms developed in which to describe the 
human subject, and concepts developed in these terms, which allowed the 
measurement of the subject's 'interior state' 

This leads us to the most important feature of the discourse, that ~t 1s mostly aimed 
at the management of the individual Mostly it posits human beings who are per- 
fectible or changeable or curable, by man~pulation of their qualities or attributes 
At the same time it assigns them their place in society by reference to these qual- 
ities or attributes Thus the activity of testing, however scientific in its form, is far 
from politically neutral It may form a ladder by which the able few transcend 
their class position, but for the majority it reproduces the structure of society 
unchanged 

To say this is not necessarily to criticize it or decla~m it as unjust, but to identify 
one of its functions, as an institution which permits upward mobility but tends on 
the whole to maintain the stability of the social system. It is nonetheless worth 
bearing these functions in mind, however, when carrymg out or assessing research 
into schooling or the testing of children; we should not suppose that work in 
these areas is ever quite politically neutral Indeed, the same point may be made 
of a much wider range of research topics - the criminal justice system, health, 
community care, income maintenance - all of which are rooted in existing social 
institutions which generate and are maintained by particular discourses, particular 
models of what people and the social order are like and what may be taken for 
granted about them 

4 POLITICS, IDEOLOGY AND 
RESEARCH 'STYLE' 
We have looked in the previous section at how theory, concepts and operat~onal- 
ized measures can embody ideologies or discourses - models of the world and 
of how questions about ~t are legitimately framed Thus a line of research can be 
so imbued with a particular (unacknowledged) world view that its conclusions 
must fall within that world view and reinforce or validate it In this section we 
shall look, not at particular theories which inform particular research programmes, 
but at the whole way in which research is conducted It has been argued, as we 
shall see, that the 'stance' which is adopted in research itself expresses (and serves 
to validate) a particular model of how the social world is and should be 

It has been argued that to adopt one research style or 'instance' in preference to 
another is an implicitly political act, because research styles are not neutral or 
interchangeable they embody implicit models of what the social world is like or 
should be like and of what counts as knowledge and how to get it. 

Methods and methodology are not simply techniques and rationales for 
the conduct of research Rather they must be understood in relation to 


