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Books, people, and quantification



Take home point: 

Need to rethink the way 
we use and produce 
visible and invisible 
numbers. 

An observatory?

Source: Tor Freeman, http:// tormalore.blogspot.com/



Numbers, visible and ÎÓÛÎØÎÇÑÊ̌



E. Popp Berman and D. Hirschman, The Sociology of 
Quantification : Where Are We Now?, Contemp. Sociol ., vol. in press, 2017.

̆ÜÍÆÙdÖÚÆÑÎÙÎÊØdÆ×ÊdØÕÊÈÎËÎÈd
to rankings, or indicators, 
Ô×dÒÔÉÊÑØpdÔ×dÆÑÌÔ×ÎÙÍÒØ¤̇

Elizabeth 
Popp Berman 



¦ÑÌÔ×ÎÙÍÒØpdÒÔÉÊÑØpdÒÊÙ×ÎÈØpdØÙÆÙÎØÙÎÈØ̌d



¦ÑÌÔ×ÎÙÍÒØpdÒÔÉÊÑØpdÒÊÙ×ÎÈØpdØÙÆÙÎØÙÎÈØ̌d



Theodore M. Porter, Trust in Numbers, 
The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public Life, Princeton 1995

Theodor 
M. Porter  



Õrd|~d̆¹ÍÊdÆÕÕÊÆÑdÔËdÓÚÒÇÊ×ØdÎØdÊØÕÊÈÎÆÑÑÞd
compelling to bureaucratic officials who lack 
the mandate of a popular election, or divine 
right.

A decision made by the numbers (or by explicit 
rules of some other sort) has at least the 
ÆÕÕÊÆ×ÆÓÈÊdÔËdÇÊÎÓÌdËÆÎ×dÆÓÉdÎÒÕÊ×ØÔÓÆÑṙd



Õrd|~d̆¸ÈÎÊÓÙÎËÎÈdÔÇÏÊÈÙÎÛÎÙÞdÙÍÚØd
provides an answer to a moral 
demand for impartiality and fairness. 

Quantification is a way of making 
decisions without seeming to decide. 

Objectivity lends authority to officials 
ÜÍÔdÍÆÛÊdÛÊ×ÞdÑÎÙÙÑÊdÔËdÙÍÊÎ×dÔÜÓṙ



Trust, authority and styles of quantification: two different stories



µÔ×ÙÊ×̃ØdØÙÔ×Þ~d¶ÚÆÓÙÎËÎÈÆÙÎÔÓdÓÊÊÉØdÏÚÉÌÒÊÓÙdÜÍÎÈÍd
ÎÓdÙÚ×ÓdÓÊÊÉØdÙ×ÚØÙďÜÎÙÍÔÚÙdÙ×ÚØÙdÖÚÆÓÙÎËÎÈÆÙÎÔÓd
ÇÊÈÔÒÊØdÒÊÈÍÆÓÎÈÆÑpddÆdØÞØÙÊÒpdÆÓÉd̂ØÞØÙÊÒØdÈÆÓd
be ÌÆÒÊÉ̃rdddd



Too much is being read in the OECD - PISA data

Through PISA, the OECD has (a) gained epistemic 
authority and (b) framed a trajectory for education





Mathematics? Beyond possible misues : 

Predominant status assigned to geometry and 
mathematics as an element of education and 
regimentation
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27, no. 4/5, pp. 246ς259, 2000.

9Φ {Φ wŜƛƴŜǊǘΣ άCǳƭƭ ŎƛǊŎƭŜΥ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǎǘƛŎƛǎƳ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭ 
ǎŎƘƻƭŀǎǘƛŎƛǎƳΣέ J. Econ. Stud., vol. 27, no. 4/5, pp. 364ς376, Aug. 2000.
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Literature on mathematization of economics and of the social sciences  

Wolfgang Drechsler       Erik S. Reinert             Paul Romer  



´̃³ÊÎÑpd¨rdlvtuzmrd¼ÊÆÕÔÓØdÔËdÒÆÙÍdÉÊØÙ×ÚÈÙÎÔÓ: how big data increases 
inequality and threatens democracy. Random House Publishing Group.

Alarm for Weapons of Math Destruction   

¨ÆÙÍÞd´̃³ÊÎÑ



´̃³ÊÎÑpd¨rdlvtuzmrd¼ÊÆÕÔÓØdÔËdÒÆÙÍdÉÊØÙ×ÚÈÙÎÔÓ: how big data increases 
inequality and threatens democracy. Random House Publishing Group.

Brauneis , R., & Goodman, E. P. (2018). Algorithmic Transparency for the Smart 
City. Yale Journal of Law & Technology, 20, 103 1˾76. Retrieved from 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3012499

Opacity (also because of trade secrecy) of 
algorithms used to decide on recruiting, 
carriers (including of researchers), prison 
sentencing, paroling, custody of minors, 
ÕÔÑÎÙÎÈÆÑdÈÆÒÕÆÎÌÓØ̌



¨ÆÙÍÞd´̃³ÊÎÑd¬ÔÔÌÑÊdÙÆÑÐdÍÙÙÕØ~ssÜÜÜrÞÔÚÙÚÇÊrÈÔÒsÜÆÙÈÍ¤Û¢¹¶Ø|¸¦uÖÕÐ

Opacity coupled with opportunity for scale
and damage and with non - appealability 
make them an instrument of oppression & 
inequality  



Weapons of math destruction: 
opaque, harm, scale: the case 
of higher education ranking 

¨ÆÙÍÞd´̃³ÊÎÑ



University ranking are 
ÛÔÑÆÙÎÑÊď

̌dÆÓÉdÒÊÙÍÔÉÔÑÔÌÎÈÆÑÑÞd
unsound



Sensitivity analysis to compare volatility of ranking



Sensitivity analysis to compare volatility of ranking

¦Ód̂ÎÓÛÆØÎÛỄdanalysis: 
the ÉÊÛÊÑÔÕÊ×Ø̃dÈÍÔÎÈÊØdÆ×ÊdÖÚÊØÙÎÔÓÊÉsÛÆ×ÎÊÉd



THES ranking 
2008



Shanghai ARWU 
ranking 2008



Shanghai ARWU 
ranking 2008  

THES ranking 
2008  



« processus de Bologne (en 1999) + stratégie de Lisbonne 
(en 2000), Ą ÕÆØØÆÌÊdÉ̃ÚÓÊdÑÔÌÎÖÚÊdÉÊdØÊ×ÛÎÈÊdÕÚÇÑÎÈdĤdÚÓÊd
logique de marché, concurrentielle et gestionnaire »



One can test whether assigned weights 
correspond to real importance 



The weights declared 
by developers (dark 
gray) are false
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