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To all those who feel like they don’t count. 
Time will reveal you.
Historians will look for you.
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Introduction

It’s rare to find a history book which doesn’t quote some statistics. Any story will benefit from a moment of zooming out and taking in a bird’s-eye view, and numerical data is very good at providing us with that. When it comes to the history of society and the lives of ordinary people, broad counts and averages are sometimes the only kind of evidence we have. Throughout history there are some individual characters that we can find out quite a lot about – kings and queens, saints, archbishops, politicians, artists and adventurers – and we have a good sense of what went on in certain settings featuring the rich and powerful. But that is, of course, because these were the type of people deemed worthy of being written about, or having their portrait painted at a time when to do so was a major undertaking. By contrast, it’s often very hard to find out what went on in the lives of most people because the same kind of detailed records are just not there. Statistics at least give us some information about the people as a mass.

But what if data is more than just the trace that a mass of people leaves behind? What if the activity of collecting data (or trying and failing to collect it) has been a player in our history in its own right? Because there is far more to the act of counting people than just tallying them up and then breaking for lunch. As a process it can be disruptive or intrusive. At other times it can be emancipatory. As we shall see through the many stories in this book, it is in fact a force which can turn the wheel of progress in both directions.

We could even go as far as to say that any time we have tried to count ourselves or measure some aspect of our experience, we have been shaping our own story. This book is about those moments when we have started to count and measure ourselves in different ways and the surprises, shocks and fundamental changes which have come as a result.

Statistics condense and preserve a massive amount of information about a time and place, and they reflect what is considered important to record by the people doing the counting. The way in which information is recorded – who it prioritises, who it ignores and how it divides people up into boxes – not only reflects power structures that are already in place but gives them more solidity. It is often through resistance to counting and campaigns to change the way we count that real shifts in power have taken place. What we will find is that the story of data is the story of ourselves and our struggle with ourselves. It is a story of the ebb and flow of consent and objection, mistrust and cooperation, pride and shame.

When we talk about data here, it mainly means statistics or, in other words, information in a numerical form. Numbers are everywhere in modern life, but they haven’t always been. Statistics are not a natural resource that we decided to extract one day – they are man-made and there was a moment in history when they were a new ‘invention’. It was nothing short of revolutionary when we discovered a way to condense the characteristics and experience of a whole society into tables and charts which could be comprehended with a single glance. And as with all inventions, statistics invited their share of scepticism. Before they were accepted as a way of making sense of our surroundings, for a long time it was considered preposterous, unnecessary and even sinful to countenance the idea of trying to count the whole population. The main narrative of this book begins in the nineteenth century, because that is when the difficulties and objections to counting in general were overcome.

This book is about the UK, but much of it will have relevance to the experience of other countries. Aspects of the UK’s history, like the Industrial Revolution, its imperial expansion and the development of its democracy have parallels in other Western European countries over the same period. In our efforts to count ourselves, we have also run into issues that come up time and again, no matter the place or the era. These reflections on what happened in the British context can certainly be applied to other settings and, indeed, will be useful to keep in the back pocket for whatever may happen to us in the future.

Let’s also take a moment to clarify what kind of data we are talking about and where it comes from. At the centre of this narrative, propping it up like a spinal column, is the UK census. Every ten years since 1801 (except for 1941), we have made an in-depth stock-take of the population by collecting some information on every individual present in the country – this is what is meant by a census. The census is carried out separately by the statistical authorities in England and Wales, Scotland and in Northern Ireland (and in the whole of Ireland when it was part of the United Kingdom). In this book, we will also bring in some of the colonial censuses which were carried out across the British Empire, although for most of this story we will stay in the UK and, for the most part, on the island of Great Britain.

Although the census is at the core of this tale, this book is not a history of that document (for that there are other excellent, recent books).1 This is about the relationship between people and the data that represents them, and for that we need to look at all sources of data that exist. A lot of information has been collected over time by government departments, and we also have to consider social surveys, data from inquiries and commissions, and even data from polling and public research. If data was collected on people and it had any kind of influence on public policy or debate, it is relevant here.

In beginning this story, we have to ask the question, ‘Why would we want to count ourselves?’ There was a time, before the modern era, when the rulers of this country – and any other one like it – had no idea how many people were living there, what their living conditions were like, or what they did for a job or to sustain themselves, other than what came from anecdotal reports. Outside the walls of the royal court and, as time went on, the parliament, there was a general foggy darkness when it came to information on the population and no particular reason to try to fill in the blanks. But our history is not one of monarchs sitting quietly in their castles, respecting each other’s boundaries. Nor is it one of governments being happy with their lot and never dreaming of more. Ours is a history of the almost constant threat of invasion from our immediate neighbours and of our own brutal incursions into others’ territory. The first efforts to count people at significant scale were to assist in this: they were lists of men who could be conscripted and assets which could be taxed or plundered to finance war. As time went on, people in power realised a more extensive roll call was needed to answer simple questions for policymaking, such as whether the population was growing or shrinking.

By the mid nineteenth century, there had been a huge expansion in the amount of data collected by the state. And what we saw in these new statistics often challenged our perceptions and prejudices. We were shocked by statistics showing the population of towns and cities doubling and quadrupling in size in a matter of years and had to face the fact that the majority of us now lived urban lives. Until 1841, we didn’t have any detail about women’s occupations, except in some cases if they were domestic servants. When we finally did collect that information in detail, it was found that women made up a third of workers across the whole manufacturing sector, a figure that by 1901 was two thirds. The fact that women kept appearing in paid employment figures, and in growing numbers, made it useless to deny that they played an important role outside of the home. When statistics were first collected on country of birth, we were surprised to find that there were people from virtually every part of the world living in the UK even in the 1850s, and that nearly one in fifty Londoners at that time were foreign-born.

The Victorian era also pushed the frontiers of scientific progress, expanding our understanding of ourselves through science and medicine and transforming our way of life via machines. Through collecting data on people, we turned the lamp of inquiry onto the lives of people and social conditions, and the truth of the dire working and living conditions endured by many people was exposed. Data uncovering the causes of poverty helped put to bed the persistent idea that it was moral or even genetic failings which kept people poor.

In the twentieth century and beyond, collecting new data has continued to bring us down to earth by exposing inequalities. In the 1960s, while men were landing on the moon, statistics showed that in parts of the country up to two thirds of people still didn’t have hot water or an indoor toilet.2 We extended our field of statistical inquiry much further into the realm of the personal. The rise of identity politics and increased concern about social inequalities saw us focusing our counting efforts on people who were on the margins.

Nowadays, governments rely on taking vital statistics of the places they govern – the health of the economy and of the nation, the number and whereabouts of the population and their condition – and use numerical data to justify their decisions and measure successes. We, as laypeople and in our working lives, take it for granted that statistics should exist on pretty much anything we care to investigate. Statistics are treated as the peak form of evidence in many policy areas because we view them as a solid and even neutral (as in apolitical) type of information, whether they really are or not.

Those are some of the reasons we have wanted to count ourselves – so far, so good. But when it comes to putting the ambition to count people into practice, it is rarely a simple and uncontroversial process of making a quick list. The act of counting people can be greatly significant in its own right. At some point, around the nineteenth century, the verb ‘to count’ went from just being an active process of pointing at things and adding them up to also meaning the reflexive state of having been counted. In other words, ‘to count’ started to be used as ‘to matter’. It makes sense that we would use the same word – why would we go to the trouble if we didn’t think it did? The act of enumerating things – and specifically people – is recognition that we find them important and worthy of being noticed. A development since the 1990s is the collecting of data on people’s personal characteristics, for the reason that recognising an identity – be that related to sexual orientation, ethnicity or belief – is a means of bestowing dignity, which itself is considered a key element in a fulfilled existence.3 Going further back in time, we can see how collecting data on the working classes, people living in poverty and on the terrible housing and sanitary conditions of whole swathes of the population not only acknowledged their existence but made it clear something had to change.

But there is a dark side to this. Counting people is only a positive form of recognition if people agree with the way they are being labelled and sorted, and with the reason for their information being collected. Unfortunately, there have been many instances in which this was not the case. In our official statistics, people have been counted as ‘lunatics’, ‘idiots’ and ‘feeble-minded’ with what we can hardly imagine was a thorough medical assessment. They have been labelled as paupers, lower class, semi-criminal, illegitimate, degenerate, aliens, half-breeds and pagans based on someone else’s idea of what is acceptable, normal or desirable. The classifications used in counting can encourage a view that some people are lesser than others – sometimes quite literally, to the extent that they are counted as less of a human being. Refusing to count people in the way they would like to be acknowledged can be a formal kind of slap in the face.

Counting can put people in their place within a social hierarchy. Sometimes this is through the subtle suggestion of singling people out as different, sometimes through a quasi-technical process of sorting people into social ranks or classes. There were explicit class hierarchies in the first Roman censuses, where taking stock of the population meant taking a full inventory of each person’s wealth and assets and assigning them to a certain social rank. The way in which people’s occupations have been classified in modern censuses has often reflected prejudice and dismissiveness towards people working in manual jobs, low-paid work and domestic service.

Data can be used to oppress or tightly control, as demonstrated by the use of counting exercises to establish power in parts of the British Empire. Under Britain’s colonial administration in South Africa, data collection was used to formalise categories within a hierarchy of status, determined largely by race, which dictated everything about how a person’s life would look. Across the empire, many populations put up fierce opposition to being counted because they rightly recognised it as one of the first steps to total control.4 In other more recent settings, censuses and population registers have been used as surveillance tools to single people out and persecute them – such as in Nazi-occupied Western Europe. When the bond of trust between statisticians and the people behind the statistics is broken, counting becomes an instrument of force and something to be gravely feared.

But when we are not happy with the way in which we are represented on paper, or if we feel liberties have been taken, we can refuse to be counted. Or at least we can try to refuse, which might sometimes be more realistic. Many of the stories in this book are about acts of protest and power struggles. Boycotting a data collection – in other words, withholding personal data – can be a powerful statement of disagreement or defiance. This was what happened in 1911, when campaigners for women’s voting rights refused to fill in the census, arguing that if they didn’t count politically, the government had no right to count them.

All of this is a negotiation. Data is a resource for governments, and it comes from individuals who can try to withhold it if they are not getting something fair in exchange. Data collected via the 1939 National Register – a live wartime database on England and Wales’s population – was instrumental in the setting-up of the NHS and the welfare state after the Second World War. These had overwhelming public approval, although the Register itself eventually came to be seen as a needless intrusion into people’s privacy and too much like the apparatus of a surveillance state. We need only look to the introduction of identity cards in the early 2000s for another example of lost public buy-in for a data collection project.

This negotiation is not unique to the UK. Bolivia’s 2022 census was delayed until 2024, with some alleging that this was because the incumbent governing party did not want to face a suspected rise in the population of the major cities.5 Population size is often used to determine the resourcing of public services and to decide how many seats an area has representing it in parliament, and the suspicion was that the government wanted to keep certain places under-represented because they tended to vote for other parties. The feeling in these areas, that the population was not getting its fair share, was precisely the reason they wanted the census to happen right away and not to be needlessly postponed.6 Violent protests and strikes went on for several weeks at the end of 2022. Deciding to hold off from counting people can be a political act. Getting the silent treatment from the state – in other words, having the census boycott you – can be quite a statement about your perceived worth.

Which brings us to the reason why statistics matter so much. It is because things tend to solidify in the moulds we create for them. Put differently: when we count something in a particular way, it reflects and reinforces the way we see it. We now use a specific way of categorising ethnicity because that is how our system developed to collect data on it. Are these categories consistent in terms of what they describe about a person’s identity? No. And yet people have developed a degree of attachment to them and will almost certainly take offence if they are put within a category not of their choosing.

Labels can quickly become important to the way people see themselves in relation to others. They can enforce difference or division and also be taken up as statements of defiance and pride: Black, gay, English, European. But despite the very real attachment that we feel towards categories that contain us, ways of classifying people are often quite arbitrary. Some of the geographical administrative boundaries within our country make very little sense and yet people often feel a strong sense of kinship and common identity within them. The same is true of our die-hard commitment to football clubs that we chose to support when we were children. Our country even has an arbitrary number to represent its identity: +44, the international dialling code. There is no reason why we should feel attached to it, and yet on some level we are, as it reminds us of home.

Categories and labels also tend to be impermanent. The way we count ourselves reflects how we see ourselves at a given time and that framework defines how we view ourselves in relation to others for as long as it takes for the next one to come along. Statistics are just a version of ourselves ‘on paper’. They will always reduce us to a small cluster of characteristics and fail to capture a great many aspects of ourselves that might be more defining. Even in this age of ‘big data’, the imprint we leave through our online browsing, our social media presence and our spending habits doesn’t represent everything about us.

Stories about counting people and taking stock of our surroundings continue to be relevant beyond a specific place and time because we will never perfect our methods. Looking back at when we started to count a previously unrecognised group or aspect of people’s experience tells us this: at no point had we figured it out once and for all. At no point had we landed on the perfect survey questions to ask and could just keep sending them out to people for centuries to come. Society changes, our way of life changes, and how we interpret the world and make sense of it changes. Why would the way in which we try to quantify ourselves stay the same? In the future we will have different notions of what counts – meaning what matters – and what we should count, probably involving ways of counting we haven’t even thought of yet. And this is because statistics have a shelf life. At some point they start to go off and need to be replaced. The past can teach us about what others have done in such situations and how, hopefully, to avoid our own behaviour becoming a cautionary tale.

Population data is one of the most amazing achievements of our society. Think about a census or a survey, in which millions of individuals simultaneously fill out private information, which is then synthesised into a document describing the entire population. There is no way to get that information except by people agreeing to provide it in their tens of millions. People volunteering their information is a testament to the health of a democracy.

And the information we collect is becoming increasingly personal, with people being asked to be honest in response to rather impersonal surveys about topics they might not even be honest about with the people around them. I’m talking about issues that we are now asked about as a matter of routine, like sexual orientation, gender identity, religious beliefs and mental illness. The more personal the information, the more we rely on people self-reporting and the tighter the relationship between the citizen and state.

We live now in an age where we can’t help but shed data everywhere we go, leaving traces of ourselves as if we were radioactive. This has opened up new possibilities for us not to have to volunteer or self-report our data at all but to have it harvested in a passive way, via the digital systems we interact with. This is sometimes framed as a choice (like having the option to disable cookies on a website) but really what is happening is taxation in the form of data for access to the innovations of the modern world. The negotiation between the individual and the collectors and users of data has never been more important.

But that is all a matter for the future. It’s time now to go back to where all of this started. It’s time to take stock of where we came from and the journey we have been on, with all of its pluses and minuses. This is the story of the good data – or the good that data has done for us.




1

Starting from Zero

On 1 January 1801, it’s unlikely that many people in the newly formed United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland were thinking about population statistics. Those with an interest in politics might have been musing on the uneasy situation in central Europe, where the French, under the leadership of Napoleon Bonaparte, were still wrestling for control of the Alps. The fashionable types in London and Bath may well have had their minds on other things entirely. For them, France meant only the latest fashions; people were greedy for new bonnets in the Parisian style. In this weather, though, city ladies were more likely to be seen in heavy, voluminous layers of capes and veils, slowly orbiting the parks like fluffed-up waterfowl. For the working classes and the rural population, life was the same scramble as always, although months of near-constant rain had made things even bleaker. The newspapers were dense with advertisements for balsams, syrups and cordials for a full range of winter ailments, some of which would quite likely do more harm than good.

Those who did look closely at a newspaper that day might have noticed the very brief mention of an event which had taken place the day before and which would sow the seeds for a new mode of government in the United Kingdom over the decades and centuries to come.1 On 31 December 1800, an Act of Parliament for ‘taking an account of the population of Great Britain’ had passed into law. It meant that for the first time the government had given itself the power to collect a census of the people.

The Population Act of 1800 had been put forward by Charles Abbot, MP and sailed through Parliament completely unopposed. Abbot, who was the Member of Parliament for the small town of Helston in Cornwall, was an uncontroversial figure who would soon become Speaker of the House of Commons. But in advocating for his Population Bill, even in the face of absolutely no disagreement, he was decidedly animated. ‘It has long been a matter of surprise and astonishment,’ he declared, to a mostly empty chamber, ‘that a great, powerful, and enlightened nation like this should have remained hitherto unacquainted with the state of its population.’2

No country could accurately assess how to provide for its population, he argued, without knowing how many mouths there were to feed, or how much land existed for farming. On top of practical concerns about food security, it was just plain embarrassing for Britain that it didn’t have an accurate estimate of how many people lived within its borders. According to different educated guesses, the population could have been anywhere between eight and eleven million. By contrast, Sweden, Holland, Spain and the United States had all carried out full censuses of their people as long as fifty years ago and so had reliable figures at both the national and local level. Abbot might not have known it, but Iceland, at that time a Danish colony, had carried out a full census of all its citizens by name nearly one hundred years ago, and in the depths of winter when the sun never rose. France was on the cusp of carrying out a full population census and, obviously, that would not do.

Why had the British not done a census before? Politicians had tried to push for one fifty years previously and had been met with aggressive backlash. The main opponent had been the MP for York, William Thornton. On hearing of the proposal for a census in 1753, Thornton had described himself as ‘never more astonished and alarmed since I had the honour to sit in this House’. In dramatic words for what might now seem a relatively tame subject, he continued: ‘I did not believe that there had been any set of men, or indeed any individual of the human species so presumptuous and so abandoned, as to make the proposal which we have just heard . . . I hold this project to be totally subversive to the last remains of English liberty.’3

The concerns about censuses were multi-pronged. The thinking was that they could expose the weakness of our population to enemies abroad (the Spanish and the French). They were also suspected of laying the groundwork for the levying of new taxes, and the long-term fear was that they could be used by a rogue government to carry out targeted forms of oppression. But Thornton offered one more, and particularly curious, argument against them, which was that ‘when the Census is once taken, a Lustrum will certainly follow’. For those of us who have not been on University Challenge, a lustrum was a type of blood sacrifice which the Romans used to carry out after taking a census. Which might sound like something easily avoided, given that Roman rule in Britain had ended in 400 CE.

The Romans had taken censuses very seriously indeed. It is their word, ce¯nse¯re, meaning ‘to assess’, ‘to reckon or count’ and ‘to judge or advise’, which gave us the word we use in English today and many similar variations in other languages. A census-taker in Roman times was called a ce¯nsor, which was also the term for a magistrate or critic. In its linguistic origin, the idea of ‘censusing’ people was not far from the idea of ‘censoring’ or restricting them. The activities of making an assessment and enforcing a type of norm were part of the same family of processes. The Romans used censuses as a tool for establishing political and cultural dominance over the vast and varying territory they came to control.

The first Roman censuses were carried out in Rome, likely around 500 BCE. The census may have started out as more of a muster roll for men who were of military age but over time it developed into an elaborate process of enumerating whole households. The role of censor was given to just one or two people, who were responsible for overseeing the exercise across a whole city. This was highly prestigious position, something the author Andrew Whitby has compared to being a kind of emeritus professor of the civil service ranks.4 According to Whitby, ‘the census – and the two censors who performed it – had a place of power and centrality unmatched in any civilisation before or since’.5

At the height of the Roman Republic, a census was being carried out every five years and was not just the taking of a tally but a massive sorting exercise. The head of each household in the city would present himself at the Field of Mars, an area the size of a football field specifically designed for census-taking. Each householder would line up before one of the two censors and, when his time came, give a full account of his family situation, including the names and ages of his wife and children, as well as a full inventory of his property and wealth. On the basis of this, he would be sorted into one of the classes in a highly regimented hierarchy which ran from the highest class of senator or knight, through five different classes of commoner, down to the very lowest class, for citizens with little or nothing to their name. This routine was not for social research and certainly not just for the fun of it. Where the censor placed you in terms of class dictated what you could wear, what you were allowed to do, even the extent to which you were bound by the law.

The end of a census round was marked by an animal sacrifice – the lustrum – which would have typically involved a bull, a pig and a ram being killed on the altar of Mars. Although unfortunate for the three victims, it was hardly a bloodbath. But Mars was the god of war, and the whole affair was quite literally overshadowed by the suggestion of conflict. A relief that decorated a temple at the Field of Mars depicts Mars himself standing looking on as the animals are led to slaughter.6 A reminder of human blood-letting in more distant fields was never far away from the taking of a census.
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Clearly the Romans had chosen to make their blood sacrifice, so why were English politicians afraid that a similar gory event would happen of its own accord if they were to hold a census? The real root of this fear was stories about counting people in the Bible. There are quite a few biblical stories which feature populations being counted and things going horrifically wrong as a direct result, sometimes even as a punishment from God.

One that had a big influence on how people in the eighteenth century viewed censuses is the Old Testament story of King David, who in around 1000 BCE was the ruler of the patchwork of tribes which formed Judah and Israel. Wanting to assess his own military strength, he had ordered a census, in response to which God became furious and punished David’s people with a plague. One version goes as far as to say that David was given the idea for a census by Satan, which is pretty on the nose in terms of suggesting that something is a sin.7

There is also an association between censuses and bloodshed in one of the most well-known parts of the Bible, the nativity story. When we encounter Joseph and the heavily pregnant Mary on their way to Bethlehem, it is because they had been called back to Joseph’s home town to be counted in a Roman census.8 What follows in Matthew’s Gospel is that King Herod, in an attempt to kill the infant Jesus, ordered the murder of every boy under two years of age in Bethlehem and the surrounding area.9 Mary and Joseph had already fled – and Jesus clearly survived – but it is a particularly haunting story of a counting exercise ending in mass murder. Further back, in the Old Testament or the Torah, we find that the very origin story of the Jewish people involves them being driven out of Egypt, because the authorities had assessed their numbers and judged them to be too many. Counting so often seemed to be followed by disastrous consequences.

These stories seemed to fuse in the Judeo-Christian cultural imagination, forming the idea that when a census was taken, bloody human disaster would follow. In 1753, William Thornton, MP may not have been thinking of a plague when he wholeheartedly warned Parliament against the idea of a census. But he may have seen a parallel in the more realistic threat of the French, who could have taken the opportunity to punish the British for exposing their inferior numbers.

It is worth noting that, outside Roman and Judeo-Christian tradition, other kinds of census have been carried out for millennia. It is possible that the Sumerians did censuses in around 4000 BCE, a time when writing was yet to be invented. The Inca of Peru also kept non-written records of their population using an elaborate system of knots in string. The Ancient Egyptians at one point appear to have made annual censuses focused on finding out what people did for a living. The Chinese were taking censuses on a population thought to have numbered up to five million from around 300 to 200 BCE, which appear to have been for the purposes of taxation and military-raising, and also more utilitarian purposes such as judging the scale of industries. More recently, making population lists was a way of establishing control in lands conquered by the thirteenth-century Mongol Empire.10

Not much was happening in the British Isles around the time that these first buds of census-taking were starting to bloom elsewhere. The Romans are believed to have made lists of the population for the purposes of tax-collecting. Naturally, not everyone would have made it onto these lists. Much of the population, perhaps even the large majority, would have lived in hand-to-mouth conditions with virtually nothing of value to the tax collector. And there were some areas of what is now the United Kingdom that had resisted falling into the Roman grip. Places where, rather than the strictness of a Roman social regime, it had been the unrelenting harshness of nature that dictated a person’s fortunes.

One such place was the west of Scotland, a landscape of unnervingly vast hills which give way suddenly to deep lochs and rocky coastlines. Nowadays, if you were to travel north-west from Glasgow and trace your way around Loch Fyne, you would eventually find yourself on the floodplains of the River Add, where you might notice a curious lumpy hill rising suddenly from the boggy land. It is thought that in the fifth or sixth century CE this may not have been a hill but rather an island in the sea, and on top of it sat the fortified settlement of Dunadd, the centre of the Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata.

Dál Riata encompassed part of the west of Scotland, including the islands of Arran, Islay and Jura, the Kintyre peninsula and part of Northern Ireland. At its heart was the freezing Irish Sea, which united the hardy and sea-faring people of its dominion. Excavations suggest that those who lived at Dunadd Fort, who had surrounded their homestead with four layers of fortifying walls, were crafters of fine metal. It also seems they spent some of their time carrying out censuses.

We know this from a set of tenth-century manuscripts called the Senchus fer n-Alban. Believed to be based on information collected during the seventh century, it consists firstly of an extensive and probably mythical genealogy about Dál Riata’s kings and, secondly, of a rudimentary household census. One of the purposes appears to have been to assess the kingdom’s military capability, since it is stated that for every twenty houses, a settlement must provide two seven-bench boats (and, one assumes, the appropriate number of men) for sea expeditions.11 Although ‘senchus’ seems to have generally been translated as ‘history’ or ‘knowledge’, it does sound a lot like ‘census’, doesn’t it? But this is most likely a coincidence.

England would soon afterwards experience one of its most famous historical episodes of counting. After the Romans left around 400 CE, various waves of overlapping invasions marked a period of great instability. In 1066, England had the misfortune of being invaded from both the north and the south at the same time, with the result that William of Normandy came out on top after a decisive victory at the Battle of Hastings. A Christian king invading a Christian country, William managed to consolidate his power quickly. What followed were nearly two hundred years of heavy-handed, if not brutal, rule in which feudalism came to be a defining feature of life. To control the people and harness their power, William took a leaf out of the Roman playbook and carried out a kind of census.

The count, which took place across most of England in 1086, generated a list of 13,400 settlements and information on the people living in them. It came to be known as the Domesday Book, a name which reflected its status as a final authority on a person’s worth, in the manner of the Day of Judgement. Spooky as the name sounds now, it probably didn’t carry the same association with dread or bad omens back then. Although it was a census of sorts, what it really counted were dwellings connected to any potential source of money or resource for the state. Helpfully for genealogists, it also includes the names of householders and landowners, who are mostly but not exclusively male. Beyond this, all it gives us are counts of other people in the household and the animals and farming machinery in their possession. Domesday tells us as much about livestock as it does about anyone who wasn’t the head of a relatively productive household – that is, we only get a crude tally of their number, if anything at all.

Geographically, Domesday was also incomplete. In England, the city of London was excluded, as were the northern English counties and the city of Winchester; beyond it, Wales, Scotland and Ireland were all but totally excluded. Nonetheless, it gives us a flavour of life in the pre-modern era and a stark reminder of how utterly untouched by mass industry England was, even around the edges of its fledgling cities.

Domesday was a one-off and its lists were not updated. A data darkness re-descended over the British Isles, broken by sporadic flashes of light here and there over the next five hundred years. What lists existed during the medieval and early modern periods can be summarised as three types: lists of people to tax, lists of people to conscript and lists of who was in the in-crowd versus those who were deemed undesirable.12

When it came to taxation, a popular tactic of monarchs was to levy a poll tax on men of a certain social status as and when the need arose. This need was frequently to fund wars. There were around sixteen such levies between 1200 and 1300 and around forty in the hundred years after that, and each would have involved making lists of the unhappy targets for tax. In the sixteenth century, taxation became more sophisticated, wider ranging and, at times, bizarre. There was the 1590 sheep tax, which generated lists of flock-owners; the 1662 hearth tax, which required a list of people in possession of a fireplace; and the 1696 window tax, which was for people with the audacity to expect daylight in their homes. The golden age of creative taxes might have been the late eighteenth century, when in quick succession we had a tax on male servants (1777), a tax on female servants (1785), a tax on hair powder (1795) and a tax on dogs (1796), with records kept of the increasingly put-upon taxpayers. In one notable reverse of this trend, an exercise known as the Poor Census was carried out in 1551 in cities including Norwich and Warwick to plan for the provision of relief to the poor.

Lists of privileged persons crop up here and there in medieval times, such as freemen’s rolls or registers, which afforded notable businessmen certain perks within a city. But what was far more common was the making of naughty lists. Following England’s break with the Catholic Church during the reign of Henry VIII, lists started to be drawn up of recusants – people refusing to denounce their Catholic faith. Comprehensive lists of ‘papists’ appear in 1680, 1705 and 1715, which are gold dust for family historians now but were not so convenient for those on them at a time when to be a Catholic was sometimes punishable by death.13

And there are breadcrumbs of data scattered all around this period, in the form of lists created for often very specific purposes. In the sixteenth century, Britain was a relative safe haven for Protestants fleeing persecution in Europe. The east of England became a destination for Dutch and Flemish refugees, as did parts of the south-east and even Scotland (the mainland’s most northerly tip, John O’Groats, is named after one of these refugees, Jan de Groot).14 In 1565 and again in 1571, Elizabeth I ordered a count and listing of ‘strangers’ in the harbour town of Sandwich in Kent, which revealed one third of the population to be Flemish or Dutch.15 Similar information was gathered on French migrants living in Canterbury, and again it was found that they made up around a third of the population of what was then a fading city around a cathedral that saw fewer and fewer visitors by the year.16

It was during the reign of Elizabeth that the authorities started doing something else that would prove immensely useful for our understanding of ourselves in the centuries to come. They began to make comprehensive lists of births and deaths. Parish authorities would keep written records of who had been born – and, crucially, been baptised – and who had died, and as time went on these lists started to be compiled across larger areas. From 1603, weekly counts of the number of people who had died were produced for the whole of London. And along with these deaths, other information was recorded, which reflected an extraordinarily vivid picture of the community back at itself.

These London lists also included the causes of death, with the idea being that physicians could keep an eye on the spread of diseases and other maladies. Some of the supposed causes of death might have been more useful than others. There are records of people being ‘Affrighted’ to death, ‘Bit with a mad dog’ and ‘Kil’d by several accidents’, which it’s unlikely the doctors could have done much to prevent.17 These records might not have been as well-known as they are today – and might not have been preserved at all – had they not caught the interest of a wealthy textile merchant and general figure in society called John Graunt.

Graunt took it upon himself to compile these ‘bills of mortality’ into an annual compendium. Helpfully for us, he also provided an explanation of where reports of cause of death actually came from. Upon the discovery of a death, the ringing of a church bell would summon the local ‘searcher’, who would carry out a superficial autopsy and note the likely cause. These searchers were, in Graunt’s words, ‘ancient Matrons’ whose methods might have been a little less than scientific.18 A verdict of ‘consumption’ seemed often to be based on finding the corpse ‘lean and worn away’. ‘We intend not only to be Deaths heads to put men in mind of their Mortality, but also . . . to point out the most dangerous waies that lead us into it,’ Graunt offered his no doubt perturbed reader.19 And yes, the tragic report of two people ‘Kil’d, one from a fall from a tree, one from a fall from a ship at Stepney’ serves as cautionary tale, but it’s unclear what measures people were supposed to take to avoid dying from ‘Sore legge’ or just ‘Suddenly’.20

It is thanks to Graunt’s morbid tallies that we know that around sixty-nine thousand people died in 1665 alone from a pestilence that had already cut a path across Europe: the bubonic plague. Throughout a hot summer, the plague spread across London with a savagery which left the capital in stunned silence, with red crosses drawn eerily across thousands of doors. The diarist Samuel Pepys quoted Graunt’s death toll figures in writing about his experience of the time, and from the tallies we can now estimate that, in total, the plague may have killed around a quarter of London’s population.21

It is because of John Graunt too that we have an idea of what the total population of London was at that time. He was ghoulishly fascinated with death – Pepys, who was also a friend of his, described him in the pub one night, ‘telling pretty stories of people that have killed themselves, or been accessory to it, in revenge . . . and mischief to other people’ – but he was also nagged by curiosity about the number of the living.22 At a similar gathering in 1661, he had been shaken to hear a fellow ‘man of great experience’ claim that London’s population was as high as six or seven million. ‘Until this provocation, I had been frighted, with that mis-understood Example of David, from attempting any computation of the People of this populous place,’ he confessed.23 But not being able to let it go, he did go on to make an estimate of the London population, which involved taking birth and death rates and studying the number of dwellings that could reasonably sit within the city’s walls. His best estimate was that London in the early 1660s was home to around four hundred thousand people.24 It must only be a coincidence that a plague of biblical proportions struck the city just a few years after Graunt made this assessment. Right?

A friend and collaborator of Graunt was the high society figure William Petty. Petty had been serving on a merchant ship at the age of fourteen when he broke his leg in an accident and was abandoned onshore in Normandy. He was saved by a community of Jesuit monks, who he ended up living with for several years, receiving a fine education. He was clearly gifted at making the best for himself out of any situation. Following this bizarre origin story, Petty presented himself back in London and swiftly rose to the high rank of colonial administrator in Cromwell’s occupied Ireland. While there, he oversaw a partial Irish census which likely laid the groundwork for a poll tax. He also supervised a survey of land that had been seized by the English, during which he bought a great deal of it for himself, at a steal, which would supply him with rental income for the rest of his life.25

It is perhaps because so many influential people had a dual life, in business and administration, that the principles of running a shop started to transfer onto how people thought about running the state. Graunt had referred to his population estimates as ‘shop arithmetic’ – quite literally figures on the back of an envelope – but Petty took this one step further and coined the term ‘political arithmetic’. This was the notion of making decisions based on hard figures. A merchant wouldn’t dream of transacting without knowing how much stock was in the warehouse; why should the country do any differently?

The idea was also rooted in a type of hard-line empiricism. This was the foundation stone of a movement that would grow over the next century into what is sometimes called the Second Scientific Revolution. When the Royal Society was founded in the mid seventeenth century, with William Petty involved, its motto was Nullius in verba: ‘take nobody’s word for it’. It was a meeting of minds attracted by the idea of speaking only ‘in terms of Number, Weight or Measure’; to use only ‘arguments of sense’ and to reject all kind of embellishment, speculation or dramatic flair. John Graunt may not have got the memo before he decorated his bills of mortality with cheerful-looking skeletons and hourglasses with wings.26


[image: A Bill of Mortality for the year 1664 to 1665 by the company of Parish Clerks]


Ideas of political arithmetic survived in the public consciousness long after Petty and Graunt’s deaths. But data on the population remained severely fragmented. In 1739, a historian, William Maitland, used the jumble of parish records available to stitch together ‘with considerable pains’ an estimate of the number of houses in London.27 A similar exercise was carried out in Bristol in 1751, by the scientist John Browning who, when not surveying the population, was conducting disturbing experiments on how electricity worked by giving electric shocks to potted plants.28 These endeavours seem to have been mainly motivated by curiosity – both the counting exercises and the electrical experiments – but they took place within an atmosphere of rumbling concern about Britain’s military capabilities. As we will see in the next chapter, because no one had yet made a tally of the whole population, we couldn’t even be sure whether it was growing or shrinking.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the consensus was there: we needed to start counting ourselves, both for the sake of national security and for the good of science.




2

Population Problems

In the eighteenth century, the people of Britain developed a serious taste for gin. Such was the so-called Gin Craze that Parliament passed five major Acts, in 1729, 1736, 1743, 1747 and 1751, to try to stem the torrent of dangerously low-quality liquor being produced by a host of new distilleries. The sheer quantity being consumed was alarming, as was the extent of public drunkenness. The epidemic of binge-drinking, and the disapproving attitude high society held towards it, are encapsulated in William Hogarth’s illustration Gin Lane. A baby tumbles from its mother’s arms as she lolls half-naked next to an emaciated corpse, its gin goblet still in hand. A companion piece, Beer Street, shows milder scenes of people made idle and fat – though undeniably jolly – by their over-indulgence in a milder form of booze.

If they were intended to be chastening to drinkers they had a much greater impact in whipping up moral panic among the upper classes about the behaviour of the poor. A particular horror, as in Gin Lane, was the idea that mothers would get drunk and neglect their children. Stories abounded of mothers killing their children to sell their clothes for gin and lying oblivious in an alcoholic stupor while their children burned to death.* To this day you’ll sometimes hear gin referred to as ‘mother’s ruin’, although generally now in jest. If mothers – and fathers, for that matter – were ignoring their parental duties, in slavery to drink, then what was to become of the children? There was genuine fear that a generation of poorer children would simply die of starvation and neglect.

One onlooker was the Reverend Dr Richard Price, a philosopher and deep thinker who had radical ideas about civil liberties and was a friend of the likes of Mary Wollstonecraft and Benjamin Franklin. Despite his intellectual strength in many domains, Price had one theory which he stuck to with a force that was, as it turned out, entirely misguided. He was convinced that the population of England was shrinking.

Where this idea came from, we can’t be sure. It’s possible that all the talk of ‘mother’s ruin’ had genuinely convinced some people, Price among them, that child mortality was on the rise and fertility on the decline. But having started out with this idea, as historian Roger Hutchinson puts it, he ‘proceeded to convert the assumption into fact’.1 Using methods which were dubious and refutable even at the time, Price claimed in 1772 that the population of Britain had declined by nearly a quarter since the start of the century. He estimated the population of the British Isles, including Ireland, to be around four and a half million – down, supposedly, from six million. Only thirty years later a much more reliable method would indicate that Price’s figure had probably been less than a third of the real total.2

We need not go into Price’s method. Suffice to say it involved the notorious 1696 window tax and did not account for the fact that decline in tax revenue was the result of people bricking up their windows to avoid it rather than dying from gin. But his pamphlets had caused a stir. People were rightly alarmed by the suggestion that the population was in decline, particularly when the opposite was true of the thriving enemy across the Channel. It prompted more calls for statistics on the population, and in 1788 a whole raft of towns and villages across the country took it upon themselves to carry out local censuses. What it also inspired were alternative and equally dramatic theories that the population was, in fact, rapidly and uncontrollably growing.

The Reverend Thomas Malthus lived a life that you wouldn’t expect to inspire predictions of the impending collapse of humanity. He was a priest at a small church on the edge of the Surrey hills, a life which cannot have been anything other than picturesque. Yet in 1798 he published an Essay on the Principle of Population, in which he warned that England faced an existential threat from its rising population within a matter of years. Such was the force of this prediction that ‘Malthusian disaster’ is used to this day to describe a catastrophic problem of over-population.

His theory was that unless restricted by external factors, a population grows at a natural and universal rate. Using evidence from population censuses in North America, Malthus concluded that this was a doubling every twenty-five years. A larger population means more mouths to feed, and when comparing this with the considerably slower rate of growth in the food supply, Malthus encountered his ‘spectre’. At the point that the population overtook the supply of resources, it would naturally be ‘checked’ by famine, war, plague or its own self-destruction through vice (the antics on Gin Lane providing one such example). He was a Home Counties prophet of doom, second only to Nostradamus in terms of making the most terrifying predictions.

But Malthus was wrong on several counts, and, to his credit, he did water down his predictions in several updates of his Essay. One mistake was to use the population growth rate in the New World as the universal pace. Clearly the growth rate in a new country which was actively trying to expand its frontiers – not to mention one which sustained itself through the labour of imported slaves – was not quite on a par with that in the cities of England. Over the long term, Malthus also could not have foreseen what a difference the cleaning up of the ghastly conditions in these cities and the eradication of disease would make to child survival rates and hence to family-planning decisions.

Looking on with bewilderment was a young journalist and amateur statistician, John Rickman. At the age of just twenty-one, Rickman had written a paper called ‘Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of a General Enumeration of the People of the British Empire’, which argued for a British census as a matter of necessity. In 1798, a version was published in a national magazine, and Rickman was taken on by Charles Abbot, MP, who we met at the beginning of Chapter 1 and who would entrust him with drafting the text of his Population Bill.3 Rickman was clear-eyed about the need for population data. The French Republic was becoming a real threat and if counting the population was something that the French did, that was even more of a reason for us to do the same.

It was likely a combination of shock at the competing apocalyptic scenarios presented by Price and Malthus and the undeniably rational arguments of Rickman that ultimately saw the Population Act across the finish line in 1800. But although this was a landmark in attempting an accurate tally of the full population, the survey which took place bore little resemblance to what we would call a census now. It was not what would be called a modern census, mainly for the reason that it only collected one record per household, rather than per person.

As the chosen date of the enumeration approached – 1 March 1801 – John Rickman was appointed to manage and oversee the whole operation from a headquarters in Westminster. Tens of thousands of forms were printed and sent out to the equivalent of local authorities today, where they were handed out to clerks tasked with filling in the information for a specific parish. Each clerk had to complete a form stating the number of inhabited and uninhabited houses in their parish, how many families were living
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