Journal of Offictal Statistics
Vol 5 No 3, 1989, pp 299-311
© Statistics Sweden

Book Reviews

Books for review are to be sent to the Book Review Editor Jan Wretman, Statistical Research Unit, Statistics

Sweden, S-115 81 Stockholm, Sweden.

DuncaN, O D., Notes on Social Measurement.
Historical and Critical

Patrick Suppes ....... .. ... ... . 299

GLYMOUR, C., ScHEINES, R., SpirTEs, P., and
KeLLy, K, Discovering Causal Structure
Artificial Intelligence, Philosophy of Science,
and Statistical Modeling

Duane F. AIWIN ... cccoocees cor ot vveeiiieeeeeennns 300

KIierER, J C, Introduction to Statistical Inference
Vyay K Rohatgi ..... .

Lewis, PA W and Orav, E.J., Simulation Meth-

odology for Statisticians, Operations Analysts,
and Engineers, Volume I.

Mark E. Johnson .. 306

PeARCE, S.C, CLARkE, G.M., DykE, G.V, and
Kempson, R.E, A Manual of Crop Experi-
mentation

DyYKE, G V., Comparative Experiments with Field
Crops

Manuel Cardenas .. 308

YOUNG, P, Recursive Estimation and Time-Series
Analysis An Introduction

Ulla and Jan Holst . .. 309

Duncan, O.D., Notes on Social Measure-
ment: Historical and Critical. Russell
Sage Foundation, New York, 1984. ISBN
0-87154-219-6. 272 pp.

In reviewing this book I have kept in mind
that it has not been the author’s intention to
develop a systematic theory of social
measurement. Instead, he covers an
unusually broad range of historical material
and considerable critical material as well.
This means that the volume can be read casu-
ally and at leisure, and the many interesting
historical examples can be easily appreciated.

Chapter 1 begins with the early history of
social measurement with the first example
being the Greeks’ invention of voting. A
quick history of the long and complicated
history of the theory of voting is given.
Chapter 2, which is concerned with histori-
cal metrology, contrasts systems of physical
measurement and systems of social measure-
ment. [ give two examples of the wealth of
unusual historical material discussed. One is

the medieval system of English field measure-
ment, another is the early concern with the
theory and practice of measuring and
weighing in the United States in the early
part of the 19th century. I was surprised to
learn, for example, that John Quincy Adams
wrote a substantial report on weights and
measures in 1821.

The much more substantial third chapter
is concerned with the invention of methods
of social measurement. Here too many
examples are considered to list them all. A
couple of unusual ones are the defining and
labeling of social ranks or degrees,
provisions for which are found in early
Greek and Roman documents, and much
mteresting material on the ancient history of
the Olympic Games and Chinese examin-
ations, both of which go back to very early
times. (To give the spirit of this volume it
should be emphasized that the author is quite
clear that he is not claiming to have done
original research on the history of these
matters but has given an overview based on
wide reading of the secondary literature.)
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Chapter 4 is on the more classical measure-
ment topic of scales. The author examines
in some detail the history of the theory
of scales and scale types beginning with
the 1946 proposal by S.S. Stevens. Among
other things he is concerned with the
incompleteness of Stevens’s classification.

Chapter 5 is entitled “Measurement: The
Real Thing.” The author is mainly con-
cerned to contrast the very developed state
of quantitative measurement in the physical
sciences with the relatively primitive
developments in the social sciences. The
author is rightly uncertain in my judgment
as to whether the development of the inter-
action between measurement and theory
will take the same course in the social sciences
that it has taken in physics.

Chapter 6 is concerned with psycho-
physics, one of the areas in which measure-
ment theory and practice have been
developed to a serious level in psychology.
In a way the chapter is mistitled, for the
author does not really survey in any system-
atic way the now extraordinarily large
literature of psychophysics concerned with
measurement. To a large extent he is as
much concerned to examine the possibility of
true ratio scales in sociology, e.g., for social
values and attitudes. Chapter 7 is concerned

with psychometrics and here the classical -

methods of Thurstone, as well as the more
recent models of Rasch, are discussed,
although again the relevant theory is not
really laid out in any technical detail.

Chapter 8, the final one, is entitled “Social
Measurement: Predicaments and Prac-
tices.” This chapter is meant to offer a broad
overview. It considers for example the
special features of social measurement such
as dependence on results from other sciences,
the importance of population concepts, and
the resultant need for statistical models that
include both variability and measurement
error. The author ends his chapter by asking
if we might end up with more measurements
than we want in the sense that we learn more
than we want to know about our society. He
does not examine in any detail the classical
political or normative conflict between the
individual’s right to privacy and society’s
need for data.
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As can be seen from a summary of the
chapters, the author covers a very large
number of topics, and in the process of
traversing the many topics he makes
interesting and extended historical excur-
sions. The book must be appreciated and
read for what it is. It is Duncan’s own per-
sonal view of the history and the present
state of social measurement, taken in a very
broad sense. It is not a systematic treatise
and it makes no pretense to give a technical
development of any of the topics it covers.
In a book of this kind there are naturally
many points of detail with which a reviewer
could quarrel, but it does not seem appro-
priate to pursue such specific criticisms
about very particular points. Taken for
what it is, almost any reader will learn
something about topics he or she has not
encountered before and will be lead to
further references he or she did not know
about.
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