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Introduction: Envisioning the 
Multitude

In no other age or nation has there been displayed such an analytical 
view of the whole frame of society, such an anatomical exhibition of 
the body politic, as these [census] volumes present.

—Quarterly Review, 18351

In 1854, a British journalist reviewing the recently published 1851 census 
report declared that “the full and clear delineation of the state of our nation, 
presented by these books, carries back the thoughts irresistibly to the first rec-
ognized days of its existence.”2 The writer went on to provide a survey of pop-
ulation, politics, and society in Britain since prehistoric times, following the 
story from the Celtic, Roman, Anglo- Saxon, and Norman periods through to 
the mid- nineteenth century. The reviewer understood the “nation” and the 
“race” as ancient and continuous, and referred repeatedly to a “we” that had 
existed for more than 2,000 years. Such a depiction of the country’s history 
is a perfect example of what scholars have recognized as national “imagined 
communities,” which in Europe found their origins and heyday during the 
nineteenth century.3 But why was it the census that inspired such rumina-
tions about the primordial nation?

The British census, first taken in 1801, played a crucial role in allow-
ing people to visualize their nation in new ways during the nineteenth 
century. While the census began as an instrument of the government, it 
was increasingly accepted and appropriated by large numbers of British 
people, who used it not only to understand, control, and improve the 
population but also to recognize themselves and others as members of 
groups and to claim rights and privileges for these groups. The census 
was therefore involved in two major conceptual types of work. It iso-
lated some people as “surplus,” or outside the ideal society, and desig-
nated others as within that ideal society, or deserving of representation. 
As a technology that described the nation as a whole, the census thus 
encouraged people to view the national population as an aggregate and 
at the same time to understand that population in terms of increasingly 
differentiated groups. By defining these groups as numerical proportions 
of the whole, the census also suggested that the health and harmony of 
the social body depended upon the maintenance of healthy proportions 
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2 A Cultural History of the British Census

of people. Through discussions about some of the most pressing social 
issues in nineteenth- century Britain, including urbanization, women’s 
roles, and empire, British people used the census to understand the social 
body, work to improve it, and identify themselves within it.

Modern census- taking clearly has to be understood as an international 
phenomenon. Britain, France, and the United States all took their first cen-
suses during the revolutionary period between 1790 and 1805. Other coun-
tries had taken censuses earlier in the eighteenth century. Census- taking is 
directly linked to Enlightenment notions of politics, governance, science, and 
technology, and by the middle of the nineteenth century, many Europeans 
considered census- taking to be obvious and universal.4 Nineteenth- century 
statisticians both in Britain and elsewhere, however, believed that the British 
public played a particularly active role in the taking and the analysis of the 
decennial census, and that the census was of use and interest to many people 
besides government officials. By examining the census as a national, public 
project that developed in a broad discursive context, my study challenges 
views of “governmentality” that attribute extreme power to the state, and 
focuses on the census as a project that was firmly embedded in the public 
sphere.

Scholars who have studied the nineteenth- century British census often 
have been motivated by the needs of researchers who use census data for 
their work. Such data can be difficult to interpret, and understanding its 
limitations also requires an understanding of nineteenth- century cen-
sus procedures and the motivations of nineteenth- century census takers. 
Thus, some of the most helpful overviews of the early census are studies 
meant as aids for using the census for research.5 Other studies have arisen 
from the work of demographic historians, whose interest in population 
change connects in obvious ways to eighteenth-  and nineteenth- century 
debates over population and census- taking.6 Still others have examined 
the census in the larger context of nineteenth- century state formation, 
the development of the social sciences, and the rise of the statistical 
movement.7

In several ways, my study is different from all these existing studies of 
the census. I do examine the administrative and political development of 
the census, but my study goes beyond an institutional history of the cen-
sus. I explore the rhetoric of census takers as well as the general public’s 
reception of the census, in the context of prominent public debates about 
empire, capitalism, urbanization, and gender roles. I also move away from 
the census at times to examine broader debates about numbers, visibility, 
and representation. In short, I study the census from both a governmental 
and a public perspective, and I study it both on the level of administration 
and on the level of discourse. This book includes extensive analysis of press 
coverage of the census, which makes it unusual among books on the history 
of the social sciences or state formation. It is for this reason that my study is 
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a “cultural” history. While the census cannot be removed from politics, its 
role was also far wider than politics, and the boundaries between state and 
society were always blurry. The nineteenth- century census, therefore, was 
not simply a symbol of state power, but a much broader symbol of national 
formation.

Statistics and the State

The basis for the establishment and success of the census as a government 
tool and a public project was a growing governmental and public reliance 
on numbers. The notion that individuals could be described as members of 
numerically defined groups, and that these descriptions would be meaning-
ful to observers and would help the government in determining policy, relied 
on the broad acceptance of statistics as an authoritative form of knowledge. 
At the center of the new field of statistics was the census, which was unique 
in its ability to describe the entire nation.

The development of the authority of statistics in the modern world and its 
centrality to governance and power have been well documented by scholars 
such as Michel Foucault and Ian Hacking, and has also been addressed more 
specifically in the British context. Mary Poovey’s book A History of the Modern 
Fact: Problems of Knowledge in the Sciences of Wealth and Society follows the his-
tory of statistics back over several centuries and places it in the wider context 
of the development of the sciences, while other historians, including Michael 
Cullen and Theodore Porter, have looked more closely at the nineteenth-
 century statistical movement.8 These scholars have demonstrated what has 
now become so generally accepted as to seem intuitive: that statistics, rather 
than mirroring society, was an interpretive process that developed for specific 
reasons at specific times. They also point to the almost total success of the sta-
tistical mode: Ian Hacking argues that during the nineteenth century, “social 
facts simply became facts that are statistical in character.”9 He also suggests 
that “many of the modern categories by which we think about people and 
their activities were put in place by an attempt to collect numerical data.”10

Historians have also noticed that statistics developed in conjunction 
with state bureaucracies, and have recognized the importance of informa-
tion collection in the building of the modern state. The origins of “political 
arithmetic” can be found in the seventeenth century, and by the end of the 
eighteenth century, the British state was acquiring a great deal of information 
about various aspects of the economy and society.11 Like national conscious-
ness, the state bureaucracy developed through war, which created the need 
for a unified and fiscally efficient state that gathered information about the 
population and the economy.12 Foucault has also emphasized the transition 
during the eighteenth century from a focus on land to a focus on population, 
or a shift from governing territory to governing people, and has noticed the 
new interest in “bio- power” as the crucial basis of national strength.13
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However, eighteenth- century power structures tended to be local, and 
included numerous intermediaries between people and the state. Many his-
torians have seen the 1830s, which saw a number of acts of administrative 
reform, as a centralizing moment that changed the dynamic by which infor-
mation was collected, and ultimately, if gradually, took power away from 
local elites. The shift has been linked to industrialization, capitalism, and 
urbanization, as well as the Enlightenment.14 The census was an increasingly 
ambitious central government project that nonetheless relied heavily on local 
structures and local support. In some ways, centralization made the state 
abstract, impersonal, and removed from the everyday lives of ordinary peo-
ple, who had traditionally been accustomed to dealing with local elites rather 
than the central government. For the purpose of taking the census, however, 
the government sent agents to every house in the kingdom, thus making the 
state more present than ever before.

Many scholars have emphasized the darker side of such state power, and 
have noted the use of technologies such as the census for purposes of surveil-
lance and control. Statistics, Hacking suggests, forces people into categories 
and allows the state to control them through that categorization.15 Poovey 
also understands the process of “aggregation” as one that involved surveil-
lance, and Linda Colley points out that nineteenth- century observers rec-
ognized “that a more united nation could also make possible the creation 
of a surveillance state.”16 Bruce Curtis, in his study of the Canadian cen-
sus, suggests that the census “serves to increase the possibilities for intensive 
administration.”17 Many scholars also recognize, however, that only some 
sections of the population are the target of such surveillance. In States of 
Inquiry: Social Investigations and Print Culture in Nineteenth- Century Britain and 
the United States, Oz Frankel examines government- sponsored investigations 
and publishing projects in the middle of the nineteenth century, and argues 
that the state assumed a role as surveyor of people or places that were consid-
ered marginal to or outside the society, including the urban poor in Britain 
and American Indians in the United States. 18

Statistics in nineteenth- century Britain were considered helpful for under-
standing and controlling the urban poor in particular. Census takers con-
sistently invoked an image of people who were wandering, who did not fit 
into groups, and who were difficult to both control and count. They often 
described such people as “surplus” or “redundant”; in other words, unneces-
sary to the social body. The image represented social and political disorder, 
and the census can be seen as an attempt to understand a large, shifting, 
migratory population. As Giovanna Procacci argues, statistics were a tech-
nology: “the technique of decipherment enabling the chaos of pauperism 
to be disentangled.”19 Many of the additions to the census over the course 
of the nineteenth century reflected anxieties about the changes wrought 
by industrialization, and new types of surveillance arose partly in response 
to a perceived disintegration of traditional social ties and modes of local 
control.20
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Emphasizing the motivations of those doing the surveying, however, is 
perhaps inevitably going to result in an emphasis on surveillance. Looking 
beyond the state provides a more complicated view of the connection between 
statistics and power. While there is no doubt that the census provided infor-
mation that was invoked for various schemes of regulation and control, and 
that the census’s emphasis on “surplus” made marginalizing certain elements 
of the population easy, the census was not used only for purposes of sur-
veillance. Information could be used not only to control or marginalize but 
also to enforce civil rights and empower citizens. The census and the office 
that conducted it, Edward Higgs suggests, were part of a “project of personal 
empowerment, and local medical and sanitary reform.”21 He also suggests that 
“rather than repression, the census and civil registration helped to underpin 
civil, political and social rights.”22

Like Higgs, I am skeptical of the notion that the gathering of information 
was used solely for the purpose of social control. But unlike Higgs, I focus 
the bulk of my attention on the public uses and appropriations of the cen-
sus. Proponents of statistics, many of whom were not connected to the gov-
ernment, believed that statistics were necessary to happiness, morality, and 
social improvement. Some, in fact, were skeptical of government motives and 
saw statistics as a useful safeguard against governmental corruption.23 The 
expansion of British statistics during the nineteenth century was driven by 
a humanitarian concern for the poor and a liberal interest in social reform 
at least as much as by the fear of working- class revolt. Furthermore, while 
there were certainly close links between statisticians and the government, 
members of the scientific societies that contributed so much to the develop-
ment of statistics were not always “professionals” or “experts.” Rather, they 
were bankers, doctors, industrialists, and writers who saw statistics as a hobby 
and a civic duty. Seen this way, they were not coming out of a tradition of 
expertise so much as a tradition of urban intellectualism and gentlemanly 
scientific and literary pursuits. The same men were often members of liter-
ary and artistic institutions and trustees of libraries, schools, and charitable 
organizations. At least one of the messages that they relayed to the public was 
that anyone who was educated and diligent could do statistics, and that the 
more people doing it the more knowledge could be gained and the more the 
country could be improved. Statistics was both the domain of government 
and the domain of civil society.

Statistics thus came to be understood as something that all educated people 
ought to study in order to find out more about themselves and their country. 
And the census, while seen as increasingly unifying, also became increas-
ingly contested. By the 1850s, members of the public understood themselves 
to have the right to ask for certain census questions and reject others. The 
government project had become a national one, and relied on a constant 
dialogue between civil servants, journalists, politicians, extraparliamentary 
organizations, and other individuals. As the census became a public project 
that was understood to be useful in all sorts of ways, it became evident that 
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people were as interested in counting themselves as they were in counting 
others.24

The Census and Identity

If the census helped create a surveillance state, it also helped people to assert 
their identity and power. People used the census not only to count, catego-
rize, and control others but also to count, categorize, and claim rights for 
themselves. The concept that censuses, through categorization, help to create 
or validate individual and group identities that are then used for the pur-
pose of claiming power and representation has gained attention in recent 
years from both anthropologists and historians. Most scholars, however, have 
focused on colonial rather than metropolitan settings, with an emphasis on 
race, ethnicity, and language.25 I believe that in a European context, the cen-
sus helped not only in creating national identities but also in confirming and 
defining group identities within the nation, whether occupational, religious, 
or regional.

David Kertzer and Dominique Arel suggest that before the modern period, 
identities “had great fluidity and implied no necessary exclusivity,” but that 
censuses, by insisting on more precise categories, force people to identify 
exclusively with one group.26 Benedict Anderson similarly suggests that the 
census insists on no ambiguity.27 The argument arises from these scholars’ 
interest in national or ethnic categories, which have played such an important 
part in identity in the modern world, and which have usually been exclusive: 
according to nationalists at least, an individual cannot belong to more than 
one nationality.28 But while the argument can be applied to other specific 
categories (the British census would not allow someone to define himself or 
herself as an inhabitant of both London and Yorkshire, for example), by creat-
ing multiple categories the census in fact allowed for a different kind of ambi-
guity and fluidity. The census, by the very number of its categories, allowed 
people to identify themselves as members of the overlapping identity groups 
that operated as fractions of the aggregate: each individual was a member of 
an age group, a gender group, a regional group, an occupational group, and a 
religious group, for example.

The census, therefore, not only allowed people to assert themselves as 
members of groups within the nation and as members of the national body 
itself but also encouraged them to differentiate themselves from others 
around them. The ability of the census to confirm identities is demonstrated 
by the fact that while a large part of the public accepted the census as crucial 
to nationhood, people also recognized the possibility that it could divide 
rather than unite. In an 1812 parliamentary debate about a possible ques-
tion about religion on the Irish census, one MP “deprecated . . . any distinc-
tion being made between persons of particular religious sects and opinions, 
which could only have the effect of ranging as it were in hostile array those 
who being kindred in blood and nation, differed only in religious creeds.”29 
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The idea that differentiating people through the census could be harmful 
and divisive, especially among those who ought to be united “in blood and 
nation,” shows the other side of the assumption that many census takers had 
about aggregation leading to national unity. The census, through its capac-
ity to define people as members of competing groups, could create either 
community or division; it could encourage nationhood or threaten it. Both 
concepts, however, relied on the assumption that people would recognize 
their own membership in groups through the census. The census could 
play a role in the “invention and legitimization of . . . categories of collective 
identity.”30

The most obvious way in which self- definition could be seen as a desirable 
aspect of census- taking was through political representation. In most cases, 
those who had held traditional status that was not based on numbers felt 
threatened by the census (thus the Irish Protestant view that counting religion 
in Ireland was destructive), whereas those who believed that their numerical 
strength legitimated a more powerful role in the society embraced the cen-
sus. Advocates of the 1832 Reform Bill, for example, used census results to 
demonstrate the need for new parliamentary districts in urban areas, and to 
argue that the industrial middle class played as important a role in the soci-
ety as rural landowners did. Such reformers were successful in relaying the 
idea that large numbers demonstrated power, and they helped to gradually 
replace the understanding that political representation ought to be based on 
interest groups with an understanding that it should be based on numbers.31 
The concept of representation based on numbers gained influence because 
of radical notions of equality that circulated during the eighteenth century, 
but the census made the full conceptual (and practical) shift possible. Seen 
this way, the expanding census was an impetus and a necessary precursor to 
the gradual democratization that Britain was experiencing. In an age when 
the traditional social hierarchy was being threatened, the census played a 
crucial role in defining the growing power of both national and subnational 
groups.

The state, in this view, can be understood as one among many agents that 
created identity: in Kertzer and Arel’s words, “state- defined identity categories 
can have a substantial impact on people, altering pre- existing lines of iden-
tity divisions within the society,” and the census reveals how “individuals 
came to assert certain collective identities for themselves, how they came to 
assign them to others, and the role that state authorities play in these col-
lective identity processes.”32 Yet the process by which these categories were 
defined was in fact a process of negotiation between members of the govern-
ment and members of the public. Kertzer and Arel detail the “shift from cen-
sus categories decided from on high to those crafted through a complex and 
messy process of political struggle, involving interest groups formed from the 
people being categorized.”33 They see this shift as a twentieth- century devel-
opment, but it applies to nineteenth- century Britain as well. By the 1840s, the 
British government was beginning to lose its control over the instrument that 
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it had created. Many British people came to a gradual realization that through 
the census, they could define themselves as members of particular interest 
groups, and while they might have referred to others as “surplus,” people 
usually understood their own groups to be central to the ideal social body. In 
this context, numbers were power.

Social Harmony and the Nation

In 1851, the Illustrated London News suggested that information about social 
divisions was one of the most central things that the upcoming census would 
reveal. The census would “show us how many criminals we nurture among us, 
and the extent of the feud carried on by the ‘have- nots’ against the ‘haves’—
that old and fierce war to which civilisation, amid all its triumphs, has hith-
erto been unable to put an end.”34 One of the reasons for public fascination 
with the census was that the great social, economic, and political divisions 
within nineteenth- century Britain seemed extraordinarily dangerous to the 
ruling classes. The census, by defining different groups in terms of their posi-
tion within the national population, both documented and influenced the 
struggle to achieve lasting uniformity and harmony.

As Linda Colley has argued, British national identity developed during 
the eighteenth century in opposition to a foreign “other.”35 In this context, 
British people understood their own superiority to depend on their political 
liberty, their religious morality, and their military and commercial strength. 
But while these notions remained extraordinarily important during the 
nineteenth century, British national identity after 1815 took on a different 
emphasis. After the Napoleonic wars ended, the British turned inward, and 
became more concerned with domestic unity than international strength. 
The prolonged period of European peace, from the Congress of Vienna in 
1815 until the outbreak of the Crimean War in 1854, provided the precondi-
tion that made this shift possible. The turn of the nineteenth century also 
provided the tipping point that made taking a census seem necessary for 
practical reasons, and it brought Enlightenment ideas about equality, democ-
racy, and numbers into sudden relief. The process of industrialization, while 
more gradual, also played a fundamental role in bringing the attention of 
British people to domestic relations. The religious differences of the eight-
eenth century certainly did not disappear, but they were pushed to the mar-
gins by the French Revolution and industrialization, which instead helped to 
focus attention on divisions between the rich and the poor.

As Colley herself points out, in nineteenth- century Britain, class came 
to be seen as the central divider in the nation rather than religion, lan-
guage, or race. Referring to the politician and novelist Benjamin Disraeli’s 
famous description of the “two nations” of rich and poor, Colley suggests 
that “Disraeli’s exclusive concentration on wealth and poverty as agents 
of national division” itself indicates Britain’s uniqueness.36 While most 
European countries at the time took rich and poor for granted and focused 
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instead on regional, religious, or linguistic divisions, the British recognized 
class as the most divisive factor in their society. The attempt to create national 
unity in nineteenth- century Britain was largely about uniting hostile social, 
economic, and political groups, and in the British case it was the “ethnic” 
unity of the nation that received less scrutiny.37 The war driving national 
formation was conceived of primarily as an internal class war rather than a 
foreign war.38

Although many nineteenth- century British people were involved in active 
and explicit attempts to promote national unity, scholars continue to debate 
whether such national unity was actually achieved. Mary Poovey, despite 
her acknowledgment that “many historians would quite rightly feel hard-
 pressed to define—much less defend—the notion of a single British culture,” 
goes on to argue that a process of homogenization and the creation of a 
mass culture did essentially occur in nineteenth- century Britain.39 By the 
1860s, Poovey argues, Britain saw itself as an aggregate, partly through the 
help of such technologies as the census.40 In contrast, Catherine Hall, Keith 
McClelland, and Jane Rendall, in their book on the debates leading up to the 
1867 Reform Bill, emphasize the fact that nation- building always involves 
exclusion as well as inclusion, and that defining the nation means drawing 
boundaries that leave some people out.41 The census, through its emphasis on 
surplus and redundancy, was involved in an exclusionary process similar to 
that described by Hall, McClelland, and Rendall. The many public conflicts 
over the nineteenth- century census also suggest that antagonism and divi-
sion were as much a part of the census as unity. However, I also believe that 
the census was involved in nation- building and did contribute to a unitary 
British national identity, even as it also cemented or even created divisions 
within the nation.

The census was begun both in order to determine strength on an interna-
tional stage and to address domestic unrest. But as the eighteenth- century 
belief that national strength relied on a large population gradually gave 
way to a focus on social improvement and the well- being of society, inter-
nal unity itself came to be understood as strength: a healthy society would 
be one that was united and peaceful. Nineteenth- century Britons lived in 
the shadow of the French Revolution, and the census’s ability to unite the 
population was understood in the context of overt and dangerous social 
hostility. Industrialization and urbanization convinced many people that 
their society was too individualistic, and that people had to understand the 
nation as an aggregate if they were to maintain social harmony. As Friedrich 
Engels lamented in his 1844 study of the English working classes, “Society, 
composed wholly of atoms, does not trouble itself about them.”42 The urban 
masses, Census Commissioner Horace Mann wrote in 1854, “form a world 
apart, a nation by themselves; divided almost as effectually from the rest 
as if they spoke another language or inhabited another land.”43 Viewed this 
way, the census was taken out of necessity: to save the society from self-
 destruction. Census takers repeatedly pointed out that the census could 
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 create  community simply by making people aware of those who lived around 
them, and by describing the nation in a way that could generate sympathy 
and social cohesion.

The assumption that information could create sympathy and harmony 
relied in part on certain capitalist economic theories. Capitalist thinkers 
used the metaphor of the machine to describe both the economy and the 
society. In both cases, each element would do its necessary part so that 
the entire thing would work harmoniously, and every individual part was 
dependent on every other. Liberal economists believed that employers and 
employees shared economic interests, and that their fortunes would rise or 
fall together. They argued that if workers were simply better informed—
made aware that their interests lay with those of their employers—they 
would be less likely to join trade unions or threaten revolt. Meanwhile, 
teaching the upper ranks about the problems that their poorer neighbors 
faced would spur charity and understanding, thereby diffusing anger on 
both sides. In his analysis of occupations on the 1861 census, census taker 
William Farr wrote that

social phenomena—like the phenomena of the heavens—are governed 
by laws. Nothing is accidental in the marvelous economy of society; 
and the investigation of its laws, while it will dissipate illusions and 
remove misapprehensions, will cherish just hopes, and lead to innu-
merable improvements. Errors will be dissipated. The workman, when 
the truth is known, will no longer fancy that he alone is the producer 
of wealth; and the master will learn that he can best win industrial vic-
tories with the aid of intelligent, healthy, contented men,and not with 
mere “hands.”44

According to this view, conflict could be obliterated by “investigation” of 
capitalist society. Masters and workmen would come to understand, presum-
ably in part through their perusal of the census reports, that their interests 
were united because their society was one. The census would bring people 
together.

By counting people as members of the nation, the census suggested that 
national identity at least potentially could replace local and class allegiances, 
and could thereby promote social harmony. Yet, as I have already suggested, 
the census had the ability not only to create community but also to differ-
entiate the members of this community in ever more detailed subdivisions, 
providing British people with an increasingly minute and complex under-
standing of their society. The census provided an image of a society made 
up of overlapping groups, each of which constituted a certain proportion 
of the whole. This way of envisioning the different elements of the nation 
and their interrelationships relied on numbers rather than estates, individu-
alized hierarchies, or other pre–nineteenth- century modes. As Bruce Curtis 
suggests, census making “entails the grouping of subjects together to form a 
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‘population’ whose elements may then be selectively disaggregated and made 
the objects of social policy and projects.”45

The census, therefore, was understood as crucial to social harmony not 
only because of its ability to disseminate information but also because of the 
assumption that a healthy society depended on healthy proportions of people. 
A journalist in 1845 described a society without such healthy proportions:

Such a state of society resembles not a wooden pavement, where the con-
stituent parts, nicely fitted, alternately support and rest upon each other, 
and where all goes smoothly and quietly; but is like a stone- paved street, 
where the materials are only temporarily rammed together, and all is hub-
bub and public disturbance.46

The essential premise behind most nineteenth- century analyses of the census 
was that the society could not be united if there were too many or not enough 
of certain kinds of people. The census was crucial because the unit of investi-
gation was the nation and because it was proportions of the whole that were 
important. People disagreed about what these healthy proportions would 
look like and about which groups of people were too large or too small. It was 
because of such disagreement about specifics (yet essential agreement about 
the premise) that the census was at the center of debates about the economy, 
politics, and social life. It was the vision of the ideal nation, as defined by its 
population, which was at stake.

Finally, the census was implicated in nation- building not only because 
it made the nation understandable as an aggregate but also because people 
were unified by the physical process of being counted on the same day. In 
this regard, the census, along with new forms of transportation and com-
munication, was a technology that brought people together. As one journal-
ist pointed out in an 1854 article about the census, the previous 50 years 
had seen a dramatic increase in British people’s knowledge about their own 
nation. The writer mused that in 1800, “Gray’s account of the Lake district 
was read by literary people as we now read books of Arabian or Brazilian 
travel.”47 The world had become smaller, and British society was growing ever 
more closely united, through trains, telegraphs, and photography as well as 
the census. The census was unique, however, because it was the only time 
that government administrators interacted directly with every household in 
the kingdom. The government and the press often emphasized the democ-
ratizing tendencies of the census for exactly this reason: the taking of the 
census was an experience that the entire nation shared.48 The shift from an 
understanding of the census as an aid to legislation to the understanding 
that the census would create national unity simply because it was a national 
project was a fundamental aspect of nation- building. This may not have 
been state- sponsored nationalism in the same way that the late nineteenth 
century saw state- sponsored nationalism across Europe; it did not involve 
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 government attempts to standardize language, education, or other practices. 
But the census was in some ways exactly that: an official government attempt 
to bring the nation together and convince people to understand themselves 
as citizens of that nation.

Sources and Methodology

By the middle of the nineteenth century, British people were using census 
results as evidence and inspiration for their discussions about a wide vari-
ety of topics. Analyzing all or even a fraction of these analyses would be 
impossible, for while in an earlier period we might be hard pressed to find 
ten works using statistics, by the 1840s they were ubiquitous. The census 
was mentioned regularly in the diaries and correspondence of influential 
politicians of the day, and was discussed frequently in the press. The cen-
sus was particularly useful to those who were arguing the great political 
questions of their time, about free trade, political representation, indus-
try, agriculture, urbanization, migration, and social change. Proponents of 
public health, factory regulation, municipal reform, and women’s rights, 
to name a few, all used census statistics to buttress their arguments. The 
government also used census results for all sorts of purposes of legislation 
and policy formation, even, on occasion, ones for which it had promised 
the public that it would not use it.49 The census, however, was not simply a 
source for nineteenth- century politicians and polemicists. Therefore, I am 
interested less in how writers used the census as justification than in how 
people understood the role that the census was playing in their society. 
For this reason, my sources include the census reports themselves, govern-
ment correspondence and other documents related directly to the census, 
press coverage and other published works explicitly about the census, and 
private remarks about the census. While I do make use of materials that are 
only more indirectly related to the census, they are used either to provide 
context or to demonstrate the public pervasiveness and influence of the 
census.

In one sense, this study is about the British census and Britain as a whole. 
My interest is in what people throughout Great Britain had to say about the 
censuses of England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland, and the colonies, as well as 
occasionally about foreign censuses. My source base, however, remains 
within mainland Britain, and the large majority of my sources are in fact 
from England. My sources were also, predominantly, written by people who 
considered themselves to be from the middle or upper social ranks of the soci-
ety. With a few important exceptions, publications that were explicitly writ-
ten by or aimed for the working poor did not devote a great deal of attention 
to the census. This is not to say that working- class newspapers and journals 
did not contribute to the debates about surplus, urban life, and political rep-
resentation that I will examine. We do know that working people, on various 
occasions, were willing and able to use the census to defend their interests 
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or argue for change, but they were less likely to devote time specifically to 
analysis of the census. This is significant because the census was understood 
as complementing and justifying the rise of the middle class. It was seen as 
the domain, after the 1830s especially, of Whig economists and politicians. 
The census was relevant to everyone because it counted everyone, but it was 
controlled by, and received the greatest attention from, a specific subsection 
of the population.

I have chosen to focus on the period from 1801 to 1861 both because it was 
the formative period of the census and because it was a particularly dramatic 
era in the development of the modern British nation. The census began in 
the context of international war and domestic unrest. I follow the develop-
ment of the census through the rise of the statistical movement, the dramatic 
expansion of census- taking during the 1840s and 1850s, and the cementation 
of the recognizably modern British census in 1861. It was also during the 
1850s and 1860s that the overriding concern with internal unity that I have 
described was gradually supplanted by a focus on events in the wider world. 
After 1870, British national unity was largely taken for granted, and while the 
census was still of great interest to the public, its novelty as a unifying tech-
nology had begun to wear off.

Furthermore, statistics itself changed dramatically in the late nineteenth 
century. During the first 50 years after the statistical movement began in the 
1830s, statistics implied knowledge of state and society rather than math-
ematical training. Statisticians were not expected to be experts, which is per-
haps why statistics could play such a prominent role in the public sphere, and 
why journalists, politicians, health professionals, and any number of other 
educated individuals felt qualified to interpret the statistical data that was 
being collected by the government and by others. The way in which the pub-
lic used statistics again challenges the notion of a powerful government and 
its “experts” with a monopoly on scientific knowledge. In the last quarter of 
the century, when statistics did become more mathematically complex and 
therefore less accessible to the general public, the census also shifted to a 
different realm. While numbers remained central to understandings of the 
nation and the public remained fascinated by census results, “amateur social 
scientists,” in the words of Libby Schweber, lost much of their influence over 
state- gathered statistics.50 This book covers the period during which both the 
process of census- taking and its results were deeply embedded in the public 
sphere.

The chapters in this book are arranged thematically. In Chapter 1, I dis-
cuss the political and administrative development of the census, and exam-
ine its transformation in the public sphere and the process by which it was 
appropriated by members of the public. Chapters 2 and 3 provide a survey 
of the two central types of conceptual work that the census was doing: iso-
lating some segments of the population as “surplus,” or unnecessary to the 
national social body, and designating others as deserving of representation. 
In Chapter 2, I examine the theory of overpopulation as it related to the 
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 census, while Chapter 3 involves a discussion of the relationship of the census 
to the expanding representative system, and the role of the census in creating 
group and individual identities.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 serve as case studies of the tension between surplus 
and representation. In all these cases, certain groups could either be seen as 
problematic or could use the census to claim rights and privileges, and in all 
three cases, the concern for observers had to do with what were considered 
appropriate proportions of people making up the whole. Chapter 4 addresses 
what was for Victorians among the most striking aspects of the census: the 
evidence it provided of astounding urban growth. In Chapter 5, I explore the 
ways in which the census contributed to debates about family life and wom-
en’s roles during the nineteenth century. In Chapter 6, I discuss the admin-
istration of the census in Ireland and in Britain’s many far- flung colonies, as 
well as discussions about worldwide racial demographics, the strengths of 
different races, and the potential for selective breeding. Finally, Chapter 7 
examines those who rejected the census, questioned its utility, or proposed 
alternative methods of examining the social body.

The census of 1801, although not the first attempt to gather information 
about the population in Britain, was the first to do so systematically on a 
national scale. What made the census distinct from other statistical studies, 
and what thus made the nineteenth century distinct from earlier periods, 
was its national focus. It was the national economy and the national body 
politic that was both depicted and constructed by the census. By represent-
ing the population of Britain as a united whole—something that could be 
described in a single document and with a single language, numbers—the 
census institutionalized the notion that Britain was defined by its people. 
The census was linked to some of the most visible debates of the nineteenth 
century, over such things as the growth of the state, and the extent to which 
the government ought to intervene in the economy, the society, and the pri-
vate life of the family. The census was also increasingly understood by mem-
bers of the government and members of the public as a powerful social and 
political tool. On the one hand, it was used to shape identities, claim rights, 
and empower people; on the other, it provided a means of controlling those 
whom it marked as problematic, redundant, or unnecessary to the society. 
The competing visions of the ideal British nation that emerged in the middle 
of the century relied largely on the assumption that the nation required cer-
tain proportions of people, and they therefore relied on the census as well.
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1
“A National Undertaking”: Taking the 
Census

It must indeed be obvious to every man conversant with the subject, 
that to ascertain the population of a country, was a grand desid-
eratum in political economy, whether considered with regard to its 
physical force, its agricultural produce, or its financial capacities.

—Parliamentary debate on the Census, 18061

The census of an empire is as huge an undertaking as the building 
of a pyramid or the elevation of a Colossus; and it must be admitted 
that the last census of Great Britain, taken in 1851, is equally enti-
tled to be called one of the wonders of the world. Imagine a pile of 
schedules, seven millions in number, and forty tons in weight, and 
who will say that Egypt or Greece, Palmyra or Rome, ever reared a 
superstructure more imposing?

— Manchester Guardian, 18532

The Origins of the Census

On November 19, 1800, Charles Abbot addressed the British House of 
Commons proposing that “leave be given to bring in a bill to ascertain the 
population of Great Britain.”3 Abbot declared, “It has long been a matter of 
surprise and astonishment, that a great, powerful, and enlightened nation 
like this should have remained hitherto unacquainted with the state of its 
population.”4 He explained that at any time, the knowledge of the country’s 
population “must be serviceable for so many important purposes of wise leg-
islation and good government, and without [it] no country can avail itself of 
the full extent of its resources, or effectually and permanently provide for its 
wants.”5 However, it was in “times like these” that “this knowledge becomes 
of the highest importance,” and he then described the particular social and 
political conditions that made conducting a census of the British popula-
tion so desirable at the present time. Abbot focused on the food scarcity that 
Britain had been experiencing as a result of bad harvests and a shortage of 
agricultural laborers; the dislocation of trade caused by the Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic Wars; and the need for troops to fight in these wars. He insisted 
that in order to provide food for the population, the government must know 
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“the extent of the demand,” and “the proportion borne by the agricultural 
class to the other classes of his majesty’s subjects,” and if necessary, more 
land could be cultivated to meet the needs of the increasing population.6 He 
argued that a knowledge of the precise population of the country would aid 
the government in its decision making about both army recruitment and 
agricultural policy, and would be of great help in the current troubled times 
of war, scarcity, and popular discontent.

After enumerating the various practical benefits of a census, Abbot pro-
vided several precedents of recent national censuses, including the United 
States’ census of 1790, the two censuses conducted by the government of 
Spain in 1768 and 1787, and Sweden’s especially early census of 1749.7 Abbot 
cited these examples both in order to demonstrate that censuses were possible 
and beneficial and to suggest that Britain was being outdone by its neighbors. 
In a time of international competition, it was important for the British gov-
ernment to have as much useful information about its population as other 
governments had about theirs. The rhetorical devices that Abbot used in 
his speech suggested quite clearly that the census was an obvious measure. 
“Why,” he asked, “should this great and powerful country choose to remain 
in ignorance of its most important concerns, when by an instantaneous 
measure it can at once dissipate every doubt?”8 After Abbot’s relatively short 
speech, the proposal was seconded, and the bill passed through Parliament 
without opposition the following day. The British government conducted its 
first census in 1801, and has repeated the measure once every ten years since 
that time.9

The ease with which the census bill passed was surprising given the recent his-
tory of population- counting in Britain. In 1753, the government had attempted 
to take a census, but opposition from men of property had prevented the bill 
from passing through the House of Lords. From its origins in the seventeenth 
century until well into the second half of the eighteenth century, “political 
arithmetic” had been associated with the government. Statisticians and arith-
meticians often worked for the crown, and opponents viewed their work as 
an indication of government tyranny.10 Opponents of the census expected 
the government to use the information that it gathered in order to impose 
taxes and to encroach on the local privileges and powers that most landown-
ers enjoyed. In short, gathering statistics was something that a too- powerful 
and probably corrupt government would do for its own interests, and it was 
something that many British people associated with the absolutist and authori-
tarian states of continental Europe. A government that could use statistical 
information in order to control its population was precisely the sort of govern-
ment that the British prided themselves on avoiding. Furthermore, counting 
the people implied a “leveling” of the different groups in the social hierarchy. 
Most landowning gentlemen in eighteenth- century Britain believed that they 
were meant to play a leading role in a socially hierarchical society, and they 
wished to define themselves not by their numbers but by their social inter-
ests, privileges, and responsibilities. One opponent of the 1753 bill insisted that 
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the census would reduce the people to “numbered vassals of indiscriminating 
power.”11 In every way, then, a census was an insult to and an infringement on 
the individual liberties of the British gentleman.

The second half of the eighteenth century, however, saw an increased inter-
est in statistics. Scientific men undertook local statistical projects and a public 
debate arose over the question of whether Britain’s population was increasing 
or decreasing.12 During this period, a gradual shift also occurred in the politi-
cal ideology that was associated with statistics.13 The individuals most inter-
ested in political arithmetic were no longer tied to the government, and were 
in fact primarily religiously nonconformist intellectuals who were influenced 
by Enlightenment notions of economic and political liberty. These people, 
including the dissenting minister Richard Price, believed that the govern-
ment’s growing authority needed to be checked. But unlike the landowners 
who had blocked the 1753 census bill, Price argued that statistics would act 
as a safeguard of individual liberties, not as a threat to them. Price did have a 
specific political goal for his use of statistics, and it was in fact a leveling goal. 
He believed that if neutral and objective statistics could be used to describe 
society, then there would no longer be room for whimsical decisions and gov-
ernmental corruption.14 There would also be no opportunity for propertied 
men to maintain complete social control. Price believed that people who had 
gained their wealth by other means, particularly trade, ought to have as full 
a role to play in the governance of society as the landed.

It was the 1790s, however, that provided the crucial impetus to the taking 
of the first national census. By this point, several European countries as well 
as the newly founded United States had taken censuses. More importantly, 
the French Revolution, the Revolutionary wars, and internal unrest had made 
the government feel vulnerable on both foreign and domestic fronts, and 
helped to unite the ruling classes behind common political goals. Finally, 
there were two obvious practical needs that could be addressed by the cen-
sus: military recruitment and agricultural subsistence.15 The success of the 
1800 census bill must therefore be understood as a response to a specific 
and dramatic moment of crisis, and the people most immediately behind the 
bill were Tories who saw the census as a way to cement the authority of the 
government in the face of radical opposition. Statistics had thus gained the 
support of people across the political spectrum.

The most immediate force behind the 1800 Population Act was a memoran-
dum, titled “Thoughts on the Utility and Facility of a General Enumeration of 
the People of the British Empire,” written in 1796 by John Rickman, who later 
became the private secretary to Charles Abbot.16 Rickman began by justifying 
the gathering of information in general. “It will be intuitively granted,” he 
wrote, “that an intimate knowledge of any country can be the only founda-
tion of the legislation of that country, and also of its political relation to other 
nations.”17 With accurate information, Rickman went on, “legislation and 
politics must make proportional steps towards perfection” and “the human 
understanding cannot reason without proper data.”18
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More immediately, the census was necessary for addressing the food crises 
that had been occurring throughout the 1790s, for “no society can confidently 
pretend to provide the requisite quantity of food, till they know the number of 
consumers.”19 The series of bad harvests had provoked concern about import-
ing food during wartime, when the disruption of trade made it difficult. 
The crises also led to high poor relief costs as increasing numbers of laborers 
required support from the parish, underscoring Rickman’s point that while a 
large population was good for a country, it was “an industrious population” 
that “is the first and most necessary requisite to the prosperity of nations.”20 
Rickman finally declared that “the grand basis of the power and resources of a 
nation” came not from land but from population.21 He specified that “in every 
war, especially in a defensive war, it must be of the highest importance to 
enroll and discipline the greatest possible number of men.”22 He thus wanted 
to determine the population of each county for militia recruitment purposes, 
as well as the number of seamen in the country. Despite the anxieties facing 
the British ruling classes, Rickman believed that ultimately the census would 
be a source of pride because it would show a large and increasing population. 
“Can we hesitate to believe,” Rickman asked, “that an accurate knowledge of 
population would be the most consoling gratification to every lover of his 
country?”23 He reminded his readers that “France has certainly encouraged 
her own subjects, and alarmed Europe, by her vaunted 27 millions.”24

Patriotism thus called for the measure, and Rickman explained that it 
would direct the public intellect in an important new direction: “A specimen 
of the kind proposed, might tend to make political economy a more general 
study in England. Certain it is, that, at present, too small a portion of the 
national intellect is engaged in patriotic speculations.”25 Rickman also rec-
ognized that “the execution of the proposed measure would much facilitate 
many other useful enquiries,” about property, taxes, and life insurance.26 
He ended his article on a patriotic note. Whatever the census might decide 
about the population in mere numbers, it was safe to say that “the industry 
and value of our countrymen, is double that of our rivals, the French.”27

Rickman’s article established many of the themes and modes of talking 
about the census that remained important throughout the first half of the 
nineteenth century. The automatic association that Rickman made between 
“political economy” and “patriotism” and his related emphasis on produc-
tivity and usefulness were crucial to ongoing understandings of the census. 
The census as the basis for other statistical investigations was also a recurring 
theme. Finally, the census could not have been conceptualized or admin-
istered in the way that it was without an understanding of population as 
the central element in the power of the nation. As Michel Foucault argues, 
the recognition of population as the goal and basis of government arose in 
Europe during the eighteenth century, and Rickman’s article is certainly a 
result of this recognition.28

The census of 1801 was the first attempt to systematically describe this popu-
lation as a united whole. The census institutionalized the notion that Britain 
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was defined by its people, and it contributed to the production of what some 
scholars have called the “social”: a realm that was subject to governmental 
and nongovernmental intervention, but that was neither explicitly economic 
nor political.29 It did not take long before the “people” recognized their role 
and stake in this process. Members of the government and the general public 
worked to change and expand the census over the course of the nineteenth 
century. During this conflicted and complicated process, the census was trans-
formed from a somewhat obscure government project to a widely publicized 
and avidly watched national event that relied on the cooperation of every fam-
ily. Meanwhile, the census helped the British people to develop an understand-
ing of their own society and the place of their nation in the wider world.

Counting Communities: 1801–1831

The first four censuses were taken under the control of John Rickman, and 
they all followed essentially the same pattern. The Overseers of the Poor col-
lected the information in their parishes, and then provided the returns to the 
Secretary of State for the Home Office who was officially responsible for the 
whole operation.30 The first Population Bill specified that the census was to be 
taken on January 20, 1801, barely two months after the measure had been pro-
posed in Parliament. The enumerators were allowed a number of weeks, how-
ever, to compile the information, and the results were not actually returned as 
quickly as planned.31 The enumerators were paid out of the poor rates, and a 
fine was imposed on any overseer who refused to provide accurate returns.

The schedules sent to the overseers asked for the number of inhabited houses 
in the parish, by how many families they were occupied, the number of unin-
habited houses, the numbers of males and females, and the total population. 
This did not include men in the army, the navy, or the militia, nor did it include 
merchants on registered vessels.32 Since the census did not ask about ages, 
the initial goal of assessing military strength among the population was not 
met. The census provided an overall assessment of the country’s population 
strength, but it did not provide firm numbers of potential military recruits.

The forms then asked how many people were involved in a general category 
comprising trade, manufactures, and handicraft, how many were involved 
in agriculture, and how many in other fields of work. There was space on 
the forms for enumerators to insert explanations about local conditions; 
some made observations about trades that had been hurt by the advance of 
machinery, for example. The information supplied was about the community 
as a whole, and provided no details about individuals. This meant that in 
a small community where the enumerator knew all of the inhabitants, he 
may have been able to fill out the form without requesting any information 
directly, and many people would likely have remained unaware that the cen-
sus was being carried out.

Since the government was also concerned with determining whether the 
population was increasing or decreasing, it acquired returns from the parish 
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registers of baptisms and burials over various intervals of time throughout 
the eighteenth century.33 The numbers of marriages were also listed for every 
year from 1754 (when Hardwicke’s Marriage Act made the registration of mar-
riages in England and Wales a law) until 1800. The final abstracts included 
summaries for England, Wales, Scotland, and a separate one for London. 
Rickman was “appointed by His Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for the 
Home Department, to digest, and reduce into order, the above abstract.”34

The government considered the 1801 census to be only partially successful, 
for some parishes did not send in returns. However, when George Rose brought 
the population bill before Parliament in 1811, he made “a variety of observa-
tions on the benefits which had resulted, both in a financial and in a military 
point of view, from the last measure of a similar nature.”35 The innovations 
established in the 1811 census were thus ones of method, not content, and were 
meant to address the confusions that had resulted in 1801. Instead of asking for 
the numbers of people involved in different trades, the new schedules asked for 
the numbers of families. This was because there had been uncertainty among 
the enumerators in 1801 about how to class women, children, and servants.36 
The concern indicates that the government was primarily interested in what 
the local economy was based on and the general strength of the wartime econ-
omy, not in what individual people did. It also depicts a family- based economy 
that was soon going to fall apart as industrialization picked up speed, and 
increasing numbers of both men and women left the home to work. Another 
question that had caused confusion on the first census regarded the numbers 
of empty and inhabited houses. In 1811, uninhabited houses were divided into 
abandoned houses and houses in the process of being built, since the latter 
were considered an indication of prosperity, whereas the former were thought 
to be a sign of economic hardship and decay.37

The innovations of 1811 were repeated in 1821. In 1821, the government 
also attempted to divide people into age groups. The motivation for this came 
largely from the needs of insurance societies, which based their calculations 
of annuities on statistics of life expectancy.38 However, the question was left 
to the discretion of the overseers, who were instructed to ask for ages only if 
they could do so “in a manner satisfactory to yourself, and not inconvenient 
to the parties.”39 The results were therefore not complete enough to provide 
the conclusive abstracts that the insurance societies wanted. In 1831, the 
question of acquiring ages was brought up again, this time at a Parliamentary 
Committee on the census. Here, a conflict arose between Rickman, who 
wished to eliminate the question about ages in order to keep the census as 
simple as possible, and those representatives of the insurance societies who 
believed that ages were a fundamental aspect of the statistics of the nation.40 
In the end, the 1831 census only distinguished males older than 20 from 
those younger than 20.

In addition to the now standard question about the number of families 
engaged in agriculture, trade, and other occupations, the 1831 census asked 
for more detailed occupational information about males older than 20. The 



“A National Undertaking”: Taking the Census 21

census separated landowners from agricultural laborers, manufacturers and 
artisans from unskilled industrial workers, and made distinctions between a 
number of different trades. Servants, professional men, and retired people or 
others not working were also counted as separate groups. One reason for this 
breakdown of occupational groups again had to do with the needs of insur-
ance societies, which hoped to combine information on occupation with 
information on age. The detailed subdivision, however, tabulated in conjunc-
tion with the older and simpler division of families, also indicates a govern-
ment that was no longer interested simply in resources and subsistence, and 
a society in the process of transition. A new focus on distinctions of wealth, 
and a recognition that social and occupational categories could be useful for 
depicting and understanding society, had arisen. The decision to count only 
adult males as individual workers, however, discounted the fact that men, 
women, and children all left the home to work as wage laborers.

During the first 30 years of the census’s existence, the government came to 
recognize its usefulness beyond the original goals of subsistence and military 
recruitment. The census technology could be used to describe the rapidly 
changing national economy, and it could provide data for other statistically 
based projects, such as insurance calculations. Rickman and his collabora-
tors also worked to make the technical aspects of the information- gathering 
process smoother, so that by 1831 there were no longer worries about extreme 
undercounting or other inaccuracies. But the census was constrained by its 
basic format, which continued to focus on the community as a whole rather 
than on individuals. The early census was a product of an age that was essen-
tially local and family- oriented. The newly complex and diversified econ-
omy could not be described until the statistical movement had triggered the 
greatly expanded census of the mid- century period.

The Rise of the Statistical Movement

As early as the 1820s, suggestions were heard for a dramatic extension of 
the census. William Henderson, for example, the enumerator responsible for 
counting the population of the town of Yetholm in Scotland for the census of 
1821, sent to the government his “observations on the method of taking an 
Accounting of the Population of Great Britain.”41 Henderson called for a faster 
method, better- constructed schedules, a more accurate description of occu-
pations, and more information in general. “With a most trifling additional 
labour,” he explained, “the return of each parish might contain considerably 
more information,” on churches, schools, students, paupers, and poor rates.42 
He also hoped that information on marriages, baptisms, and burials could be 
procured for Scotland, which did not have the same parish registration sys-
tem that England had, and he pointed out that “a census might be taken so as 
to subserve several of the general purposes of government.”43

There were models for a more extensive census: various foreign countries 
had managed to obtain much more detailed breakdowns of society. The 
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British census, however, lagged behind. In 1829, the political economist J. R. 
McCulloch wrote an article titled “Proposals for an Improved Census of the 
Population”44 in the Edinburgh Review. McCulloch wanted the census to pro-
vide a great deal more information than it did, including statistics that could 
depict recent changes in industry and their effects, as well as information 
about disease and epidemics. He also asked for a more precise categorization 
of occupations and class distinctions. McCulloch warned that the govern-
ment ought not let pass the opportunity to take “a census worthy of the 
country and the age.”45

Most of these suggestions were not implemented in 1831 as McCulloch had 
hoped, and in 1835 he wrote another article titled “State and Defects of British 
Statistics,” in which he complained, “with the exception of its actual amount, 
our knowledge of most other particulars respecting the population is very 
limited.”46 He considered it a disgrace that Britain did not have accurate mor-
tality statistics, and he lamented that the backwardness of British statistics in 
general was “discreditable to the country.”47 In fact, “no nation ever had such 
an opportunity of profiting by experience, and none certainly ever threw it so 
completely away.”48 For McCulloch, the census in its full form would explain 
nothing less than the progress of society, and would bring insight into fluc-
tuations in trade, the rise and fall of different classes, and the healthiness of 
different occupations. He also expressed his desire for a religious census, and 
for some real knowledge about the condition of the lower classes.

For McCulloch and many others who shared his liberal outlook, the census 
was both a symptom of and an impetus for progress. Taking an extensive and 
accurate census was something that befitted a rational, industrializing, and 
technologically advanced nation such as Britain, and the census itself was 
one of the most impressive technologies of the day.49 And while the census 
was fascinating to educated people, “these investigations are not calculated 
merely to gratify a rational curiosity, but . . . they may be made productive of 
the greatest utility.”50 Extending the census was part of becoming more civi-
lized, or in the words of statistician Joshua Milne, “a taste for these inquiries 
would gradually be formed among the thinking part of the community, with 
benefit to the country.”51 Then, as McCulloch said, “we shall no longer be the 
only civilized nation in Europe which has made no progress in this highly 
interesting science.”52

The statistical movement in Britain took off during the 1830s. The 
Statistical Society of London and its counterparts in the provinces, of which 
the most influential was the Manchester Statistical Society, were formed in 
the early years of the decade. The immediate impetus for the founding of 
the Statistical Society of London came from the well- known Belgian statis-
tician Adolphe Quetelet, who attended a meeting of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science in 1833, and inspired a group of men to 
form a statistical section of that society. 53 Soon after, the Statistical Society 
of London was created as a separate body. From the beginning, it had close 
links with the government. Its meetings were attended by many members 
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of Parliament and other people with political influence, often prominent 
Whig reformers who had a longstanding interest in political economy. Its 
first members included such well- known economists and writers as Charles 
Babbage, William Sykes, Nassau Senior, and Thomas Malthus, as well as 
the politicians Lord John Russell, Lord Brougham, and Francis Jeffrey. The 
Manchester Statistical Society counted writers, industrialists, and doctors 
such as William Rathbone Greg, James Kay, and Benjamin Heywood among 
its founding members.

The first volume of the Statistical Society of London’s journal explained 
that it was “a Journal devoted to the collection and comparison of Facts which 
illustrate the condition of mankind, and tend to develop the principles by 
which the progress of society is determined.”54 Statistics was not an abstract 
science, the writers suggested; rather, it was about social and political govern-
ment and it was useful and relevant in the most direct and obvious of ways. 
The journal argued that “the knowledge and proper appreciation of those facts 
which determine and explain the civilization, riches, power, and happiness of 
our own and of other nations, is not inferior in usefulness to any other sci-
ence” and “statistical data must constitute the raw material of all true systems 
of economy and legislation, local and national.”55 The goals of the society, 
therefore, were ambitious and lofty yet eminently practical at the same time.

The methods of the statistical societies were twofold. The members provided 
analyses of particular social or economic problems based on official govern-
ment statistics of various kinds, especially the census, and they also undertook 
their own statistical surveys on a local scale. They saw the census as the root 
and the basis of all other statistics, since it was the only complete and national 
survey of the population, and they were aware that a survey of that scale could 
be done only by the central government. The journal declared that

a national census is among the most important statistical operations 
which a government can execute, as its results must form the base for 
 administrative and economical measures of the highest importance, and 
supply the elements of almost every statistical investigation.56

As census administrator Edmund Phipps wrote in the Edinburgh Review in 
1844, the census was “a body of information upon which every question in 
social economy must, in some degree, depend for its solution.”57 Statistics of 
things such as criminality could mean nothing without an accurate knowl-
edge of the whole population, because it was only as a proportion to the 
whole that a particular subgroup could be understood.

Influential statistical works of the period, such as G. R. Porter’s The Progress 
of the Nation and McCulloch’s A Statistical Account of the British Empire, 
 emphasized the same link between statistics and the nation.58 In the context 
of this focus on the entire social body, the statisticians of the 1830s called 
on the government to provide both national and local statistics. McCulloch 
declared that “it is impossible to legislate wisely for any country, or for any 
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particular department of industry, or for any class or order of society, with-
out being thoroughly acquainted with all the circumstances peculiar to such 
country, department, or class.”59 McCulloch envisioned a system whereby 
local statistical agents would constantly report back to a central board, result-
ing in a full, ongoing, accurate picture of society.60

The statisticians of the 1830s assumed that legislators would be among the 
first to benefit from the data that they were collecting and organizing, but that 
they were not the only ones who would find them of interest. Statistics had 
become a more public enterprise; instead of a state secret, they were now open 
and available to whoever wished to make use of them, and many people out-
side of government could help in the great work of reforming and improving 
society.61 Therefore, another goal of the societies was to disseminate statistical 
information and to extend the public interest in statistics: “The Journal will 
become an important instrument for developing and diffusing the knowledge 
of truth, and for detecting and removing error and prejudice.”62

The surveys of the statistical societies focused on a few pressing issues such 
as education, the conditions of the urban poor, and crime. The societies also 
reported on foreign statistics and censuses. The Statistical Society of London 
claimed that rather than taking any political stance of its own, its goal was 
“limited to the collecting of facts which may form the groundwork for inves-
tigations concerning the various and complicated circumstances which influ-
ence the happiness and progress of social existence.”63 McCulloch, in fact, saw 
one of the prime benefits of the census to be its ability to answer controversial 
questions. “Facts and experience,” he pointed out, are better than “hypothesis 
and conjecture.”64 Phipps agreed that without statistics, “almost all political 
questions, would be solved only by doubtful guesses, or tedious and often 
unsuccessful experiments.”65 With statistics, one could see “the simple rules of 
arithmetic, which no political bias or party object can bend to its purpose.”66

Despite their claims of neutrality, however, the statisticians were moralists 
as well, and they arrived on the scene just as the heated debate over the “con-
dition of England” was taking off. Statisticians believed that their science 
would aid the humanitarian project of improvement: “It is to [the Statist’s] 
labours chiefly that the discovery of social evils, and of their appropriate 
remedies, is to be attributed.”67 The Journal of the Statistical Society of London 
declared in 1839 that

when the system of registration shall have been perfected . . . , and when 
the census of 1841 shall have been taken . . . we shall possess a mass of 
Statistical data relating to our population which will open a new and vast 
field of improvement to the legislator, the actuary, and the physician, and 
is calculated to bring about results of important advantage, not only to this 
country, but to the whole human race.68

Such improvement, however, could happen only in certain ways. Most of the 
men involved with the statistical societies had politically liberal tendencies 
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and were advocates of free trade, and they did not support factory legisla-
tion as a means to better conditions. Rather, they wanted to improve society 
through education and moral reform. Statistics was thus believed to have the 
capacity to improve social harmony without threatening political economy, 
which stressed the unity of economic goals.69 Economic theory that followed 
Adam Smith usually held, by definition, that the economy served the inter-
ests of everyone, and that conflicts between the different segments of soci-
ety were not due to fundamentally opposing economic or social interests, 
but simply a lack of understanding and a lack of sympathy. Through impar-
tial, unbiased numbers, statisticians argued, different classes and different 
interests could learn about one another and society would be improved.70 At 
the same time the census, especially in its potentially expanded form, both 
depended on and was directed toward exactly the type of bureaucratic state 
that liberal political economists wished to avoid.71

Counting the People: The Office of the 
Registrar- General and the Extension of the Census

The close links between the statistical societies and the government meant 
that it was not long before several new statistical departments of the govern-
ment were founded.72 But many people believed that the process could not be 
complete without a department devoted to the collection of “vital statistics.” 
Until this time, records of births, marriages, and deaths were those kept by 
parish clerks. This meant that people who did not undergo rites in the Church 
of England were in many cases not registered at all, and the parish records 
were patchy and inaccurate for other reasons as well.73 When the act found-
ing the Office of the Registrar- General (RG) was passed in 1837, it was seen 
as a triumph for Dissenters, who had been unrepresented under the previous 
system.74 But another goal of the civil registration system put in place by the 
act was to obtain the accurate and centralized registration of causes of death 
that would allow for a systematic compilation of mortality statistics, which 
could then be used by medical professionals and local authorities to improve 
public health and by insurance societies to compile their actuarial tables.75 
The founding of the RG can thus be understood as one of the important 
1830s acts of reform, following the Reform Bill of 1832, the Factory Act of 
1833, and the New Poor Law of 1834. Although emerging from various (some-
times conflicting) political ideals, all of this legislation in some way increased 
the power and the administrative coherence of the central government, and 
at the same time granted rights or power to certain social groups.76

The act was passed for England and Wales only; Ireland’s General Register 
Office was formed in 1844, and Scotland received its own system of civil 
registration in 1854. The government constructed new registration districts, 
in cooperation with the Poor Law Board, for the purpose of collecting the 
statistics, and these districts were ultimately used for the census as well. A 
hierarchy of civil servants was also formed, in which the Registrar- General 
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at the central office in London had control over a number of superintendent 
registrars in the provinces, who likewise were in charge of a number of reg-
istrars whose duty it was to conduct the actual registration on a local level. 
The RG began to publish weekly reports of mortality for London in 1840, and 
quarterly reports for the nation in 1842. The Office also issued special publi-
cations at times, such as a report on the cholera epidemic of 1848–1849. The 
census was seen as closely tied to the other duties of the RG. As a Treasury 
report of 1855 noted, “The objects of the Census, and the machinery by 
which they are obtained, are so analogous to the ordinary operations of the 
registration system . . . that there are many obvious advantages in both being 
conducted by the same department.”77 The 1841 census and those following 
were conducted by this office, and the men who worked there had a great deal 
of control over the directions in which the census developed.

The individual who had the greatest influence over the mid- century cen-
suses was Dr. William Farr, an epidemiologist who had become interested in 
medical statistics and had been active in the Statistical Society of London 
since its origin.78 He joined the RG as the head of the Statistical Department 
almost immediately after it was founded, and his duties there encompassed 
the preparation of the Office’s abstracts as well as the writing of most of the 
weekly, quarterly, and annual reports. Farr also spent much of his time and 
energy on the census. The 1851, 1861, and 1871 censuses seem to have been 
almost entirely under his management.79

The association between medicine and statistics was considered a natural 
one at this time, and Farr was like many other liberal doctors of his age in 
his faith in medicine as an improving force in society. Farr, a committed 
advocate of public health, believed that mortality and disease statistics would 
make it possible to quantify the causes of death for the society as a whole, and 
that a great many deaths could be prevented if hygiene and sanitation were 
improved. Furthermore, Farr believed that statistics could be used to serve his 
reformist political goals. John Eyler explains that

Farr was keenly interested in the sciences . . . that dealt with aggregates. He 
was convinced that quantitative approaches would both advance medicine 
and assist the process of social reform. He was one of an important group 
of Victorian social activists who believed that the reform of society might 
be made scientific. Statistics would become the positive science of the state. 
Through the quantitative analysis of current circumstances and problems 
the means of effecting progressive orderly social change could be found.80

This was the “medical face of Victorian liberalism,” or the idea that doctors 
had a particular responsibility to their society.81 Statistics was useful because 
“large bodies of men, like masses of matter, always obey the same laws.”82 
This was tied to an idea that had arisen in statistical thinking: that while the 
choices made by individuals were not open to prediction, “the acts of num-
bers of individuals can be predicted with sufficient certainty for  practical 
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purposes.”83 The numbers had to be large enough; it was therefore nations 
that had to be studied, not individuals. Or, as McCulloch wrote, the econo-
mist “has to deal with man in the aggregate— with states, and not with fam-
ilies—with the passions and propensities which actuate the great bulk of the 
human race, and not with those which are occasionally found to influence 
the conduct of a solitary individual.”84 For Farr, hygiene would preserve the 
health and strength both of individuals and of the nation as a whole.

Like most proponents of statistics, Farr believed that one of its advantages 
was neutrality. He argued that statistics “does not discuss causes, nor reason 
upon probable effects; it seeks only to collect, arrange, and compare, that class 
of facts which alone can form the basis of correct conclusions with respect to 
social and political government.”85 It was more impartial than politics, and 
would serve the creation of policy and ultimately the happiness of humanity. 
Farr explained that

empirical treatment of symptoms, without this [statistical] knowledge, 
must be as vain in its effects upon the body politic as upon the human 
frame, for it has no guide but “opinions,” under which name may be 
couched the wildest or the most rational notions, the truth or fallacy of 
which is as yet equally unsusceptible of proof from scientific data.86

Statistics, Farr believed, was the science to be used for the social body, just as 
medicine was the science to be used for the human body. Statistics was thus 
always meant to have practical policy implications. Farr had great faith in 
legislative intervention, and his statistical investigations usually inspired him 
to demand greater national or municipal control.87

Other members of the RG also belonged to the Statistical Society of London 
and were close to the Whig government, and they often wrote public articles 
on statistical and scientific matters. One can thus speak of a recognizable 
community of people interested in political economy, statistics, health, and 
government, who were in frequent dialogue with one another. The 1841 cen-
sus, the first to be conducted by the RG, shows the influence of this new sta-
tistical community. An 1840 committee of the Statistical Society of London, 
in which Farr participated, addressed the question of the upcoming census. 
The committee lamented the limited scope of the British census in com-
parison to continental censuses, and recommended a number of changes. 
But the statisticians involved also believed that their own government had 
broader goals than many other European governments. While the Prussians, 
the Journal of the Statistical Society of London claimed, were interested only in 
administration, the British were also concerned with collecting facts about 
the conditions of the people, which would eventually aid in solving a wide 
variety of social problems.88

The most obvious and important innovation of the 1841 census was the shift 
from returns of communities to returns of individuals. For the first time, the 
head of every family filled out a census form, on which the names and  particulars 
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of every member of the household were listed. The new procedure meant that 
the census underwent an immense logistical expansion, and its cost increased 
accordingly. During the months leading up to the census, the registrars in each 
district identified enumeration districts and appointed enumerators, being care-
ful to give no enumerator more land or houses than he could cover in one day’s 
travel. The registrars were also admonished to choose men who were educated 
and respectable enough to do the important job at hand. The enumerators were 
to be paid a reasonable rate for their day’s work, and clergymen and other pro-
fessional men were among those who volunteered for the job.89

The week before census day, the enumerators went door to door in their dis-
tricts leaving census forms with every family. The forms themselves included 
detailed instructions and explanations of the questions posed, and house-
holders were asked to complete the forms before census day itself, when the 
enumerators would return to collect them (Figure 1.1). Upon returning, the 
enumerator was required to read over the completed schedule and ensure that 
the information was entered fully and accurately, and for those household-
ers who could not read or write, the enumerator was to ask the questions out 
loud and fill in the answers himself. Once the enumerator had collected all 
the schedules from his district, a multi- leveled process of tabulation and fact 
checking began. The enumerator filled out his own summary of the results, 
listing the population and all its breakdowns for his district. All the papers 
were then sent to the office of the local registrar, who looked over the enu-
merators’ work and combined the results of all the enumeration districts 
within his registration area. He then forwarded the papers to the office of the 
superintendent registrar, where the process of ensuring accuracy and com-
bining results was repeated. Finally, the tabulated results were sent to the cen-
tral office of the RG in London, at which point the long process of abstracting 
and interpreting the national statistics began.

The recording of individuals rather than communities had a crucial impact 
on public and official understandings of the role and descriptive power of the 
census. The 1841 census suggested that there were a number of possible traits 
by which to identify and classify people other than locality, and a single indi-
vidual was to be a member of a number of different categories. The conceptual 
shift was accompanied by a great deal more information than any census had 
previously acquired, including details on the birthplace, occupation, and age 
of every individual in Great Britain. Finally, while the overseers conducting 
the earlier censuses had had several weeks or months during which they were 
permitted to collect their results and send the forms to London, this census 
was to be done on a single night. The latter procedure was continued in later 
censuses, and was a sign of the increasing geographic mobility that accompa-
nied the extension of the railroad during the 1830s and 1840s. As a writer for 
the Westminster Review explained in 1854, “Our national portraiture must be 
taken by daguerreotype process, and not by gradual finishing. Formerly, John 
Bull sat still, day after day, till the picture was finished; but now he must be 
caught in the attitude of the moment.”90
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As the Statistical Society of London’s committee on the 1841 census 
pointed out, “A census . . . extending . . . beyond the mere counting of heads, 
contemplates various purposes besides the mere ascertainment of numerical 
strength.”91 If numerical strength was important on the international scale, 
the other particulars would be important domestically, and would aid the 
government in legislating for the population. Since the administrators of the 
census were aware that the new method might be considered intrusive and 
would prove unpopular with some people, they promised that the individual 
results would be kept entirely confidential and would not be used for any 
purpose other than compiling an abstract of the whole. Individuals were thus 
important as members of the whole, or as parts of the aggregate. Individual 
characteristics were relevant only insofar as they identified people as members 
of groups, and determined the proportions that different groups constituted 
in relation to the nation as a whole. One individual would belong to multiple 
and overlapping groups, including an occupational group, an age group, and 
a gender group, as well as various local and regional groups. By deemphasiz-
ing geographic communities, the census essentially defined the nation as the 
primary locus of identification and analysis, and weighted each individual 
within that nation equally and anonymously. This meant that most of the 
aggregates to which individuals belonged were not located anywhere other 
than the nation, an abstract rather than a geographical location.

This is not to say that the local ceased to be important in mid- nineteenth-
 century Britain. On the contrary, many British people were far more inter-
ested in what the census had to say about their local community than in 
any national trends, and as Edward Higgs argues, “Victorian official statistics 
in the British Isles were used to reveal local differences rather than simply 
to give a unitary picture of the nation.”92 He also suggests that even after 
1841, the Census reports had a “local bias.”93 But as Higgs also points out, the 
preindustrial state was “a localised state that collected information locally, 
and attempted to pin individuals down to those localities.”94 The census after 
1841, rather than pinning individuals down, extracted them from their local 
communities into various nationally based demographic groups, even if those 
national groups could then be broken down again into local ones.

Despite the dramatic expansion of the census in 1841, some of the sugges-
tions made by the committee of the Statistical Society of London, including 
questions about marital status, religion, and health, did not make it on to 
the census. In part, this was because Rickman himself had been involved in 
the preparations for the census until his death in 1840, and he was resistant 
to many of the suggestions given by a younger generation of statisticians.95 
Moreover, a general consensus among census administrators was that “as 
Inquiry cannot be infinite, prudence must confine it to the most promising 
facts,” for “the more Questions you put . . . the less chance you have of valu-
able information.”96 The first Registrar- General, Thomas Lister, also believed 
that enumerators would not be able to handle their heavy load on the day of 
the census if too many questions were asked, and that householders could not 
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be trusted to fill up the schedules accurately themselves.97 The administra-
tors of the census always recognized that census procedure was inseparable 
from the information to be obtained, or as Census Office clerk Thomas Mann 
wrote, “One must be guided not merely by what is desirable in the abstract 
but what is practicable with the machinery at command.” 98

Yet this conflict between Rickman and the statisticians of the 1830s is also 
indicative of a larger political division. Significantly, the founding of the RG 
and the 1841 census marked a general political transition in the control of 
the census. Both Charles Abbot, the original sponsor of the 1801 census, and 
John Rickman, who controlled the first four enumerations, were Tories. Abbot 
had supported William Pitt’s repressive legislation of 1795.99 Rickman was an 
anti- Malthusian and a close friend of the conservative romantic writer Robert 
Southey, with whom he collaborated on numerous Quarterly Review articles 
during the first decades of the nineteenth century. The statistical movement 
of the 1830s, in contrast, was dominated by Whigs who had largely accepted 
the Malthusian variety of political economy and supported free trade. So 
while Rickman had lauded his version of “political economy” in his 1796 
article, he was unhappy about the ways in which that science had developed 
in the 40 years since. Rickman was also dismayed by the Reform Bill of 1832 
and by the dominance of political reformers in statistics.100 In short, while 
both Rickman and his successors were worried about the stability of society 
and believed that statistics could work to improve it, their understandings of 
how exactly that process would work were very different.

After Registrar- General Lister died in 1842, partway through the process of 
abstracting the census returns, Major George Graham was appointed to the 
post. Graham was the brother of Sir James Graham, the Home Secretary in 
Robert Peel’s government at the time. Although the economist Nassau Senior 
had recommended Edwin Chadwick as second Registrar- General, govern-
ment patronage over the office retained its hold. Graham served as Registrar-
 General until 1879, and thus presided over the censuses of 1851, 1861, and 
1871. Graham delegated a great deal of power over the census and other sta-
tistical matters to Farr.101 Farr and Graham together were the public voice of 
the census, and their names were widely known. While Graham was often 
hesitant to put pressure on the government, he had a great respect for Farr’s 
abilities and did his best to put Farr’s suggestions into practice. Graham was 
the most important intermediary between the statistical profession and the 
government during the mid- century period, and he was often the ultimate 
arbiter when conflicts arose over the extent or direction of the census.

When Graham took over the office, he found himself in the position of 
defending the time that it took to complete the census report, for the process 
of abstracting the 1841 returns dragged on for years. Graham insisted that 
the differences between the 1831 and 1841 censuses were so great that it was 
inevitable that the latter would require more time and money than the former. 
As his census commissioners explained in a letter to the Home Office, “In 
1841, the whole of the machinery was novel, the form in which the returns 
were to be made was entirely different, and the enquiries involved minute 
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particulars never before attempted to be collected.”102 Instead of one return 
for each parish, the census had collected “a separate return of the name, sex, 
age, occupation, and birth place of every living person.”103 Furthermore, the 
population had increased to such a degree that there was a great deal more 
information to abstract. And finally, because the new enumeration districts 
did not match the old ones, the only way to compare between censuses was to 
rearrange the results in order to make them comparable with older divisions 
of the country.104 The commissioners insisted that “the mode in which the 
census was directed to be taken by Parliament is alone the cause of the length 
of time which is now made a matter of complaint” and “whatever advantage 
the system adopted on the present occasion may have in comprehensiveness, 
in minute details, in superior correctness . . . it has the unavoidable drawback 
of requiring time and labour for its completion.”105 Those members of the 
government who were complaining, the census takers implied, were unfa-
miliar with statistical processes and did not understand the nature of the 
work involved. Such tension between elements of the central government 
and the administrators of the census continued throughout the mid- century 
period. During the years leading up to and following the decennial censuses, 
Graham was forced to expend a great deal of time and energy soliciting the 
Home Office and the Treasury for needed funds and for the authority to hire 
and pay the employees in his own office.106 He insisted repeatedly that cen-
sus enumerators had to be paid well if they were to be willing to do the job 
at all.107 He also seems to have been under the almost constant necessity of 
defending his expenditure to his superiors in the government, and of insist-
ing that he was fulfilling his duties with the strictest possible economy.108

The conflicts within the government over the scope, the cost, and increas-
ingly the content of the census were indicative of a larger paradox. The 
most active supporters of the census and the most tireless campaigners for 
its expansion were liberal economists and Whig reformers. Most of them 
believed that a good government was one that interfered in the economy 
as little as possible. They also advocated the expansion of the representa-
tive system—something that could be done only with the help of accurate 
census data—and believed that the central government should have limited 
authority. Yet the census was both dependent on and directed toward the 
growth of the state.109 The same reformers usually interpreted the results of 
the census in ways that encouraged further state intervention. The large state 
was thus necessary both for democracy and for the liberal consensus, even as 
democracy and classical political economy theorized that the economy and 
the polity could run themselves.110 The census, as its growing publicity made 
evident, relied on the state but was increasingly understood as necessary for 
the ongoing maintenance of civil society.

The Mid- Century Censuses

Little changed in the administration or the content of the census from 
1851 until as late as 1911, and the innovations of 1851 thus deserve close 
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 scrutiny.111 Furthermore, many contemporary observers saw the 1851 census 
as the culmination of census- taking technology. When the 1851 bill was first 
proposed, however, a controversy arose almost immediately. The original bill 
“proposed to obtain the same particulars as were obtained by the last census,” 
but left power to the Home Secretary to add more questions at a later point. 
Some felt that he was overstepping his bounds. As Charles Newdegate told 
Parliament after the reading of the census bill,

the House were as yet in the dark as to the mode by which the government 
proposed to correct these admitted defects [of the previous census]. The 
House were, therefore, by this Bill, conferring powers without the slightest 
knowledge how they were to be exercised.112

Lord Stanley agreed that this was “an excess of power and authority on the part 
of the Secretary of State.”113 Moreover, some considered the proposed plans 
for censuses of education and religion “of a most inquisitorial character.”114 It 
was at this point that conflicts over the details of the census took on a mark-
edly public and political character, as conflicting interest groups within the 
society increasingly recognized the power and implications of numbers.

Most of the additions to the 1851 census, including a question about 
marital status and a decision to count the members of public institutions, 
originated with William Farr, although he had many foreign examples and 
professional recommendations from which to draw. Farr also suggested “that 
returns should be made of Deaf and Dumb, Blind, Insane, Idiots, and all per-
sons disabled by severe illness or infirmity.”115 Finally, there were recommen-
dations both from Farr and from the statistical societies to ask about religion 
and education, as well as for a great deal of information regarding wages and 
the quality of houses. George Graham was tentative about asking the govern-
ment to do all of this. “If these proposals be acceded to,” he wrote, “much val-
uable information upon a great variety of subjects will doubtless be obtained, 
but it is not clear to me that it is the wish of Parliament to take so wide and 
extended a view of the proposed Census of 1851.”116 In the end, Graham 
suggested that the census ask about birthplace, the relation to the head of 
the family, and marital status. He also agreed that returns should be made 
of the blind, deaf, and dumb, as well as schools, hospitals, and workhouses. 
Separately, censuses of religion and education would be taken. Finally, the 
census administrators would construct abstracts of the growth in population 
since 1801, and of the population of each parliamentary and municipal bor-
ough and every ecclesiastical district.117

Even with these more limited additions, Graham warned that the cen-
sus would require a great deal more labor and money than that of 1841, 
because of both the increase in information and the larger population. 
For Graham, preparing for this more extended census meant communi-
cating in advance with individuals involved with the army, the navy, the 
canals, the merchant shipping board, the prisons, the Poor Law board, and 
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lunatic asylums, all of which sent returns directly to the Census Office 
instead of being counted by enumerators. Returns were also required from 
public offices such as the Department of Forest Work and the Customs 
Department.118 Otherwise, the census was taken using the same method as 
in 1841, with enumerators leaving schedules at each house and returning 
the following week to collect them.

The public and political interest in the 1851 census was great, and the 1850s 
saw the creation of two new forums for the discussion of social and statistical 
matters: the first meeting of the International Statistical Congress was held 
in Brussels in 1853 and the National Association for the Promotion of Social 
Science first met in 1857. The International Statistical Congresses were initiated 
by Quetelet, Farr, and Babbage, and the report of the first meeting claimed that 
150 statisticians from 26 countries were in attendance.119 As Farr explained to 
Graham, “The general object [of the Congress] appears to be, to secure some 
greater uniformity and completeness than now exists in the statistical publi-
cations of the various countries of Europe;” this would “be a great public and 
scientific advantage.”120 The Congress defined itself as “a body organized to 
promote uniformity in national statistics, and to secure excellence in the mode 
of procedure.”121 The British government paid for Farr to attend the various 
statistical conferences during the 1850s as the official British representative.122

The 1860 Congress was held in London, and its participants included most 
of the prominent statisticians of the day, including the census administrators, 
as well as important political and public figures such as Lord Brougham, Earl 
Shaftesbury, and Prince Albert. The Congress included a lengthy session on 
the census, at which questions of both procedure and content were discussed. 
As Census Commissioner James Hammack explained in his paper there, cer-
tain questions were asked on the censuses of all “civilized” countries.123 The 
particulars that were considered indispensable in every state included name, 
sex, age, relation to the head of the household, civil condition, occupation, 
birthplace, and whether individuals were blind or deaf and dumb. Depending 
on the peculiarities of the country, it was also possible to obtain information 
about language, religion, education, sickness, and the insane. The proceed-
ings of the Congresses in fact show that the represented countries had such 
different political and social circumstances that “uniformity” was almost 
impossible to achieve.124 Nonetheless, international discussion of the census 
contributed important elements to the debates within Britain.

The National Association for the Promotion of Social Science, like the sta-
tistical societies of the 1830s, counted influential politicians, economists, and 
writers among its founding members. Unlike the earlier statistical societies, 
however, it also welcomed women to attend, present papers, and participate 
in the discussions.125 The association emphasized the unity of the nation and 
the importance of solving each social problem that “strikes its roots into the 
substance of the nation, ramifying through a hundred secret crevices into 
classes apparently the most removed from its influence.”126 In 1859, census 
administrator Horace Mann presented a paper titled “What Information, as 
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to the Social Condition of England and Wales, would it be most Desirable to 
Collect at the Census of 1861?”127 Mann stressed that the expensive machin-
ery of the census was available only once every ten years, so it was crucial to 
make full use of it: “Perhaps no opportunity is ever presented so favourable 
to an extensive collection of facts upon many points of social importance 
as that which is afforded by the decennial census.”128 Furthermore, Mann 
believed that the government could not be depended on to put much effort 
into improving the census; thus, it was statisticians and social scientists who 
must advise them.129 Mann himself was a civil servant for the government, 
and his complaint is indicative of the tension between different government 
offices that often arose over such costly enterprises as the census.

Mann raised the possibility of obtaining information about orphans, small-
pox vaccinations, and sickness, as well as an account of all charitable institu-
tions.130 He also proposed, with Farr’s support, an “industrial” census, which 
took into account the wages in different trades and areas, and he believed 
that agricultural statistics would be useful as well.131 Others called for sta-
tistics about labor and capital, crime and its relationship to education, the 
condition of the female population, and “the moral and social effect of the 
internal migrations of the population.”132 The census, Nicholas Waterhouse 
claimed, “contain[s] unbiased information regarding the various social prob-
lems which are now in operation, such as we can nowhere else obtain.”133 
It was generally agreed that the census should be conducted “with especial 
reference to the social condition of the kingdom.”134 Mann and his colleagues 
also recognized, however, that if the census asked too many questions that 
were considered intrusive it would become unpopular, and the accuracy of 
the whole venture would be threatened. Questions about wages, for example, 
“when put by Government authority are not unlikely to be regarded with sus-
picion by the ignorant; and it would be unadvisable to run the risk of creating 
the least hostility against the form intended for universal distribution.”135 The 
census, as usual, was in the delicate position of gathering as wide a range of 
facts as possible while simultaneously testing the boundaries between public 
and private, state and society. Keeping the census within feasible and popu-
larly acceptable limits was therefore crucial to its success.

Various suggestions for improving the 1861 census were also made in 
Parliament, but the most dramatic controversy revolved around the proposed 
question about the “religious profession” of every individual. Complaints of 
undercounting had been raised by Anglicans after the 1851 census of religion, 
which had counted church and chapel goers on a designated Sunday. The new 
method proposed was simply to include a question on the general form ask-
ing people to state the religious denomination to which they belonged. The 
proposal offended Dissenters, in part because they were aware that the new 
method would make their numbers seem much reduced. After a public outcry 
and an extended debate in Parliament, Graham took the side of the protesters 
and succeeded in convincing the Home Office that the census should in all 
essentials be confined to the limits of the 1851 census. The expense and the 
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work involved would already be great enough without questions on religion 
or education, Graham said, and if the question made people angry then they 
might refuse to answer or might answer other questions falsely as well, con-
sequently threatening the success of the entire enterprise.

While the controversy over religion was the most publicized one, as the 
census took on a more generally public role, Graham was bombarded with 
suggestions on how to further expand the information collected. These 
requests indicate the recognition among members of the public that the 
census was the only technology available that could provide information on 
a national scale. Some of the suggestions were particularly ambitious; the 
General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland, for example, wanted the 
census “so conducted as to throw as much light as possible upon our social 
evils, and their probable remedies.”136 In response to this request, Graham 
somewhat sarcastically remarked that “as to throwing light on our social evils 
and curing them as suggested by the General Assembly, there is no machin-
ery in Great Britain that I am aware of and which I can use on 7th April 1861 
for effecting that object.”137 So, while at times Graham’s own language con-
cerning the census was as lofty as that of any zealous social reformer, as the 
census approached his practical side predominated: “To me . . . another consid-
eration presents itself, which perhaps may be thought of no moment by great 
Statesmen intent on gaining information which they deem important.”138 His 
concern was that if the schedule had so many questions as to require a second 
piece of paper, then the millions of extra pages to be printed and circulated 
would greatly add to the cost of the enterprise. Graham repeatedly reminded 
the government and the public that every additional question meant more 
work, more time, and more expense for those administering the census, in 
everything from the cost of paper to the clerks necessary for tabulating the 
results. It was Graham who retained the census within feasible limits, while 
at the same time justifying expenditure and responding to charges of inaccu-
racy. Under Graham’s charge the census indeed seems to have become more 
efficiently managed. The years that it took to complete and print the results 
of the 1841 census were decreased in 1851, and despite the greater population 
and increased questions, the expense was not much greater.

Finally, in 1861, the Scottish census was for the first time taken separately 
from the English and Welsh censuses. The Scottish Registrar- General, W. P. 
Dundas, created his own census form in consultation with Graham, and the 
bill for Scotland allowed for several additional questions: the numbers of chil-
dren attending school were counted, and houses were categorized on the basis 
of the number of windows per room.139 Tension between Graham and Dundas 
arose, however, over how much control each was to have over the Scottish 
census. Dundas insisted that the “Census Returns should, in as far as possi-
ble, be adapted to the peculiarities, whether these arise out of the geographi-
cal configuration of the Country, or out of the habits, customs, and modes 
of living which prevail in this part of the Empire.”140 His administrator Dr. 
Stark agreed that “Scotland has so many peculiarities which distinguish it from 
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England, . . . it would not subserve the interests of the public, nor accomplish 
the end for which the census was taken” to follow England exactly.141 Graham, 
both in his attempt to maintain uniformity between the two countries and 
in his focus on cost efficiency, wanted only absolutely essential details to be 
printed, and was frustrated with what he saw as Dundas’s carelessness in this 
regard. On the other side, Dundas and Stark accused Graham of being miserly: 
“He seems even willing to make considerable sacrifices in order to save a few 
pounds in printing the abstracts.”142 Here was yet another situation in which 
the perceived power of the census caused ongoing conflicts over its details, par-
ticularly in the context of English hegemony within the United Kingdom. But 
such conflicts were also arising because it was no longer only civil servants and 
professional statisticians who were expressing their opinions on the issue.

“A National Undertaking”: The Census, 
Civilization, and the Public Sphere

As we have seen, the statisticians of the 1830s succeeded in transforming 
the census from a relatively narrow instrument of government into a public 
project that was understood to work in the service of social and economic 
progress. The public sphere in which the census was discussed during the 
1830s was that of intellectual and civic- minded men, usually associated with 
the statistical societies in both London and the provinces. It was not until 
the 1840s, however, that information about the census consistently began to 
reach a wider public. When beginning with the 1841 census every “head of a 
household” was required to fill out a census form and interact directly with 
a government- appointed enumerator, a new relationship between the public 
and the census emerged. As both the government and the press repeatedly 
emphasized, the census could be a success only if every household in Great 
Britain was willing to cooperate. The reward for such cooperation was to be 
the wealth of knowledge about society and the British people that would be 
compiled, and this knowledge was conceived of as a public legacy. As The 
Times wrote in 1850,

it is only by learning what as a people we have been doing that we can 
learn what remains for us as a people to do. The command of data is the 
one circumstance which separates our legislation from the legislation on 
crude or mistaken principles which even great men were compelled to 
accept in former times, . . . there is no doubt that in this case as in others 
knowledge is power, and that we acquire by our self- inquisition a larger 
grasp of the future.143

The notion that the entire country ought to be involved in this process 
of “self- inquisition” was central to the expansion and the success of the 
mid- century censuses. And as the census developed during the mid- century 
period, it operated in interaction with public perceptions and desires. As the 
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reading public grew and statistics and political economy became ever more 
accessible to educated Britons, a great many people began to recognize that 
the census affected them, and to voice their own opinions respecting its oper-
ation. Census administrators were accordingly forced to acknowledge “public 
opinion” as one of the most important influences affecting the census. At the 
same time, through its emphasis on population as the essential basis of the 
nation, and through its provision of ever more detailed knowledge about the 
“we” that was thought to make up that aggregated population, the census 
helped many British people to become more aware of their own power as 
members of the aggregate.144

It was primarily through the press that most people obtained their infor-
mation about the census. National and local papers both prepared people for 
the taking of the census and publicized its results. While mentions of the first 
two censuses exist, it is not until 1821 that one finds a systematic recounting 
of results in the press. At this point, local papers were primarily interested in 
the population growth in their own areas, as well as in the dramatic increase 
in the national population.145 In 1821, however, John Rickman warned that 
the results published in newspapers were not official and could not be trust-
ed.146 Such a division between the government and the press was soon to 
disappear, at least as far as the census was concerned. By the 1840s, the census 
office was sending information about procedure and results directly to the 
daily papers and assuming that the press was needed to ensure that the enter-
prise would succeed. While it tended to be liberal, middle- class papers that 
were most fascinated by and supportive of the census, papers of all political 
stripes were likely to mention it at times. And while opponents and critics of 
the census certainly made their opinions known during this period, these 
critics were far less noticeable than the many vocal supporters of the census.

The British census had been taken, the Quarterly Review declared in 1835, 
“to enable the legislature to exercise an enlightened justice in their fiscal, 
political and moral enactments; and . . . to afford to individuals authentic data 
for the regulation of some of their most important mutual transactions.”147 
In 1845, the same journal described statistics as “accumulations of facts by 
which all practical reasoners are bound to dress their arguments, and all 
philosophers to readjust their theories.”148 Many other writers also focused 
on the census as a provider of public knowledge. After a number of articles 
on the results of the 1851 census, the Manchester Guardian said, “From the 
space we have devoted to . . . the census, we have shown our estimation of 
its great importance as a storehouse of facts connected with the people.”149 
The Illustrated London News wrote that the 1851 census “will throw a flood of 
light on the real condition and progress of the British people;” it would be “a 
vast storehouse of social knowledge,” which “suppl[ies] authentic data for the 
philosopher, the historian, the politician, and the legislator.”150 The census 
was “the proper basis of all statistics, and of all reasoning on the progress of 
society.”151 Legislators and any number of other people, the paper suggested, 
would benefit from examining the census results.
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The writer went on to explain that the first goal of any census is “the mere 
numbering of the people in the gross and bulk,” for “it is instructive to know 
how large a family or nation we are.”152 The other particulars “shall prove 
our poverty as well as our wealth, our social vices and crimes as well as our 
virtues, and our ignorance as well as our knowledge.”153 Thus, the census was 
a clear call for action and improvement:

Upon the whole, there can be little doubt that the results of the census will 
afford reason for national gratitude and for some national reproach, and give 
our statesmen something to think of, far more useful and urgent than the 
recent  . . . squabbles in which they have been so unprofitably engaged.154

The Westminster Review, in a brief history of census- taking, wrote that “it was 
soon found, by a self- governing people, that a Census ought to be a thorough 
survey and record of society, by which every sort of social experience might 
be embodied for social guidance.”155 The census represented the fullest pic-
ture of society that was available, and as the Manchester Guardian wrote in 
1854, “We take it for granted, there are few people who do not like to know 
what their neighbors are doing, and how they pretend to live.”156

After each census was taken, the results were publicized gradually. First, the 
total population and the number of houses emerged, and further details were 
printed as they became available. Registrars and superintendent registrars in the 
provinces may have sent their results to local papers prior to forwarding them to 
the central office, for figures were often published locally almost immediately 
after census day.157 It was understood that people would be interested in both 
the national and the local results. The 1861 report argued that “the Census is a 
topographical as well as a national survey, and . . . as far as is practicable, it is desir-
able to supply the inhabitant of each district with that information in which 
he is most particularly interested.”158 George Graham also received numerous 
requests for local results.159 After the 1861 census, the Mayor of Bradford wanted 
returns of sickness made available for local purposes, while the curate of an 
impoverished parish in Sheffield believed that a copy of the original returns 
for his area would assist him in fulfilling his duties, for he wanted to visit every 
house.160 Graham believed that it was most important to get the abstracts to par-
liament first, for, as he wrote, “the public after so large an expenditure [105,000 
pounds] have a right to expect to see published with the utmost dispatch” the 
national results, instead of “partial abstracts for local purposes.”161 The one 
exception that Graham made was for medical officers, who urgently required 
information for the districts in which they worked, and it was also generally 
acknowledged that clergymen would benefit from local returns.162

In 1861, Graham finally announced that he wanted one copy printed for 
the clerk of peace in each county, copies for some foreign countries, for some 
lords lieutenant, some for the RG’s private use, some for MPs, and some for 
sale.163 Graham also realized the utility in publishing different parts of the 
census reports for different readerships. After the 1861 census, he suggested 
printing some copies comprising only the national results, and some with 
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only county results, for different people had different interests and uses for 
the census. As the Manchester Guardian wrote in 1854, “We are desirous to 
turn from the general and national results . . . to the provincial and local 
details, most nearly interesting our readers in this part of the kingdom.”164

In their own articles on the census, many newspapers quoted the official 
government reports.165 The census reports themselves, published by the gov-
ernment several years after the census was taken, reveal the same shift in 
the census from government project to public project. The mid- century cen-
suses had extensive introductions attached to the tables of figures, which 
explained and interpreted the statistics for the benefit of a general readership. 
Beginning in 1841, copies were printed to be sold to the public, and increas-
ingly, cheap summaries were also published through private publishers.166 As 
Graham explained in 1862, the census “is a matter in which the public, every 
householder having been compelled to assist in furnishing the material, take 
much interest; as was evident in 1853, when upwards of twenty thousand 
copies of an abridged epitome were quickly sold.”167

One condensed version of the 1851 report began with the promise that the 
census.

cannot fail to yield information, not only essential to all who take part in 
the political questions of the day, but of interest and value to every one 
who bestows any attention on the progress and position of the country, 
or desires to possess even the most elementary knowledge of the numbers 
and social condition of its inhabitants . . . In reproducing . . . in a convenient 
form, and at a moderate price, the most material and interesting portions 
of the high- priced official folios, the Editor feels that he has been engaged 
in a work of utility, and that much valuable information connected with 
the general results of the Census, now brought within a small compass, 
will find its way into the hands of many to whom it would otherwise be 
inaccessible.168

The editor went on to explain that the RG had encouraged “this somewhat 
novel and adventurous enterprise” to “adapt the book for popular reading.”169 
The book itself simply reprinted sections of the official report, retaining 
the original language of the census commissioners, but omitting many of 
the lengthy calculations. Another pamphlet that included the results of the 
1851 census was published cheaply in order “to make [the results] available 
to the general reader of any or every class.”170 The Manchester Guardian rec-
ommended it

as a work, which should be in the possession of every one, whatever his posi-
tion, who has a rational curiosity respecting the present condition and future 
prospects of that wonderful portion of the population of this earth, usually 
implied in the terms, “the people of England,” or “the British nation.” We 
know no work, which within the same “pocket” limits, comprises so much 
information on the vital and other statistics of Great Britain.171
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While the census commissioners claimed that they were simply present-
ing the statistical “facts,” the reports included a great deal of moralizing, 
speculation, and historical information. William Farr’s medical and political 
interests were evident, and the evidence that he provided often combined 
statistics, anecdotes, and citations from other sources.172 The 1851 report on 
the census of religion, written by Horace Mann, included pages of history 
and explanations of doctrine for all the major religious groups in Britain, 
as well as footnotes citing recent works on the subject. William Gladstone, 
who at the time was Chancellor of the Exchequer, objected to all this back-
ground information being published at public expense: “Connected with 
the elaborate and very valuable statistics,” he pointed out, there is “history 
and theology which I apprehend as entirely out of place. . . . [The] progress of 
religious opinions in England” was “as much in place as would be a Treatise 
on the Art of War prefixed to the Army estimates.”173 Home Secretary 
Cornewall Lewis later said that Mann’s report, “although, no doubt, a work 
of considerable research and ability, goes into matters quite foreign to the 
Statistical precision and dryness, if I may say, suitable to those returns.”174

Many members of the public, however, did not want “dryness.” And in 
fact, political arguments about the census were often framed in terms of 
the interests and curiosities of the public. The census takers defended the 
religion and education censuses in 1851 by pointing out that these subjects 
occupied a great deal of the attention of the public, and the returns would 
help “to determine many of the problems recently the subjects of much 
controversy.”175 Like the statisticians of the 1830s, the census takers of the 
1850s invoked statistics as a neutral authority with the ability to solve politi-
cal and social controversies. The controversies, however, had moved to a far 
more public realm, and the fact that every household participated in the tak-
ing of the census meant that its results had become a public commodity.

Members of the public, therefore, were thought to deserve access to census 
results not only because of their interest in them but also because of their 
cooperation in the process of acquiring them. For many people, it was not 
only the results but also the process of taking the census that indicated the 
state of civilization that the country enjoyed. If people displayed “unwill-
ingness” to cooperate, the census administrators were quick to say, it arose 
“from prejudice or ignorance of the nature and importance of the objects 
required.”176 In 1861, Graham went so far as to say that the people who 
refused to give information were not worth prosecuting because “these cases 
of abstaining [are] more or less connected with insanity.”177

Anecdotes in the public press, however, suggest that opposition to the census 
lasted throughout the period in question. While I will explore such opposition 
in more detail in Chapter 7, here I am interested primarily in what census tak-
ers had to say about it, and how they interpreted it in reference to their under-
standings of civilization and progress. Census takers generally considered poor 
and uneducated people to be the most suspicious of the  census. Alternatively, 
if the general populace supported the census, it seemed to signify education, 
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rationality, and understanding. Many of the individuals or groups of people with 
whom the census takers encountered difficulties matched the groups that were 
considered problematic in the society as a whole. One of the most troublesome 
procedural issues during the nineteenth century was how to count the “house-
less population,” as well as “those vagrant and criminal classes who may have 
no acknowledged home,” as one administrator wrote before the 1841 census.178 
No adequate solution to this problem was advanced during the period, and the 
homeless population was largely estimated rather than counted. This category 
“compris[ed], with some honest but unfortunate people out of employment or 
temporarily employed, gypsies, beggars, strollers, vagabonds, vagrants, outcasts, 
criminals,” or “some of the victims as well as some of the outcasts of society.”179

The government administrators were also frightened of what they saw as 
a volatile and dangerous working class, particularly during the highpoint of 
Chartist agitation during the 1830s and 1840s. Census takers assumed that it 
was the duty of the educated portions of the population to help less educated 
people understand the purposes of the census. In 1841, the census commis-
sioners sent a circular letter to all the Anglican clergy in the nation, point-
ing out that “the successful execution of this great National work, although 
enforced by penal clauses, must be materially affected by the degree of 
willingness and accuracy with which the requisite information is given to 
those who are appointed to collect it.” 180 The census needed “the assistance 
of influential persons in removing and counteracting any unwillingness to 
give information, or any erroneous impressions of the objects for which it 
is sought which may possibly exist among the uneducated portions of the 
Community.”181 Although the census was a secular undertaking,

as it is of importance to the Public welfare that the information required by 
the Legislature should be given fully and correctly, and that truth should 
be disseminated instead of error, we trust the [clergy] will not regard it as a 
matter of indifference and one in which they have no concern.182

In addition to direct opposition, there were organizational problems. A man 
wrote a letter to the Manchester Guardian a few weeks after the census of 1851 
complaining that his census form had not been picked up. He went on to say

during a conversation upon the census, the difficulty of collecting returns 
from the factory people, whose houses are often closed during the whole 
day, was alluded to, and I was told that boys were . . . employed in collecting 
the returns, and it was . . . likely that where parties were not . . . found, no 
second call would be made.183

A different problem arose in the Scottish highlands where sparse popu-
lation meant that enumerators had to travel long distances on census 
day. It was nearly impossible to take the census on the remote islands off 
the Scottish northwest coast. There were also occasionally problems of 



44 A Cultural History of the British Census

communication: in isolated areas of Scotland, some people spoke only Gaelic, 
while the enumerators tended to be monolingual English speakers.184

Thus, we see that the groups that were hardest to count were also often 
viewed as the hardest to rule, the hardest to control, and the greatest threat 
to order. The ability to take the census over time also mirrored shifts in the 
larger society: enumerators expected to encounter difficulties in 1841 because 
it was a time of class antagonism and an unstable economy, while in 1851 it 
was noted that more people were literate and could fill up the schedules them-
selves. Pride in the impressive procedure of the census culminated in 1851, 
when the machinery was extensive and when other forces were at work to 
make many British people especially pleased with their progress and civiliza-
tion. In particular, the conjunction of the census with the Great Exhibition 
in London fueled a great deal of self- congratulation and pride. As The Times 
wrote in the days before the census was to be taken, “The present year will be 
distinguished in our annals by two great operations. The Great Exhibition and 
the Great Census may fairly be received as compensations for a considerable 
amount of political activity and Parliamentary cross- purposes.”185 Another 
journalist described the census as “a wonderful achievement of civilization.”186 
There was an “army” of enumerators, as well as armies of “penmen and 
mathematicians.”187 The Manchester Guardian explained in 1853 that

the enumerators were the privates of a great census army, officered by 
registrars and superintendents; and . . . whatever mighty accomplishments 
may await such an army as that recently encamped upon the plains of 
Chobham, it would only have sufficed to enumerate one- fourth of our 
population on the 30th of March, 1851.188

After the first results had been publicized, the Illustrated London News pointed 
out that neither France nor the United States was able to tabulate its census 
results nearly so fast: “We may infer, therefore, that England stands higher in 
some branches of administrative efficiency than either of those two states.”189

By 1861, the census takers suggested, opposition to the census had almost 
disappeared: “A more intelligent appreciation of the objects and uses of the 
inquiry, combined with the utmost willingness to furnish the returns, was 
evinced by the poorer population.”190 An enumerator who wrote to the Times 
after the 1861 census agreed that the work had been much easier than in 1851, 
largely because the press had helped to prepare people for the census, and the 
newspaper- reading public had become larger.191 The 1861 report spoke of the 
“general good- will of all classes of the community” that made the census a 
success.192 Thus, a successful census could be understood as a sign not only of 
improved education but also of a greater sympathy between social classes, that 
abstract benefit that was so lacking in the earlier decades of the century. The 
census, which could potentially help to create social harmony by teaching peo-
ple about their neighbors, also relied on that harmony for its initial success.

The press indeed played a major role in the process of educating the public 
about the upcoming censuses. In 1841, the Hull Advertiser wrote that
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those who can see the value and necessity of this great national work will 
require no other inducement to help as much as they can its speedy and 
correct performance. There may possibly be some not so much disposed to 
trouble themselves about it, and to them we would just hint that any party 
refusing to make the required returns, or making false returns, will . . . be 
fined not less than 40s, the highest penalty being £5.193

And the following week:

We understand that nearly all the householders’ schedule papers were filled 
up when the enumerators called for them last Monday, a circumstance 
highly creditable on the part of the inhabitants, who thus showed their 
good sense in assisting to carry out the great national undertaking.194

The Manchester Guardian also called for cooperation:

We will only express the hope that every head of a family will do his 
best to make his return as correct as possible; for it is a matter of national 
importance, and lying at the basis of all statesmanlike legislation, that 
the numerical “progress of the nation” should be carefully ascertained at 
stated periods.195

The head of the household would only be “performing his share of a duty incum-
bent upon every citizen.”196 The Morning Chronicle agreed that “a very moderate 
degree of pains- taking on the part of every individual is all that is needed to the 
smooth and punctual performance of this great national work.”197

By 1861, the role of the press as the primary facilitator of the census was com-
pletely established. Graham sent “to the Editors of all newspapers, who amount 
in number to 750, some remarks on the Census . . . by Mr. Farr, hoping through 
the press to inform the public generally of the objects and use of the census 
and thus to induce them to make full and accurate returns.”198 Farr’s memo-
randum explained the history and the purposes of the census, and emphasized 
the importance of “self- knowledge.” “The injunction, ‘Know Thyself,’ ” Farr 
explained, “is as binding on nations as on individuals,” and “the population 
of a country is not only of great interest in science, but it is a piece of informa-
tion with which every educated person is familiar.”199 Farr also stressed that no 
one had anything to fear from the census; it would not be used for taxation 
purposes, and the individual facts would be kept entirely private. Finally, Farr 
pointed out that while ancient censuses did not count working people at all, 
“in England they are all taken down in the Census Books by name, and treated 
precisely on the same footing as persons of the highest rank.”200

Others also focused on the democratizing capacities of the census. The 
Westminster Review explained in 1854 that the taking of the census was a 
moment “when not only the exiles but the outcasts were, for once, treated as of 
us . . . if sleep is, as is said, the great leveler, surely a census is the only loadstone 
which agglomerates us all, leaving no stray particle to be lost.”201 Over the 
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 century that had passed since 1753, the census had thrown off its status as a 
dangerous leveler and a sign of tyranny, and become a proud symbol of democ-
racy. And as one politician acknowledged in 1851, “The main object is not 
merely to collect information, but to distribute the information collected.”202 
Something was to be achieved by educating the public about the statistics of 
the nation. The benefits of the census that John Rickman had outlined in 1796 
continued to be understood as benefits, but they had come to be understood as 
benefits for the British people as well as for the government.

* * *

The British census was never the most innovative in terms of the questions 
that it asked. Other countries were always more willing to demand infor-
mation that was considered intrusive in Britain, and the British themselves 
obtained far more detailed particulars in local censuses, colonial censuses, 
and censuses of things such as prisons and workhouses than they did in their 
national census. When a population was in a position of subordination, the 
government was able to obtain whatever information that it considered use-
ful. But the national census was developing in a public realm that was only 
partially under the control of the state. A new act of Parliament was needed 
before each census was taken, thus leaving room for debate and limitations. 
Michael Drake argues that while the British government recognized the 
advantage of the census as a legislative and regulatory tool, “the extreme 
reluctance to extend the range of enquiries, the refusal to set up a permanent 
census office, the marked emphasis on the costs of the operation, all indicate 
a deliberate unwillingness to exploit the full potential of the census.”203

The other side of this story is that the census was increasingly seen as a source 
of pride and a sign of progress and of civilization. As Drake also points out, “It 
was not only the detailed results of the census that fascinated the Victorians; 
they appeared to be equally enthralled by the detailed mechanics of the opera-
tion itself.”204 The epigraph at the beginning of this chapter betrays the interest 
in the physicality of the census, and the numerous contemporary descriptions 
of procedure confirm it. Procedure and results were of complementary interest. 
As the Illustrated London News wrote in 1851,

The scene which was enacted on Monday morning last, throughout the 
length and breadth of the United Kingdom, was an event of the highest 
interest in itself, and, in its future results, will be not only interesting but 
important. The numbering of the people, at regular intervals, is a duty 
which the people owe to themselves, and to the generations that are to 
follow them.205

Had Britain taken a census before 1801, the writer went on to say, “the world 
would have been both the wiser and the better.”206 The census, because it was 
relevant to all and supposedly inclusive of all, had come to be understood as 
crucial to modern nationhood.
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2
The Census and Surplus

On no one subject are the opinions of men more divided than on 
that which relates to the evils or benefits likely to accrue from the 
decrease or increase of the population of any given country.

—The Times, 18411

One of the most striking aspects of the census during the early nineteenth 
century was simply the astounding rate of population growth that it indi-
cated. The population of Great Britain more than doubled between 1801 
and 1851, with the highest rate of growth occurring during the 1810s and 
1820s. The census made these dramatic trends statistically visible, transform-
ing what might have been anecdotally observed into a confirmed phenom-
enon that could be measured with exactitude and charted over time. Yet at 
least as important as the big picture that the census provided was the way 
in which it subdivided the population. If the overall size of the population 
could be imagined as an expanding sphere, then the census dealt with both 
the external dimensions of this sphere and the complex internal composi-
tion of its changing bulk. The census, through its emphasis on the compara-
tive numerical strength of various groups within the nation, raised questions 
about which segments of the population were increasing the fastest and what 
effects these increases would have upon the nation as a whole. The census 
empowered people by allowing them to recognize themselves as members 
of groups that were numerically larger than other groups; in that sense, the 
census suggested to people that more was better, and such interpretations can 
be understood as “positive”: they encouraged optimism about large numbers. 
Subdivision of the population, then, was of vital importance to developing 
group subjectivities.

The census also, however, isolated supposedly problematic groups on the 
basis of understandings of their lack of productivity or their threat to the 
nation, and it described these groups in terms of their disproportionately 
large size. “Surplus” can thus be understood as the negative or the pessimis-
tic side of the census, the side that demonstrated weakness, disunity, and a 
lack of productivity. The notion of surplus population arose alongside and 
in dialogue with the development of the census, the dramatic population 
growth that it documented, and the increasing sophistication by which that 
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population was internally differentiated. The differentiation allowed specific 
segments of the body politic to be marked as unnecessary or harmful, and, 
therefore, in the words of contemporaries, as “redundant” or “superfluous.” 
While notions of redundancy had been common in the period before 1800 
as well (and were in fact central to the ideology behind the Elizabethan Poor 
Laws), national enumeration changed the way in which redundancy was 
imagined. An unproductive individual could now be understood not only as 
a threat to or a burden on his or her local community but also as a member 
of a quantifiable national group.

Until the late eighteenth century, the general consensus had been that a 
large population meant both military and economic might. In a primarily 
agrarian nation, people were needed to work the land, and a large population 
was also crucial to imperial expansion. As D. V. Glass argues, however, in the 
late eighteenth century problems of subsistence began “to erode the earlier 
mercantilist belief in the advantages of a large and increasing population.”2 
The most well- known and influential treatment of the notion of surplus was 
Thomas Robert Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population.3 The first census, 
though not inspired directly by Malthus, was taken only three years after the 
first edition of the Essay was published, and it was immediately concerned 
with many of the same issues as the Essay. The political and intellectual life of 
Malthus’s concept of surplus population can be traced through the first half 
of the nineteenth century through the perspective of the census. The census, 
as a technology that described the nation as a whole, helped make surplus a 
national concept that was understood in terms of proportions of people and 
national productivity.

Economists, statisticians, and social reformers, as well as other members of 
the public, attempted to make sense of the unprecedented population growth 
that they were witnessing in the context of social unrest and class antago-
nism. The fear of overpopulation, although articulated by Malthus in terms 
of the food supply, was also driven by anxiety about poverty and discontent. 
It was evident from the moment of its origin that surplus was not only a 
numerical concept; instead, political economists constantly made judgments 
about which people were “redundant” and which were not. Those whom they 
considered redundant were usually those whom they believed were failing 
to contribute to the strength of the nation. As Mary Poovey argues, in early 
nineteenth- century Britain the metaphor of the social body was used to refer 
both to the poor “in isolation from the rest of the population” and to the 
nation as a whole.4 Unproductive people both had a problem and were a prob-
lem, and national welfare called for the problems of the poor to be solved 
because these problems, in a unified society, would affect everyone.

By the 1840s, most people were more interested in differentiating the pro-
ductive from the unproductive than in worrying about overpopulation as a 
whole, a shift that was paralleled by the shift in census administration from 
the counting of communities to the counting of individuals. By the 1850s, 
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the notion that Britain simply had too many people had largely dissipated, 
and fears of overpopulation were transformed into fears of depopulation. But 
this did not mean that concepts of productivity and redundancy disappeared. 
Political economy in the mid- nineteenth century was largely concerned with 
escaping the specter of Malthus, but even as “surplus” disappeared, its impli-
cations for understandings of the nation remained strong.

Malthus, Overpopulation, and the Poor

In 1801, the census was taken to determine Britain’s overall fighting strength 
and to assess the agricultural capabilities of the country in relation to the 
numbers needing to eat. It was clear to the government that fighting the 
continuing war with France required people. Yet the 1790s had seen failed 
harvests, food riots, a wartime dislocation of trade, and political unrest. 
In the midst of such scarcity, the British government was as worried about 
disorder at home as about the war in Europe; too many hungry bodies, the 
French Revolution had made clear, could easily turn to violence. In the first 
parliamentary debate about the census, the competing understandings of 
its purpose were summed up in a single sentence: “Although we may find 
that an increased population adds to our strength in war, it is evident that it 
requires a vigilant attention to the means of supporting it.”5 The British gov-
ernment, it seemed, wanted both a large and a small population, and the cen-
sus was inspired as much by questions of internal stability as of international 
strength. For the next half century, the tension between a fear of having too 
many people and a fear of not having enough people continued to exist.

The population growth of the early industrial period was on a dramatic and 
unprecedented scale, and once census- taking began, the question of surplus 
gained its own intellectual momentum. When the second census was taken 
in 1811, the population increase since 1801 was literally unbelievable. Henry 
Brougham argued in the House of Commons that the 1801 census must 
have underestimated the population: “Indeed, looking to the state of war in 
which the country had been so long engaged, the number of emigrations, 
and various other circumstances, he could not comprehend how the popu-
lation could have increased in such a surprising manner.”6 John Newport 
agreed that “it never could be credited that the immense apparent increase 
of a million and a half was owing to natural causes,” and insisted that “it 
was only to be accounted for by supposing, that the people in 1801 thought 
that the census was required for purposes of taxation, and therefore then, 
designedly, omitted a great number of persons.”7 While the early censuses 
may indeed have been inaccurate, by the 1820s people had recognized that 
for better or worse, extraordinary population growth was real. During periods 
of economic decline and social unrest, such as in the years after Waterloo, the 
numbers themselves seemed alarming. Could the country really support such 
a large population and at the same time maintain order?
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From the beginning, statisticians and politicians also recognized the poten-
tial that the census had for determining which kinds of population growth 
were most beneficial for the country. The question on the first census about 
gender addressed the need for soldiers, while the division of the popula-
tion into agricultural and manufacturing dealt with the nation’s subsistence 
capacity. In both cases, the government was looking for indications of power. 
And while the nation needed people, it was evident that if a large proportion 
of the population was drawing on the nation’s resources rather than contrib-
uting to its economic expansion, then population growth could be danger-
ous. In an 1812 debate over the census, MPs called for more evidence about 
the increase in the poor rates, which “perhaps, would have shewn, that the 
comfort and happiness of the people had not increased with their numbers.”8 
In 1812, the Quarterly Review argued that

the first result [big population] taught us our strength, the second [pauper-
ism] discovered our weakness. . . . When we knew that there were in Great 
Britain alone, more than 2,700,000 men capable of defending their coun-
try, it became apparent that we might defy the world in arms; but the fact, 
that nearly one person in nine of the whole population was dependent 
upon parochial aid, made it but too evident, that there was something rot-
ten in our internal policy.9

The reviewer summed up

This . . . increase of the working part of the community is in its effects just 
what we make it. If the duty of providing for this increase, and of instruct-
ing the people be neglected, it is danger, and ultimate destruction; but if 
these duties be performed, population then becomes security, power, glory 
and dominion.10

A writer four years later similarly explained that “a numerous population 
is . . . the greatest of evils or the greatest of blessings, according to the govern-
ment which wields it.”11

While it was evident that certain kinds of growth were better than other 
kinds, politicians discussing the recent census results in 1811 generally found 
the large population to be “a matter of great congratulation.”12 George Rose 
“had great pleasure in stating to the House, that . . . since the Census of 1801, 
an increase of population, to the amount of more than one million and a 
half, had taken place.”13 Although

the employment for the lower orders had fallen off, . . . taking the circum-
stances and situation of the country into consideration, it was of more 
importance to the empire that the population was in a state of progressive 
increase, than that partial instances of a failure of employ had occurred.14
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It is apparent that until the end of the Napoleonic wars, anxiety about mili-
tary strength tended to trump other possible responses to the census. But 
during the 1820s, after economic distress and social unrest had become more 
visible, many accepted Malthus’s notion of surplus. Observers of industrial 
change recognized that at least some of the laborers who had been replaced 
by machinery were unlikely to find work, and the changing economy meant 
that certain regions and trades underwent sudden and serious periods of 
depression.15

Malthus’s theory of population was never unchallenged. But he did have an 
immense influence in creating a public understanding of the national econ-
omy that relied on notions of scarcity and productivity. Malthusian political 
economists frightened people into a belief that the population would always 
grow at a faster rate than the food supply, and that the checks on population 
growth would arise from disease, famine, and war. If social and economic 
life were to be understood as a constant struggle for limited resources, then 
certain elements of the population were clearly more threatening than oth-
ers. Those who were unproductive, or consuming the resources of the nation 
without contributing to them, came to be seen as especially problematic. 
Early in the nineteenth century, the government began to gather detailed 
statistics of able- bodied and non–able- bodied paupers, in proportion to the 
total population, in order to evaluate the extent of the problem.16 The cen-
sus was crucial because it was national economic productivity that was at 
stake, and it was only as a proportion of the whole that such statistics could 
be understood. The census had the power to represent the productivity and 
health of the nation in numerical terms.

Malthus, because of his emphasis on productivity, also helped alter the 
ways in which people thought about the poor and unemployed. Malthus rec-
onciled his belief in God’s benevolent plan with his rather grim emphasis on 
what he called “positive” checks to population—death rates—by arguing that 
competition and scarcity were necessary for people to overcome their natural 
propensity to indolence.17 Followers of a Malthusian approach argued that the 
existing poor law (which provided cash relief to those who needed it) encour-
aged procreation among the poor and created paupers who were capable of 
working but chose not to. In the memorandum that served as the impetus for 
the first census, John Rickman noted that from the time that laborers became 
dependent on the parish, “their spirit is extinguished with their independ-
ence,” and “the genius of slavery consigns them to the habitual sloth which 
ever benumbs her debased subjects,” thus affecting the long- term abilities 
of the nation.18 In the early 1830s, the statistician and physician James Kay 
described “a poor law operating as a direct bounty on the increase of an indi-
gent population—depriving the virtuous poor of the incentives to industry, 
and glutting the market with labour.”19 Another observer said that the poor 
law gave “an artificial stimulus to the increase of Population, by holding out 
an encouragement to early and improvident marriages.”20
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Early modern discussions of the poor had also relied on notions of the 
deserving and the undeserving, and anxieties about “idleness” had been 
prevalent before 1800.21 A particular conjunction of events, however, made 
the Malthusian argument particularly persuasive at the turn of the nine-
teenth century. The French Revolution made the educated classes in Britain 
forcibly aware of the relationship between poverty and political upheaval, 
and the effects of industrialization became dramatically more visible during 
the first decades of the century.22 Finally, the census put the new economic 
circumstances and the extraordinary population growth that people were 
witnessing into a new, national framework. While individuals may have been 
understood as unproductive before 1800, and while observers could certainly 
take anecdotal evidence and arrive at the conclusion that there were too 
many unemployed, the anonymity of an industrial, especially urban, society 
helped put numbers at the center of discussions about the poor. A lack of 
productivity was no longer a vague moral danger; rather, it was a quantifiable 
threat to the economic well- being of the country.23

The debate over Malthusian principles was complicated and shifting, and it 
did not break down along clear political lines. Anti- Malthusians included both 
conservatives and radicals, who were suspicious of Malthus for very different 
reasons.24 And although Malthusian political economy eventually came to 
be understood as the domain of liberal supporters of capitalism, those very 
liberals often lauded a large population as a prerequisite to industrial expan-
sion, and berated Malthus for his pessimistic understanding of the progress 
of society.25 The fluidity of the debate over Malthus is revealed by the fact 
that single individuals often shifted between support for and suspicion of 
Malthusian principles, and census takers in particular were often, although 
very affected by Malthus, also unable to completely reject the late eighteenth-
 century concern about depopulation that they had inherited.

Surplus was a disputed concept in part because it arose from a contradic-
tion in industrial society. Even as the economy expanded as never before and 
political economists theorized about limitless growth, the changes created 
new types of poverty, scarcity, and conflict. The notion of surplus arose at 
least in part because of fears about social disharmony and class hostility— 
fears that themselves were products of new economic circumstances. Those 
who opposed Malthus continued to insist that labor was wealth, and as one 
MP insisted, “Within our population, now so much complained of, we pos-
sessed mines of wealth, compared with which the gems of India and the 
metals of America were utterly worthless.”26 Malthusians, however, believed 
that the wealth in question was being squandered when able- bodied laborers 
were not working. The factory owner himself faced a paradox: a “surplus” of 
laborers meant lower labor costs, which favored the employer. But a surplus 
of population meant that not everyone could be employed, and too many 
unemployed threatened the entire industrial system.

If fears about surplus arose not only because of economic scarcity but also 
because of social dislocation and conflict, those who worried about surplus 
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were explicit that too many unemployed people not only raised the poor 
rates but also were a threat to order and could start a revolution. “Such a pop-
ulation made every institution insecure, and endangered property itself,” 
explained one MP, and a journalist for the Quarterly Review agreed that “want 
of work renders [the unemployed] not only burthensome, but dangerous to 
society.”27 It was therefore imperative to find a solution to the problem of 
redundancy. The unproductive did not necessarily have to remain so perma-
nently, and the notion that the redundant could become useful was central 
to understandings of surplus. One author, advocating better popular edu-
cation, insisted that “while the poor continue what they are, continuing 
also, as they must, to gain in number upon the more prosperous classes, 
the materials for explosion will always be under our feet.” 28 It was therefore 
a combination of numbers and condition that made the poor dangerous, 
and a moral education could prevent redundancy. Others called for state 
resources to help the poor “become useful members of the community,” and 
“by encouraging early habits of industry prevent them from reverting upon 
society in the unhappy character of parish paupers.”29 They also argued that 
there was nothing wrong with a large population in itself, as long as it was 
a moral and well- governed population. As a writer for the Quarterly Review 
said in 1812, “The true policy of governments is not to prevent their subjects 
from multiplying, but to provide uses and employment for them as fast as 
they multiply.”30

It was also evident that the population was not increasing at the same rate 
in all parts of the country. Economic changes resulted in migration, and 
while some rural places actually lost population between 1801 and 1811, 
urban places invariably gained. Some people always understood surplus as 
a local, seasonal, or occupation- specific phenomenon rather than a national 
one, and debated whether unemployment was particularly prevalent in man-
ufacturing or agricultural districts, urban or rural areas. Agricultural laborers’ 
distress, one MP said “was not to be attributed to redundancy of population” 
because “labour was exceedingly scarce in summer, and exceedingly supera-
bundant in winter.”31 One possibility was therefore to cultivate more land and 
to move people around within the country, thus putting redundant people 
in places where they would no longer be redundant.32 One Quarterly Review 
author suggested that moral, educated people “can never be too numerous 
while any portion of their own country remains uncultivated, or any part of 
the habitable earth uncolonized.”33

Others, however, understood redundancy as a national problem. “It was 
most desirable to know,” explained one MP,

what was the proportion of redundant population to employment in 
every part of the country. If it were true, that the agricultural popula-
tion was excessive, it was plain that our manufacturers, whenever they 
were out of employment, could find no resource in our agricultural 
districts.34
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In the early 1820s, people therefore began to debate the controversial solution 
of state- funded emigration, whose most vocal advocate was the MP Robert 
Wilmot- Horton. Emigration to the colonies had long been understood as a 
mode of ridding Britain of criminals, as well as those who were thought likely 
to become criminals, such as pauper boys. Increasingly, it also came to be 
seen as a way to rectify the ratio between the supply and demand of labor and 
to rid the country of its unemployed. Proponents understood emigration to 
be both “a blessing to the object, and a blessing to society.”35 Not only would 
it provide a livelihood for those who could not find work, it would also save 
Britain from high poor rates and social disorder. Using census data, Wilmot-
 Horton worked tirelessly to convince his fellow MPs that emigration was the 
only solution to high unemployment and economic distress, and sometimes, 
the unemployed themselves also came to see emigration as a solution to their 
problems and the nation’s problems.36

The understanding of labor as a commodity meant that workers could be 
moved around and described as though they were subject to the laws of sup-
ply and demand like other goods. Those who supported emigration insisted 
that “both labour and population are redundant— . . . the supply is greater 
than the demand for labour, and . . . no improvement can take place in the 
condition of the labourer until the proportion between the supply and the 
demand is corrected.”37 Wilmot- Horton also pointed out that

when the supply of labour is more than in proportion to the funds appli-
cable for its profitable employment, no improvement whatever can take 
place in the condition of any particular class, until the proportions of 
demand and supply of labour are so far restored in that class as to prevent 
the necessity of any such labourers exchanging their labour for wages only 
sufficient to secure to them the minimum of subsistence.38

At least as important as the well- being of the laborer, however, was the state 
of the country. Wilmot- Horton explained “that excessive population was a 
great tax on the wealth of the country; it deteriorated the wages of labour, 
and as long as the population was redundant, that deterioration would con-
tinue greatly to the disadvantage of the country.”39 Emigration advocates also 
believed that “a well- regulated system of colonisation . . . would be the only 
way of relieving parishes from this evil,” and in effecting a “diminution of 
crime that would follow on the removal of many troubled spirits, who now 
disturb the peace of society.”40

Not everyone agreed with Wilmot- Horton either about the urgency of the 
problem or the “new scheme of compulsory emigration” that he proposed.41 
Some believed that problems of unemployment came from an inefficient use 
of land, and that a solution needed to be found at home. Others argued against 
emigration on grounds of humanity; they believed that the dangers of the voy-
age and life in the colonies resulted in high mortality rates among emigrants.42 
Furthermore, many believed that publicly funded emigration was simply 
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impractical; that “for the state to undertake to carry the pauper population from 
this country to other lands, was a step surrounded by difficulties.”43 Finally, in 
some areas of Britain, emigration could be seen as disaster, bringing large- scale 
depopulation. One early observer of emigration wrote that “a very great calam-
ity will befall this country from the progress of the spirit of emigration.”44

But even if depopulation as a whole was not feared, the people who emi-
grated may not have been the ones who were the most “redundant.” It was 
clear that only healthy people would benefit from emigration, for life once 
they arrived in the colonies would be difficult. Therefore, “the lame, the blind, 
the aged, the infirm and lunatic poor must be left a burthen on the public.”45 
Furthermore, the state could not afford to help entire families emigrate, and 
if able- bodied men emigrated and left their families behind, “we shall have 
wifes and families, without husbands and fathers, to provide for them, and 
to perform our work.”46 These families would themselves become a burden 
on the parish, reversing the initial benefits of the emigration. Those opposed 
to emigration, therefore, were often worried about losing the most produc-
tive segment of the population. One MP “objected to the deportation . . . not 
only because of the amount of expense and suffering which attended it, but 
also with reference to the class of people deported. The persons selected 
were not the halt and the blind, but the select portion of the community.”47 
Another expert on the topic “perceived no effect, except that [emigration] 
had deprived them of a certain portion of their most industrious labourers 
and cleverest mechanics.”48

The discussions of surplus and emigration often focused on Ireland, where 
unemployment and distress were particularly prevalent. However, it was also 
understood that a redundancy in Ireland caused a redundancy in England, 
as the impoverished Irish workers entered England and brought down wages 
there.49 Although the population of Ireland was not increasing as quickly as 
that of England during this period, it was viewed as the place with the great-
est surplus, again suggesting that not just numbers were at stake. In the eyes 
of many British observers, Ireland was redundancy epitomized, an unproduc-
tive district writ large. The entire social and economic structure there could 
be understood as one of poverty and surplus, and Ireland as a drain on and 
therefore as a threat to the United Kingdom. Peasants in Ireland “are neither 
in a political or financial point of view, of any benefit whatever to the state,” 
wrote one observer in 1824, and with emigration, “Ireland would cease to be 
a blot in the British Empire.”50 James Kay wrote that it was only by providing 
public works for redundant labor in Ireland that “England would then cease 
to be . . . the receptacle of the most demoralized and worthless hordes of the 
sister country.”51 As we will see, Ireland’s ambiguous position on the outskirts 
of the nation, as not quite colony yet not quite metropole, continued to place 
it at the center of debates about national strength.

Anti- emigration activists, often members of workers’ groups and others 
who did not accept the laissez- faire tenets of political economy, recognized 
that emigration excused the government from other ways of addressing the 
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problems of the poor. It provided a solution to unemployment and low wages 
that did not involve regulation of labor, thereby allowing free trade to flour-
ish and working in the interests of the factory owners. Some people also real-
ized that compulsory emigration could result in cruel decisions about who 
was redundant. During one debate over emigration, Michael Sadler used his-
torical evidence “to show how prevalent the complaint of a redundant popu-
lation had been from the earliest periods down to the present day,” and cited 
Thomas More and Francis Bacon as examples of philosophical thinkers who 
had believed that notions of redundancy could lead to cruelty.52 He also said 
that “with respect to the alleged redundancy of human beings in this coun-
try . . . This complaint was universal in uncivilized countries.”53

Those who were opposed to Malthus also increasingly associated the census 
with Malthusian- influenced control of the lower classes. In an ironic arti-
cle titled “The Census and Non- Sensus of 1841,” the Monthly Magazine pro-
vided a humorous critique of the theory of overpopulation, and made the 
relationship between census- taking, emigration, and surveillance of the poor 
explicit. “An accurate acquaintance with the movement of the population,” 
the writer explained,

may be the means of preventing many other popular movements, with 
which the wise and the peaceable would gladly dispense. . . . It is by a fre-
quent recurrence to the census, that statesmen may best ascertain the 
number of those who sit below the salt at nature’s table,—a perverse and 
impracticable race; and therefore may graduate the scale of high- pressure 
legislation, necessary for keeping them in good working condition. . . . so 
noisy and clamorous a set have that within them well calculated to make 
their presence and effective strength sufficiently plain to all whom it may 
concern, without the direct intervention of a numerical table; but this 
spontaneous species of announcement has the manifest disadvantage of 
coming a day after the fair, and of not arousing public attention until the 
danger is actually present. . . . the census, on the contrary, deals with the 
offenders in their nascent state; and leaves the philanthropist due time 
to determine how they may be disposed of, with the least possible incon-
venience to themselves and the public at large; whether it shall be by emi-
gration, transportation, ejectment, sending them to be shot at abroad, or 
starved at home. . . . The census in this matter does the duty of the watch at 
the most top, and by its “breakers- ahead” announcement gives the provi-
dent statesman time to put the national ship about. . . . 54

The writer also made fun of Malthusian understandings of natural checks on 
the population, and berated those who used Malthus to argue against public 
health and other state regulations. Diseases, the ironic writer noted, were 
“so happily established for the diminution of an overstocked population.”55 
Finally, the writer described the alarmist discussions among Malthusians 
about “the railway pace at which population is moving,” and the way in 
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which “every trade and profession is overstocked, the people taking them-
selves off to the antipodes by thousands; while villages are nevertheless grow-
ing into towns, and towns swelling into cities.”56 To this writer, at least, it 
was evident that anxiety about numerical surplus was a cover for other, more 
controversial fears.

Productivity and Redundancy

Although it was always evident that some types of people could be described 
as “superfluous” while others could not, during the 1820s and 1830s, redun-
dancy was essentially synonymous with unemployment. “Surplus” simply 
referred to wage laborers, usually poor and unskilled, who could not find 
work, whether in manufacturing or agricultural districts. But increasingly, 
the emphasis on productivity eclipsed the emphasis on surplus population as 
a whole. The government again began to focus on emigration as a solution to 
domestic problems from the early 1840s, responding in part to the Chartist 
crisis and the depression in trade of the late 1830s, and continuing through 
the Irish famine. But by 1845, the Quarterly Review claimed to have disposed 
of the index of numbers altogether: “We . . . have learned from experience that 
a land is prosperous and powerful, not so much in proportion to the multi-
tude of its inhabitants, as to their moral and physical condition.”57 In more 
strictly economic terms, “The happiness of a country does not depend on the 
circumstance of the inhabitants being few or many, but on the proportion 
which they bear to the supply of necessaries, conveniences, and enjoyments 
at their disposal.”58 In this context, the census was useful only if it counted a 
great deal more than population.

Beginning in 1841, the government greatly expanded the census. Instead 
of simply listing the numbers of people in each parish, broken down into sex, 
age, and general occupation, the census now counted every person by name 
and listed specific characteristics about each. In 1851, information about the 
birthplace, marital status, occupation, and disabilities of every individual in 
the country was gathered, separate censuses of education and religion were 
taken, and the inmates of all public institutions, including schools, work-
houses, and insane asylums, were counted. While the census takers did not 
necessarily devise these questions specifically for the purpose of determining 
relative levels of productivity, analysts of the census results saw productivity 
as an obvious focus. With the shift from communities to persons, it became 
possible to understand the nation as an aggregate of individuals, some of 
whom were more productive than others. It was through the census ques-
tion on occupation that such understandings of productivity were made most 
explicit.

William Farr was particularly interested in the question of occupations, 
and throughout his career he struggled to develop a better classification sys-
tem. For him, the organization of occupations was another opportunity to 
use the skills that he had devoted toward developing a taxonomy of diseases 
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and causes of death.59 By the time he was involved in the census much had 
changed since the 1801 distinction between those communities that sub-
sisted from agriculture and those from manufacturing. Occupational groups 
and their specialized labor were now seen as important, and the census made 
the effort to ascertain the strength of different occupational groups within 
the society by asking about such things as the number of masters and farmers 
employing different numbers of laborers. The early census questions about 
occupation had emphasized the communality of economic production: the 
men, women, and children within a family, the farm laborers and the land-
owners, the mill- owners and the hands were assumed to be working together 
to achieve efficient subsistence and production. The mid- century censuses 
of occupation, in contrast, allowed the head of each family to identify his 
or her own profession and that of everyone else in the house in whatever 
terminology he or she wished: rather than being given categories to choose 
from, the process was one of self- definition (figure 2.1).60 The process of tak-
ing the census therefore divided the population into thousands of minute 
categories and encouraged people to think of their jobs as specialized. But 
while people had the ability to self- identify on the form, the census takers 
played a major interpretive role in deciding how these different professions 
would be categorized and presented to the public. The abstracted results of 
the census, which interpreted the language of the householders and cre-
ated overarching categories, encouraged people to understand themselves as 
members of groups.

The change in census procedure reflected the reality of a mobile and class-
 based society, but it also was a method used by census takers to make sense 
of and organize that society. The necessity for a clear occupational classifica-
tion system was thought to arise in part from democratizing tendencies in 
society, for as Farr explained, “In the present day costume is not in exten-
sive use to distinguish one class of people from another.”61 While literary 
sources and personal accounts tend to suggest that much information about 
social and occupational background could still be inferred from dress in mid-
 nineteenth- century Britain, Farr’s statement is significant. The census was 
used in many contexts to address anxieties arising from what was understood 
as a more anonymous population. Farr’s anxious efforts to develop a clas-
sification system that was accurate, descriptive, and detailed can be seen as 
a response to various new “problems” of identification, including those sur-
rounding productivity.

In a parliamentary enquiry of 1830, census taker John Rickman spoke of 
distinguishing “a Negative class of Superannuated Labourers, of diseased 
and incapable persons, and other nondescripts.”62 By 1841, census takers 
had made the distinction between productive and unproductive explicit. 
The census commissioners acknowledged that “there is so much difference 
of opinion as to the strict bounds of productive and unproductive labour.”63 
Yet the unproductives were sure to include “accidental classes of paupers, 
lunatics, almspeople, and prisoners,” all of whom were supported by the 
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 community.64 Those who were classified as unproductive may have been 
viewed as a danger to the society for various reasons. But most important, 
they were always discussed as a proportion of the whole, and it was the pro-
ductivity of the entire nation that was at stake. What was important was the 
“comparative numerical importance of each class.”65

Figure 2.1 Page from the list of self- identified occupations from The Census of Great 
Britain in 1851 . . . Reprinted in a Condensed Form (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and 
Longmans, 1854), 125.
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In 1851, Farr divided the people into 17 classes, each with subdivisions. 
Members of the government made up the first class, and members of the 
army (both “effectives” and “noneffectives”) constituted the second. The 
learned professions made up the third class, teachers, artists, and writers 
made up the fourth class, and the fifth class comprised wives and mothers. 
The sixth class was made up of those providing domestic service of some 
kind, such as servants, innkeepers, and restaurant owners. The seventh class 
included merchants and those who worked in finance, while the eighth 
class comprised those dealing in “conveyance.” Farmers constituted the 9th 
class, and those who worked with animals the 10th. The 11th class involved 
the mechanical arts, and included builders and engineers. The 12th class 
included those who dealt with animal food, the 13th class those who dealt 
with vegetables, and the 14th class those who dealt with minerals such as 
iron and steel. The 15th class comprised general laborers, the 16th class those 
who were independently wealthy, and the 17th class “dependent” people. 
The report also provided a table of the most numerically important jobs 
within these classes, as well as a full alphabetical list of the thousands of 
different self- described occupations in the country. For Farr, the occupation 
results indicated “that the British people are very ingenious, and very indus-
trious; as there is scarcely a mineral, a plant, or an animal on the earth or 
under the earth, that they have not undertaken to move, to modify, or to 
make subservient to some use.”66

The 1861 census report announced that “two great classes of persons have 
been distinguished by political economists: those who are unproductive; and 
those who create products.”67 In accordance with this conclusion, Farr cre-
ated a new, greatly simplified system that classified workers “in reference to 
the nature of these products.”68 This time only six major classes were identi-
fied, with more numerous subdivisions. The first class was the professional, 
or those who contributed “intellectual products.”69 This included members 
of the government and civil servants, the army, intellectuals, clergy, lawyers, 
and doctors. Second was the domestic class, including wives and mothers, 
as well as innkeepers, domestic servants, nurses, children, and students. The 
third class was commercial, and included those in trade and those in the 
business of transport. The fourth class was agricultural, or what the report 
described as “the great central productive class of the country.”70 The fifth 
was industrial, and the sixth class, finally, was composed of the “indefinite 
and nonproductive.”71 This last included both those who were independently 
wealthy and the poor, including vagrants, beggars, and “gypsies.” Farr sug-
gested that “the utility of all products depends upon the services which they 
can render man,” but he was also clearly concerned with the contributions 
made by various types of labor to the national economy.72

Not all who were officially classified as unproductive were considered a 
threat. Children, for example, could “render no useful service” but were 
taught by others who “contribute to the building up of the civilized man, 
capable of rendering his fellow men valuable services.”73 Farr wrote that 
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 children’s “playful acts, and the joys which they give to their parents, like the 
sunlight, the fresh air, the songs of birds, and the beauties of nature, have no 
exchangeable value.”74 Others, however, were thought of largely in economic 
terms, and even if they could not avoid their lack of productivity, they were a 
problem for society. Farr explained:

The infirm and the sick are often unproductive. Gipsies and vagrants pro-
duce nothing valuable. Certain ladies, like the lilies of the field, neither 
toil nor spin; and as many gentlemen would perhaps find equal difficulty 
in pointing out anything of value which their heads or their hands pro-
duce.75

While the unproductive certainly caused anxiety, for Farr the classification 
of occupations was primarily a source of pride and a sign of advancement, 
for “the progress of civilization introduces changes in men’s occupations” 
and “there is a tendency to subdivision of labour in the professions.”76 Since 
in advanced civilizations there were more steps to every production process, 
Farr said, “The economy of labour is exceedingly intricate, and its results 
are marvelous.”77 Farr argued that the occupation returns were also a sign 
of the strong prosperity that Britain enjoyed, for “who can tell what varie-
ties of pleasures wealth can command; what innumerable comforts the mid-
dling classes enjoy; and what precious privileges civilization places within 
the reach of the humblest handicraftsman!”78

Farr also believed that through his development of an accurate and descrip-
tive categorization of the jobs that people held, he could provide the pub-
lic with an image of an entire capitalist economy working in harmony. For 
Farr, such a depiction would not only work to increase economic productiv-
ity but also would promote social harmony and national unity. In 1851, he 
explained that in such a complicated and advanced society as Britain, “a com-
plete knowledge of the organization of the labour . . . [would] tend at once to 
extend science, to promote production, and to dissipate subversive theories.”79 
The classification system itself represented the perfect workings of a capitalist 
society, for “universal order reigns in nature, and it is not likely to be absent 
from the regions of human industry.”80 And again, “order pervades the socie-
ties of men.”81 What Farr saw in the census results was a completely orderly 
national economy, with “all . . . rendering services to all on equitable terms. It 
is this part of the national life that is to be described (figure 2.2).”82

Other census questions also contributed to the discussion of productivity, 
usually by identifying those who were unable to work. Beginning in 1851, 
the census asked a question about disabilities, which identified the numbers 
of (in the words of a Westminster Review author) “blind, deaf mutes, and other 
imperfect beings.”83 The 1851 census report dwelled on the disadvantages 
that had previously existed because of the lack of accurate statistics on the 
subject.84 Suffering from Britain’s alleged backwardness in this area were 
both the society and the afflicted themselves, “on whose behalf the appeals 
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and efforts of philanthropy, unsupported by a reference to facts illustrative of 
their numbers and condition, have lost much of their intended effect.”85

Most observers agreed that unproductive people who could not work at 
all needed to be supported by the state. Farr explained that “classes of the 
population, which in uncivilized societies are often without fixed dwellings, 
are now lodged, voluntarily or involuntarily, in public institutions,” and the 
more public provision for the people, in his opinion, the more enlightened 
the nation.86 He wrote that “one of the most unerring tests of the civilization 
of a State is to be found in its Public Institutions.”87 Besides caring for those 
who could not work, Farr believed, the government had a duty to intervene 
in order to transform unproductive people into productive ones whenever 
they could. This was so they would cease to be a burden on ratepayers, and so 
they could “be fitted to become useful members of the community [which] is 
a part of the relief to which [they] are entitled.”88 The notion that individuals 
had not only a duty but also a right to be productive pervaded such discus-
sions, and it was assumed that most people would not be happy if they were 
a burden on others. In the case of the disabled, the government was under 
an obligation to help them gain “pursuits which sweeten the life of man by 
increasing his usefulness.”89

The census reports included especially lengthy discussions of the blind 
and deaf, which incorporated various medical hypotheses, statistics about 
the exact incidence of the disabilities in different regions and countries, and 
other information. But the focus was always on possible ways of making the 
disabled useful. The blind usually could not support themselves, the census 
determined, and many went to the workhouse. Although schools had trained 
some to hold certain jobs, “a large number of the blind amongst the humbler 
classes are a burden on the parish or their friends, or wander about in hopeless 
mendicancy, often for want of the opportunity of learning a simple trade.”90 
Farr mused upon possible solutions such as a standardized Braille system and 
training for certain jobs, but he also emphasized that the blind should not 
overcrowd the few jobs available to them. He quoted a report from a school 
for the blind, for example, that suggested that if the blind were trained only 
in music, they “will probably become a burden to [their] friends.”91 Deaf–
mutes were more likely to hold useful jobs, but many were supported by the 
community. Farr believed that “the Guardians of the poor are under a moral, 
if not a legal, obligation to send poor deaf- and- dumb children to the special 
schools, in order that they may become self- sustaining and not burdensome 
members of the community.”92

Yet political economists who were influenced by Malthus were cautious 
about providing direct help to any except the truly disabled. The 1851 census, 
one journalist wrote, would show “how many subsist idly on the compulsory 
dole of the nation, as paupers—how many of these are able and willing to 
work, if work could be provided for them, and how many are impotent and 
deserving of all help and commiseration.”93 Farr at one time pointed out that 
artisans with relatively high wages did not deserve free hospital treatment, 



64 A Cultural History of the British Census

because it encouraged their improvidence.94 We can thus see yet again the 
tension between calls for regulation and the Malthusian emphasis on the 
need for self- help. Both impulses were motivated in part by fears about social 
disorder.

Yet another way in which industrial society altered understandings of pro-
ductivity and work had to do with understandings of the life cycle, and in 
addition to those who would never be productive, statisticians were concerned 
with the productive and unproductive periods of life. In a capitalist system, 
people’s labor was a commodity. During the period that they were produc-
tive, or capable of contributing to the economy, they were also justifying 
the investment that their society made in them during their unproductive 
periods, during which they were fed, clothed, and housed by others.95 An 
early report of the Statistical Society of London mentioned that information 
about ages could be used to determine “period[s] of active and productive 
existence.”96 In the 1851 census report, Farr assumed that people younger 
than 10 and older than 70 should be classified as unproductive, since the 
great majority of these “ineffectives by age” were supported by the “effective 
population.”97 High child mortality rates, therefore, meant that the nation’s 
resources were being spent on people who never became useful. Commentators 
spoke of the “numbers of the serviceable ages” and the “effective portion” as 
opposed to the “helpless portion of the community,” and most were pleased 
that the results of the 1851 census indicated that “the principal increase has 
taken place among the most energetic classes, as well as among the most 
effective ages of the population.”98 As Farr wrote, “Tested by these facts, the 
strength of the nation has increased faster than its numbers.”99 Similarly, a 
writer for the Manchester Guardian assumed that children and the elderly “are 
chiefly sustained by the industry of the population living in the middle peri-
ods of life,” and that since fewer “ineffectives” were being sustained now than 
had been the case ten years earlier, when a smaller proportion of people had 
been in prime ages, the nation as a whole had become more productive.100

The emphasis on productivity that is evident in the census reports was 
also prevalent in nongovernmental analyses of work. Journalist Henry 
Mayhew, who famously divided the poor of London into four catego-
ries—“those that will work, those that cannot work, those that will not 
work, and those that need not work”—tried, like Farr, to develop a logi-
cal and informative classification of occupations.101 Mayhew explained 
that a certain proportion of the population in every state was unable to 
work, whether for “intellectual” (“lunatics and idiots”) or “physical” (“the 
infirm, the crippled, and the maimed—the old and the young”) reasons.102 
But, he continued,

A third, and a more extensive class, still remains to be particularized. The 
members of every community may be divided into the energetic and the 
an-  ergetic; that is to say, into the hardworking and the non- working, the 
industrious and the indolent classes; the distinguishing characteristic of 
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the anergetic being the extreme irksomeness of all labour to them, and 
their consequent indisposition to work for their subsistence.103

This last class depended on the “exertions of the rest [of the community]” 
not because of a physical or intellectual “defect,” but because of a “moral 
defect,” and it included “the indolent, the vagrant, the professional mendi-
cant, and the criminal.”104 Mayhew concluded that “in all civilized coun-
tries, there will necessarily be a . . . number of human parasites living on 
the sustenance of their fellows. The industrious must labour to support the 
lazy, and the sane to keep the insane, and the able- bodied to maintain the 
infirm.”105

The language of productivity also crossed political lines. While politi-
cal economists focused on the poor and sick, radical and workers’ groups 
employed the language of productivity and redundancy to claim rights and 
privileges for laborers. Carpenter’s Monthly Political Magazine used published 
statistics from the works of well- known political economists to argue that the 
“total of Useless classes” consisted of the royalty, nobility, gentry, pensioners, 
paupers, vagabonds, and thieves. Workers and laborers, the journal declared, 
were entirely useful, while other elements of the society were at best only 
partially useful.106 The article called for more land to be cultivated in order to 
sustain the population, and used statistics of land and population to indicate 
the average number of acres that should belong to each family in Britain. This 
was both a call for land redistribution and a challenge to the entire notion of 
redundancy: people were redundant, the author argued, only if wealth was 
unequally distributed. The journalist explicitly rejected political economy, 
and instead spoke of “social economy”: “that science which treats of the inter-
nal arrangements of a society or community, and of the method by which 
the greatest quantity of wealth and happiness may be secured to the greatest 
number of individuals, at the least possible expense.”107 The example dem-
onstrates that even those who had not accepted political economists’ version 
of surplus found the language of statistics and productivity useful. Debates 
over the nature of the nineteenth- century nation often revolved around the 
question of who was contributing most to it, and those who the state and its 
supporters labeled as unproductive could turn the notion of redundancy back 
on their opponents.

The End of Surplus

In 1842 Farr wrote that “while the study of the doctrine of population is 
fraught with instruction and is suggestive of prudence, it is calculated to 
inspire a calmer confidence in the ordinances of nature, and confirm our 
faith in the destinies of England.”108 In other words, it was not a cause for 
alarm. By the 1850s, the fear of overpopulation had nearly disappeared. 
The shift had to do in part with a more stable economy and an actual 
leveling out of population growth, both of which gave the public a sense 
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of security after the crisis of early industrialism. It was also related to 
the entrance of Britain into the Crimean War, which brought back the 
wartime mentality that population is strength, as well as British compari-
sons of their own increasing population to the relatively stagnant popula-
tion of France. Finally, the devastating nature of the Irish famine, which 
appeared so quintessentially Malthusian and at the same time too horrific 
for most people to imagine as positive, helped to dramatically discredit 
Malthus. In short, the highpoint of Malthusian anxiety had passed along 
with the high point of class conflict, and with the prolonged period of 
European peace.

Some had always insisted that a large population was necessary for 
industrial and imperial growth, and that Britain’s greatness came from its 
increasing and urbanizing population. Understood this way, support for 
a large population naturally accompanied support for science, industry, 
and progress. Anti–Corn Law activists, for example, often argued that free 
trade would solve the problem of surplus, because people would naturally 
migrate to the places where labor was needed. The census taker Edmund 
Phipps wrote in the Edinburgh Review in 1844, “Stop not up the natural 
channel for that stream of population which, if not allowed to escape, 
will inundate and ultimately overwhelm you!”109 The Illustrated London 
News argued that “the increase of population is naturally more rapid when 
not impeded by unjust legislation,” and Farr insisted that “population as 
it improves in England will not increase faster than the requirements of 
industry in all its forms at home or the new openings of colonial enter-
prise abroad.”110

The Corn Laws were repealed in 1846, and for liberals who had long sup-
ported population growth, industry, free trade, and urbanization, the census 
of 1851, which indicated an ever- growing and urbanizing population, operated 
as a final justification of the manufacturing way of life. Agricultural improve-
ments and the free circulation of goods, they argued, meant that the country 
had plenty of food, and in a time of war and increasing international com-
petition, population growth could only be positive. As one journalist wrote, 
“Now that our supplies of food are as ample as the world, there is no other 
limit to the growth and prosperity of the people.”111 Another writer spoke 
optimistically about the great improvements that had occurred since the time 
of Malthus:

Prudent, anxious, and stern as were once our economists of the last 
generation, about the increase of numbers in our then ill- governed and 
 pauper- ridden and war- stricken land, there is, we hope, no one of them 
who does not rejoice—as Malthus himself certainly would, if he were 
here to see it—at the increase of life and enjoyment issuing immedi-
ately from an augmented supply of food, and proportionate expansion 
of manufactures, commerce, and popular command of the necessaries 
of life.112
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These new anti- Malthusians pointed out that the dire predictions of the 
pessimistic political economists had failed to be realized: the economy had 
improved and there had been no violent political upheaval. It was instead 
France and Ireland, with stagnant or declining populations, that had experi-
enced unrest in 1848. A Manchester Guardian article comparing the censuses 
of Britain and France mused that “when civilization has always gone hand-
 in- hand with increasing people, and fled with every declining and dying-
 out race, it seems extraordinary that theorists should ever have imagined 
that an increase of people was a source of danger.”113 In fact, “with an exten-
sion of population, . . . the moral and physical condition of the people of this 
country [have] advanced in improvement,” and “the increase of population 
carries with it a curative and healthy moral effect.” 114 Another journalist 
comparing England and Ireland wrote that

the Census returns, . . . have amply confirmed the previously prevalent 
belief, that prosperous and peaceful England had, during the last ten years, 
been rapidly increasing in people, while the disturbed, agitated, and insur-
rectionary sister island had been even more rapidly depopulated.115

The embrace of a large population, however, did not mean that the con-
cept of redundancy disappeared; it simply became more targeted. Farr 
argued in the 1851 census report that while population was not redundant 
in general, “the idle who will not work, the unskillful who cannot work, 
and the criminal classes who cannot be trusted, are . . . whether numerous 
or few, always redundant.”116 Redundancy, then, was no longer about quan-
tity but about quality. During the 1850s, people began to focus on specific 
emigration schemes for single women, orphans, and other groups that were 
understood as problematic because of their lack of productivity.

The emphasis on productivity and the at times contradictory understand-
ings of redundancy were especially evident in the ongoing debate about the 
Irish famine. Irish population decline was understood by the census takers 
and most of the press as a disaster. Yet for many it was not the decline itself 
that was the problem, but the fact that during the massive wave of emigration 
sparked by the famine, Ireland had been

deserted . . . by the young, the healthy, the able, and the industrious, and 
resigned to the orphan, the widow, the sick, and the aged. . . . Thus the 
decayed and barren stocks are left behind, and the prolific young shoots 
are taken away in the fullness of their bearing and growth.117

The “feeble classes,” who were less likely to produce children, were even worse 
off when “the healthier element has been filtered away, and they are left as 
the dregs behind.”118 Another writer argued that

the progress of depopulation is now more rapid than ever in Ireland, and 
carrying off the whole solvent and well- doing part of the community. . . . A 
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quarter of the Irish peasantry is already on the opposite shore of the 
Atlantic, and that quarter represents a much larger proportion of youth, 
strength, energy and skill.119

Others, who defended the government’s actions during the famine, also 
focused on the quality of the population, although in their view it was 
Ireland as a whole that had been unproductive and dangerous to the United 
Kingdom as a whole. A writer for Fraser’s Magazine, who used census results to 
argue that Irish population decline had occurred because of emigration and 
a low birth rate rather than starvation, went so far as to say that by promot-
ing “vast emigration,” the famine did Ireland a vital service.120 Ireland before 
the famine, the writer explained, “seemed hopelessly afflicted with a long 
train of incurable disorders.” 121 Crime and hostility between the rich and the 
poor had been pervasive, and the Irish peasantry was a “mass of threatening 
poverty.”122 Before the famine there was

a population too great for the means of actual subsistence, and incom-
patible with the safety of property. . . . In their squalid and miserable 
dwellings, and in their haggard and sullen features, too many of 
them bore a close resemblance to the peasantry of France before the 
Revolution.123

Even worse, “Ireland was the difficulty of the empire, and the withered and 
distorted member of the State.”124 It had been a “country swarming with 
beggars, overrun by squalid pauper tenements,” and a “land, infested by 
these locust- like swarms.”125 The “roads were darkened with these teem-
ing hordes” and “this gigantic mass of pauperism.”126 Since the famine, in 
contrast,

society in Ireland has at last been set free from the curse of a popula-
tion in excess. . . . [and has been] relieved from the swarms which wasted 
it . . . , [the] deluge of pauperism. . . . thick hamlets of paupers and cottiers 
which formerly overspread the country . . . lanes of beggars . . . [and] crowds 
of wretched peasants.127

Such images of crowding, with language that evoked “swarming” animals 
and thus utterly dehumanized the population, emphasized both numbers 
and condition. The statistics, the writer went on to argue, indicated that 
Ireland after the famine had fewer paupers, less crime, more education, 
and more wealth. Overall, “the census of Ireland is a witness to the great 
material progress of that nation,” and “we cannot doubt that this remark-
able event [the Famine] must be looked at as a fortunate circumstance.”128 
Another journalist, writing in 1855, shared the assumption that a surplus in 
Ireland (where people were thought to be poor and uneducated) may have 
existed even when surplus in Britain no longer did: “We are not disposed 
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to regard a rapid augmentation of the population of a country as . . . neces-
sarily, a matter for congratulation. It may even be sometimes, as in Ireland, 
a matter for regret and alarm—at once an indication and a cause of social 
wretchedness.”129 These contemporary analyses raise more questions than 
they answer about changing understandings of surplus in Ireland. Was it 
simple overpopulation in Ireland that resulted in poverty, or was it the Irish 
themselves who were to blame for their problems? Did the bad quality of the 
population lead to distress, or was the bad quality itself a result of too large 
a quantity? Surplus, it is evident, was a concept that could be mobilized to a 
number of different ends.

Conflicting understandings of the benefits and drawbacks of emigration 
were also present within Britain. By the 1850s, even as targeted emigration 
schemes multiplied, emigration from Britain had come to be seen as poten-
tially “dangerous to the future prosperity and strength of the country.”130 
One politician in 1860

feared that . . . the country had lost a great portion of its military strength. 
Those who emigrated were principally the strong and hale, who 
would . . . have become soldiers if they had remained in the country; while 
those who stayed behind were largely made up of the old and very young. 
If it should be found that in proportion to the total number the most valu-
able portion of the inhabitants had left the country, it would be time, . . . for 
the Government and Parliament to determine whether it was any longer 
advisable to take measures for the encouragement of emigration.131

Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine took the 1851 census results to signify the 
downfall of the population and the society. “Emigration then becomes 
the great running sore which weakens, and at length destroys the state,” 
the writer explained, because when people of child- bearing age left the 
country the future population was cut off, and “the state is stript of all 
its useful citizens.”132 Meanwhile, the 1851 census, which was the first to 
gather information about marital status, indicated that there was a large 
“surplus” of single women in the country. The “surplus woman” problem, 
which I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 5, sparked a massive debate 
about the best way to make single women productive, whether by open-
ing educational and career opportunities or sending them to the colonies, 
where there was a “surplus” of men. A primary reason that single women 
were considered unproductive, however, was that they were not bearing 
children and were thus contributing to depopulation. Single women who 
were not fulfilling their duties of reproduction were now among those 
who produced nothing of value, and were therefore the ones who ought 
to leave.

During the 1860s, as commentators increasingly engaged in discussions 
about the relative strength of different races and the possibility of improving 
the British or the English race, concerns about quality coexisted with concerns 
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about quantity.133 Population decline in general was a sign of “senility and 
decrepitude” while growth was “unmistakable proof . . . of vigorous health.”134 
But while the seeds of late nineteenth- century pessimism about the continu-
ity and strength of the race were certainly visible during the 1850s and 1860s, 
the mid- century was generally a period of optimism in Britain. One census 
commissioner argued that population growth had slowed down after 1851 
largely because of emigration. But

notwithstanding this exodus and other circumstances calculated to retard 
the rate of increase, . . . we have a solid addition of more than a million and 
a half to the population of the United Kingdom—a fact sufficiently signifi-
cant of the perennial vigour and progress of the country.135

Repeated comparisons of Britain and France also served to confirm British 
pride in both their quantity and quality.136 The Times wrote in 1867:

The spirit and character of a nation alone determine the limit to its num-
bers; and the increasing power and prosperity of England and her colo-
nies, resulting from a high rate of increase of population, have proved 
the fallacy of the doctrine “that the increase of the human race should be 
restricted, so that it may not outstrip the means of subsistence.”137

By this point, “the population is only limited by its skill and industry, so long 
as its valour is unshaken, and its merchants have access to the markets of the 
world.”138

We here sense a confidence that certainly did not exist during the trou-
bled years of the early industrial period. With determination and free 
trade, people now suggested, population could be both large and stable. 
Farr explained that Malthus had reversed the nation’s previous (eighteenth-
 century) population policy, and now, happily, Malthusianism itself could 
be abandoned. Cheerfully dismissing Malthus’s theory about the arith-
metic growth of the food supply, Farr wrote that “future generations of 
Britons, if they have genius, science, skill, and industry—and if they are 
more numerous—will necessarily produce more than the country now 
yields.”139 In fact, “the power of societies of men always increases directly 
with their numbers.”140

By the 1860s, most people had accepted that population was a sign of pros-
perity. The 1861 census report stated that while “population is often out of 
the place where it is wanted, or could be most productive,” it was no longer 
redundant in general.141 The Westminster Review asserted that maps provided 
“evidence . . . of the room there yet is for future millions in our modestly- sized 
islands.”142 And the Manchester Guardian acknowledged the dramatic changes 
that had taken place in political economy and views of surplus. Only

a few years ago, English journalists, pamphleteers, and public speakers 
were nearly all busied in inculcating the necessity of a large  emigration 
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from England, for the purpose of reducing a population which was 
alleged to exceed the means of employment for its labour.143

But now, the writer worried, discussions of emigration and population 
decline were “eagerly seized and commented upon as actual fact by Irish 
and continental journalists to whom the weakness and the abasement of 
England would be most welcome.”144 The realities of international and 
imperial politics required Britain to make a strong stand, and in its call 
for optimism, the Manchester Guardian writer argued that population 
growth

has already shown itself to some extent, as a consequence of the general 
prosperity and well- being of the labouring classes; and every improvement 
in their condition will certainly give a fresh impetus to its progress, and 
tend to fill up the gaps which may have been caused by emigration.145

The active fear of surplus in Britain existed only from 1815 to 1850, 
noticeably a period of European peace. When Britain was not at war, the 
government and the public could afford to worry about internal stability, 
the growth of the economy, and the unity of the country. The concep-
tion of surplus, it is worth noting, was not a European- wide phenomenon. 
While other countries certainly dealt with urban poverty, the possibility 
of working- class revolt, and other effects of industrialization, no other 
nineteenth- century census was associated with prolonged discussions of 
overpopulation. Fear of surplus was unique to the nation that industrial-
ized first, grew the fastest (for a time), and was more preoccupied with 
class divisions than with ethnic or linguistic divisions. For this relatively 
brief 35- year period, the British looked inwards, and concerned themselves 
largely with their own national unity rather than with strength on the 
international stage. Viewed this way, the period from 1815 to 1850 can 
be seen as an aberration: a period of European peace but domestic unrest, 
when strength at home was more important than strength abroad, and 
therefore surplus was a problem.146 In hindsight, overpopulation appears a 
short- lived problem, although to contemporaries it seemed highly signifi-
cant. The census, as a central nation- building project concerned directly 
with social harmony and unity, helped transform political economy into 
a science that was, for a time, explicitly about the health of the national 
population and therefore the nation itself.

Thinking about early nineteenth- century notions of surplus is important 
in part because such discussions laid the foundations for late- nineteenth-
 century eugenics.147 While eugenics relied on the premise that a large pop-
ulation meant a strong nation, it, like Malthusian political economy, was 
concerned with the contributions that various groups of people made to 
the overall health of the country. Fears of overpopulation and depopulation 
were motivated by similar worries about national strength, and thinking in 
terms of surplus allowed for an easy shift to fears of depopulation, which 
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 themselves relied on eighteenth- century precedents. The assumption that a 
large population was important to the strength of the nation was not new to 
the late nineteenth century, but that assumption took on a new valence in an 
age of international competition that was more industrial, global, and mili-
tarized than eighteenth- century competition had been. Meanwhile, as fears 
about surplus gradually decreased, census analysts and much of the wider 
public began to focus on a more positive aspect of the census: its capacity for 
representing people. The census alerted British people not only to the propor-
tion of the population made up by “others” but also to the proportions that 
they themselves constituted.
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3
The Census and Representation

Rise like Lions after slumber
In unvanquishable number,
Shake your chains to earth like dew
Which in sleep had fallen on you- 
Ye are many—they are few.

—Percy Shelley, The Mask of Anarchy, 18191

When the government proposed to take a census in 1753, the landowners of 
Britain refused to be counted. They claimed that the measure was intrusive, 
that it would be used by the government to collect taxes or to otherwise 
interfere with the inherited liberties of an English gentleman, and that it was 
a pernicious sign of encroaching “continental” despotism. They also believed 
that as elite property owners, their stake and their power in the country could 
not be described by numbers. They argued that they were worth more than 
their numerical strength would suggest, and that a census would have “lev-
eling” tendencies, implying that all people had equal worth.2 In 1753, the 
concern about the leveling nature of the census was social rather than explic-
itly electoral: the fear was not about who would be able to vote, but about who 
ought to be “represented” as leaders of the country.

From a modern perspective, one of the most obvious implications of census-
 taking is political representation. In many countries, census returns determine 
electoral districts and the distribution of representative seats, and they often 
play a major role in causing political realignments of the most significant 
kind. In Britain, the census was not initiated for the purpose of determining 
political representation, but it quickly came to be understood as connected to 
that representation, whether for better or worse. Through a gradual process, 
the government and members of the public began to recognize the census as 
a tool that brought political power and a public voice both to individuals and 
to groups. In the context of nineteenth- century democratization, a gradually 
expanding electorate, and accompanying shifts in understandings of parlia-
mentary and extraparliamentary politics, the process by which the census 
was appropriated by the public was fraught with controversy.

The census had a dialectical relationship with the expanding representa-
tive system, the redistribution of parliamentary seats, and the ongoing 
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debate over whether political representation should be based on “numbers” 
or “interests.” Ultimately, the census helped to complete a gradual shift in 
British political discourse. A dominant understanding of the social hierarchy 
that relied on a notion of “interests” gave way to a dominant understanding 
that relied on numbers; this process can itself be understood as democratiza-
tion. Although a “one man one vote” political system was not in place by the 
1860s, it was becoming increasingly clear that numbers were gaining prec-
edence over interests as the basis for representation. At the same time, the 
increasing association between the census and representation was related to 
abstract understandings of power that were not directly tied to elections or 
parliamentary seats. In the early nineteenth century, many people were sus-
picious of the census and the potential government uses of it. By the 1850s, 
most British people had come to understand the census as crucial to their 
own security and interests. People realized that they needed the census in 
order to be “represented,” so that their interests would be recognized by the 
government. Groups claimed that their interests ought to be represented 
because of the numerical proportion of the population that they constituted. 
Thus, there was increasing competition between different cities and regions 
as well as between different “parties,” such as urban and rural, to have their 
numbers appear as large as possible in the census, and it was primarily those 
who identified themselves with small or declining groups who expressed con-
tinuing distrust of census procedures.

Finally, the 1851 census of religion sparked a heated debate between 
Dissenters and Anglicans over their respective numbers and the census meth-
ods used to represent them. What became evident through the course of the 
debates over representation was that the census could both unite and divide: 
it allowed people to define themselves as members of particular groups, but 
it also encouraged people to differentiate themselves from others around 
them.3 Whether dividing people into categories was ultimately beneficial 
for the health and harmony of the nation was disputed in mid- nineteenth-
 century Britain. What is clear is that many British people began to realize 
that through the census, they could recognize not only others but also them-
selves as members of particular interest groups, and while they might have 
referred to others as “surplus,” people usually understood their own groups 
to be central to the nation.

The census, therefore, “represented” the society and the people in it in more 
ways than one. It helped to provide political representation for people who 
were members of (some) groups that made up large numerical proportions of 
the national population. At the same time, the census represented the society 
in that it described it. In some cases, the census confirmed already existing 
notions of belonging, while in others the census may have encouraged people 
to identify in new ways, or perhaps disrupted older ways of identifying. As 
David Kertzer and Dominique Arel argue in Census and Identity: The Politics 
of Race, Ethnicity, and Language in National Censuses, in many modern states 
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the “prize is a census category which will ‘scientifically’ legitimate the exist-
ence of a socially imagined group.”4 The power that would come from being 
counted was not only emotional, however, but also practical: “The very pos-
sibility of linking group identities to political benefits can provide incentive 
for ‘groups’ to mobilize and demand recognition. Far from merely reflecting 
what is ‘out there,’ the census can be transformed into a mechanism of iden-
tity formation.”5 In modern times, the most prevalent assumption is that peo-
ple want to be counted because of the rights, privileges, and power that they 
will gain from that counting. That assumption originated during the early 
years of census- taking, and looking at nineteenth- century Britain allows us 
to watch the process occur.6

The Power of Numbers: Political Representation

When the first British census was taken in 1801, its proponents and admin-
istrators did not mention the determination of political representation as 
either a purpose or a possible result of the census. They were far more inter-
ested in what the census would indicate about the overall strength of the 
nation, in terms of military might and economic subsistence. It is hard to 
imagine that the census’s implications for representation did not occur to 
them; after all, the United States’ census had been instituted ten years ear-
lier for the explicit purpose of determining the distribution of seats in the 
House of Representatives. Furthermore, radical Enlightenment ideas about 
the equality of man and political participation were all too visible to the 
British ruling classes during the 1790s. But at this moment of domestic and 
foreign crisis, the relationship between the census and representation was not 
a public topic of discussion.

It did not take long, however, for it to become clear to proponents of politi-
cal reform that the census could be used to their advantage. By the 1820s, 
when the reform of Parliament had become a topic of heated political debate, 
it was evident that population figures could serve as justifications for all 
kinds of needs. As the national, and especially the urban, population mul-
tiplied at an astounding rate, people began to argue that communities or 
groups incorporating large numbers of people deserved amenities, services, 
and power. In 1821, the Home Secretary Lord Sidmouth received a request 
for a new church to be built in an area that had seen a large population 
increase. Sidmouth pointed out shrewdly that the same argument would 
apply to many places with fast- growing populations, and if he set a prec-
edent of acquiescence it would be impossible to answer all the demands.7 His 
understanding of the implications of population statistics would eventually 
become commonplace. Around this time, local newspapers began to express 
pride in the population growth in their own towns or counties, with the 
assumption that a large population was a sign of commercial vibrancy and 
prosperity.
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As discussions of reform increased during the 1820s, the link between the 
census and electoral power became explicit. The debate over reform centered 
on the growing yet unrepresented towns, whose inhabitants believed that 
they deserved more of a voice in national politics. On the other side were the 
so- called rotten boroughs, small or depopulated places that held a traditional 
seat in Parliament, which was often under the control of a single landowner 
or a small number of electors. Those in favor of reform argued that the new 
realities of population and economic power required a redistribution of seats, 
and that people who had gained their wealth from trade or industry deserved 
representation as much as the landed did. Reformers suggested that the bur-
geoning industrial elite needed a voice both because it was an economic 
group with particular needs and because it constituted a growing proportion 
of the national population. Representation, according to this view, ought to 
be based on both numbers and interests.

Prominent reformers such as John Russell believed that population statis-
tics would serve as the most persuasive evidence for change. They used census 
figures both to determine the best plan for reform and to provide proof of 
its necessity.8 Population figures accompanied discussions of Manchester’s 
greatly increased wealth, for example, and were used to indicate the current 
unbalanced state of representation.9 Letters from unrepresented citizens also 
cited the census, and reformers consistently noted that the current electoral 
system was unfair to the “trading community inhabiting large towns.”10 As 
one angry correspondent wrote in 1830, “There are fewer members returned 
within the county of Durham, in the ratio of its population, than from any 
other English county.”11 During the years leading up to the Reform Bill, peti-
tions that employed population figures were also regularly submitted to 
Parliament. A petition complaining of heavy taxation “referred all the evils 
of the country to a want of proper representation in parliament,” and “one of 
the most important features in the petition was the statement applying to the 
population of England.”12

The parliamentary debates about reform also relied heavily on population 
statistics. Thomas Creevey explained in 1823 that

between the year 1700 and the present time, our population had increased 
from five to twelve millions; and yet, . . . the elective franchise (as regarded 
the number of persons enjoying it) had been stationary, if not abating. For 
instance, 1900 men in . . . Cornwall elected more members among them 
than were elected by one half the other counties in England; and this while 
new towns of immense consideration had sprung up, which were kept 
without any elective franchise at all. If these . . . towns, with populations 
of three or four hundred thousands—towns which contributed largely to 
the income, to the power, to the security of the state—if the inhabitants 
of these towns were totally shut out from the elective franchise, while 
1900 . . . of the most worthless individuals in the country enjoyed an enor-
mous monopoly of it, surely all this called for . . . revision.13
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Creevey’s fluid transition between population statistics and notions of the 
“worth,” “consideration,” and “contributions” of the new industrial towns is 
indicative of the unresolved debate between numbers and interests.

In the months immediately preceding the passage of the Reform Bill of 
1832, another debate in Parliament explicitly raised the question of the 
authority and relevance of census evidence. In March of 1831, Lord John 
Russell moved for “a return of the population in each borough in England 
and Wales returning members to serve in Parliament, of which the popu-
lation in the year 1821 did not exceed 2000 souls.’ ”14 In other words, he 
was interested in determining which towns could be legitimately disenfran-
chised on the basis of a small population. Those opposed to reform immedi-
ately expressed their belief that there was nothing to be gained from seeing 
the returns, and reformers then attacked their opponents for their aversion 
to the “truth.” One reformist MP noted that “they were objecting to the 
production of information—to the production of intelligence—and why? 
Because they feared the light.”15 Yet an opposing MP “denied that those 
who opposed the measure were the enemies . . . of knowledge and informa-
tion. . . . the more light was thrown on the measure, the more it would be 
scouted by all intelligent men in the country.”16 Debates over the census and 
representation continued to revolve around the truth and the authority of 
statistics for many years to come. But by 1830, it was becoming increasingly 
difficult to reject statistics outright, and both sides attempted to argue that 
they were basing their conclusions on a more complete use of the available 
evidence.

The question about whether representation should be based on numbers or 
interests, however, continued to be debated, including among those in favor 
of reform. In 1831, John Campbell said that “each of the towns to which an 
additional Member was to be given, was an important town and had impor-
tant interests to defend,” again suggesting that reform was needed not just 
because of population growth.17 Russell’s papers concerning the reform bill 
show that it was to be based on statistics of both population and wealth, for 
taxes and property values were listed in conjunction with tables of popula-
tion and proposed representation for various towns.18 Eventually, the reform 
party decided that

having adopted the principle of the amount of population, as the surest 
proof of the necessity of disfranchisement in some cases, and an increase 
of the number of members in others, we could discover no test more fixed 
and recognized than that of the last Parliamentary Census of 1821. Upon 
which therefore our measure, both with regard to counties and Cities, is 
founded.19

The Bill that was eventually passed itself reflected the continuing power of 
both interests and numbers. While many industrial towns gained seats, tradi-
tional seats belonging to the universities and to many small towns remained. 
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In practice, the Bill was a pragmatic compromise that was successful only 
because it worked to appease various opinions.

The parliamentary proponents of reform in 1832 were not necessarily 
radicals; most wanted a slight extension of the franchise to educated and 
propertied men. Few of them were advocating a “one man one vote” reform, 
and most retained the longstanding notion that only propertied men were 
entitled to the franchise. In this view, numbers alone were not enough to 
justify the vote; interests and education had to be taken into account as 
well. But while the Reform Bill was a disappointment to many radicals who 
believed that it had not gone far enough in expanding the electorate or redis-
tributing parliamentary seats, it was the first time that population statistics 
were successfully used on a large scale for the purpose of deciding political 
representation in Britain. During the 1830s and 1840s, those who had not 
received the representation that they hoped for continued to use census fig-
ures to support their cause. Chartist newspapers often focused on what they 
saw as statistics of underrepresentation, which indicated large numbers of 
people in certain regions without rights. The unrepresented also called into 
question census methods themselves, which they believed did not “repre-
sent” everyone. In 1841, one Chartist newspaper related how unemployed 
workers took a local census of themselves with their own enumerators, to 
indicate the problems that working people faced.20 This subsection of the 
population had accepted the concept of census- taking but not the govern-
ment version of it, and the participants in the project believed that in order 
to be accurately represented, they had to take the census into their own 
hands.21 The example suggests that the census was not solely in the hands 
of the government and elite statisticians. The census had been successfully 
popularized not only in terms of public awareness and analysis of results but 
in the taking as well.

The connection between the census and representation also raises larger 
questions about what representation means. Large cities received represent-
atives in 1832 because of their population growth, but if not everyone living 
in those cities were allowed to vote, then the question of who was being 
represented remained. Were the people chosen to represent each city repre-
senting the entire population of the city, or certain interest groups within 
it? How could enfranchised citizens claim the entire population of the city 
as justification for representation if most of that population could not vote? 
Such unresolved questions as these contributed to continuing discussions, 
and by the 1850s a push for further reform had begun. At an 1853 meeting 
of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, population statis-
tics of large but unrepresented towns were displayed along with returns of 
electors, taxes, and property values as evidence of the need for reform.22 In 
1857, the dilemma over interests and numbers was still unresolved. While 
the politicians Sir James Graham and Lord John Russell both wanted to 
extend the franchise, they were unwilling to contemplate a total shift to 
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numbers. Graham wrote that he did not want

electoral districts dependent on population. . . . I should view with great appre-
hension the success of any such project. It would destroy altogether the bal-
ance of interests . . . and it would give undue preponderance to numbers. . . . the 
ancient divisions between counties and towns must in the main be upheld.23

Graham wanted certain interest groups to have greater electoral power than 
others, and he called “registration exclusively dependent on numbers, a 
Principle dangerous in the extreme, if it be universally applied.”24 Among 
moderate reformers such as Graham, the fear of democratic tendencies and 
its relation to majorities and numbers did not die easily.25

The 1867 Reform Bill continued the process of democratization, in the end 
expanding the electorate and moving British politics ever closer to a numbers-
 based system. The debates leading up to the 1867 reform were largely about 
which elements of the population could exercise the vote responsibly, and 
eventually came to center on the perceived respectability of various subsec-
tions of the male working classes.26 The nineteenth- century census, ultimately,  
was only indirectly related to the expanding representative system, because 
the districts used for census- taking were not parliamentary but rather sepa-
rately created registration districts. But this did not mean that the census’s 
implications for representation were obscure to contemporaries. The Reform 
Bill of 1832 was passed at the same moment that the statistical movement 
picked up steam and began lobbying the government for a more extended 
census. By the end of the 1830s, the census had become firmly associated 
with liberal political economy and industrial progress. To the dismay of Tory 
statisticians such as John Rickman, the architect of the first four censuses, it 
had also become tied to reform- minded politics. Meanwhile, the representa-
tion of interests and the representation of numbers came together in more 
abstract understandings of identity and power.

The Shifting Representation of Interests: Local, 
Urban, and Rural

In 1853, the Manchester Guardian observed that “it is important to notice, at a 
time when a new reform bill is about to be discussed, that the town and coun-
try populations are equally balanced.”27 While the newspaper might have 
been advocating an increase in political representation for specific towns, 
it was also making a more general point about population and power. As 
people began to realize that in order to be represented they needed to be 
counted, they also realized that this was true not just in terms of electoral 
representation. As the century progressed, a more abstract understanding 
emerged among particular groups that if the government realized how many 
of “them” there were, their interests would be addressed.
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The conflicts that arose from the changes of the nineteenth century, between 
rural and urban, agricultural and industrial, protectionist and free trade, were 
all discussed with the aid of census statistics. While eighteenth- century land-
owners were less interested in their numbers than in their wealth and influence, 
by the middle of the nineteenth century few kinds of power could be publicly 
justified without numbers. Numbers came to be connected to local, regional, 
and national loyalty, and one of the most obvious ways to express pride was 
to focus on numerical strength. Significantly, this embrace of large numbers 
was happening even while many political economists continued to worry about 
overpopulation, confirming that surplus was never a truly general concept, but 
rather one that could be applied to specific, supposedly problematic groups.

Beginning in the 1820s, towns celebrated their population growth and increas-
ingly conflicted with one another in the pages of the public press over the admin-
istration of the census. The ways in which enumeration districts were divided 
proved particularly ripe for conflict. Local rivalries, such as that between Liverpool 
and Manchester, increasingly turned on population, but what if the enumeration 
districts were not parallel? As the social topography of towns changed, further 
anxiety was generated. More and more people commuted into large towns such as 
London and Manchester from suburbs, which were counted as separate commu-
nities in the census. But to those who wanted to celebrate the economic or politi-
cal importance of their own city, suburban dwellers who were contributing to the 
life and work of the city ought to be counted as part of it. In 1851, the Manchester 
Guardian pointed out that Manchester’s population had in fact increased even 
more than the census indicated, because so many “commercial” people lived in 
the suburbs and commuted into the city by train.28 Liverpool seemed bigger at 
first glance, the writer explained, but if the community of Salford, which was 
essentially continuous with Manchester, was included in Manchester’s statistics, 
then Manchester was in fact larger than Liverpool. As people adjusted to the dra-
matic changes wrought by the railway and other inventions, their anxiety about 
boundaries was expressed partly through the census: where people “belonged” 
was no longer obvious, and what constituted the community had become blur-
ry.29 By 1861, the census administrators had recognized the importance of the 
census in this regard, and they emphasized the need for clearly defined enumera-
tion districts in the comparison of different towns.30

One example that demonstrates the high stakes of local population fig-
ures involved the financial district known as the City of London, whose 
advocates were angry at what they considered the census’s underestimation 
of their importance. Because the City had few residential areas, nearly eve-
ryone who contributed to its vibrant economy arrived there in the morn-
ing and left in the evening. Since the census counted people where they 
slept at night, this large commuter population was counted as resident else-
where, and the City, despite its centrality to Britain’s economic life, was por-
trayed as having very few inhabitants. Representatives of the City therefore 
decided to conduct their own census during daytime hours, a project that 
much amused the reporters for the Times. A journalist pointed out that the 
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people who were not counted as inhabitants of the City were counted some-
where else, and received the privileges of being citizens in the communities 
where they lived.31 The incident raises a great many questions, and suggests 
that British people had not agreed upon exactly how representation worked 
or what the census was meant to do. Was it the community that was sup-
posed to benefit from being “represented,” or the individual citizen? The 
resident, by being counted wherever he or she lived, would presumably gain 
privileges through that counting, whether that meant more representatives 
in Parliament, a new church for the neighborhood, or a larger local police 
force. But what if a community of importance, in this case the economic 
community of the City, lost representation as a result? And what were the 
implications for the census’s emphasis on the household if the middle- class 
family was in fact split up for purposes of representation: the man claiming 
privileges in his community of business, while his wife and children were 
counted in the suburb where they lived? The incident also serves as another 
example in which people conducted their own census because they were 
unhappy with the official one, although in this case, rather than unem-
ployed workers, it was local leaders who felt threatened by the low returns 
for their area, and, like rural landowners, were worried about the threat to 
traditional power structures.

Census results were disputed in part because of fairly intangible rivalries 
and emotions, but they also had practical results. There were financial impli-
cations to population results, as parishes were often provided with money 
from charities based on their population, and local police departments were 
also funded on the basis of numbers. Where the borders of districts were 
placed was thus important. In 1862, the Mayor of Grantham wrote to the 
government complaining that when the inmates of the Union workhouse 
were returned separately from the rest of the town, it left the population at 
just under 5,000, which meant that the town was allotted less money for its 
police force than it would have if the population was over 5,000.32 Parishes 
often used population statistics to demonstrate the need for new churches.33 
Finally, private schemes and projects used population statistics as justifica-
tion. Railroad companies took censuses of their own, in which they counted 
population and road traffic, both to determine where there was need for a 
new railway and with the hope that they could receive a charter from the 
government if they proved that need.34 When the new Manchester–Leeds 
railway was to be built in 1836, the advocates of the railroad argued that 
they were serving the most populous and wealthy provincial district in the 
country, and they used information from the 1831 census to indicate the 
aggregate population of all the towns on the proposed line. They then used 
statistics to prove that the region had a greater population density and a faster 
rate of growth than almost any other region in the country. They promised 
that the “facts respecting the Population, Manufactures, Exports, Traffic (in 
passengers and goods) of the District, are compiled from official documents, 
and authentic information.”35



82 A Cultural History of the British Census

Even as towns and regions argued over their relative populations, there 
occurred a shift from an emphasis on local divisions such as counties and 
cities to more national divisions, such as that between city and country. 
The census itself reflected the shift when it moved from counting commu-
nities to counting individuals. By the 1840s, administrators and politicians 
had come to see the economy as a national one, and the most significant 
divisions as between “parties” rather than places. The occupation tables, 
the 1841 census commissioners claimed, “teem with materials for deciding 
upon many questions which have already divided, or may hereafter inter-
est, the different parties in this country.”36 These parties rallied around free 
trade or the Corn Laws, industry or agriculture, city or country. As politi-
cal fortunes ebbed and flowed (primarily ebbed for the protectionists and 
flowed for the free traders), discussions over the census became ever more 
impassioned.37

Since census figures were believed to bring legitimacy to certain ways of 
life, numbers both reflected economic power and suggested that certain 
groups of people were deserving of more power. Many articles about the cen-
sus were in fact protectionist or anti–Corn Law treatises, which invoked the 
authority of statistics as justification for their cause. In 1845, the protection-
ist newspaper the Morning Herald claimed that the occupation returns from 
1841 had been manipulated to serve the Anti–Corn Law League, and insisted 
that more people were in fact employed in agriculture than in manufacture 
even though the census had indicated the opposite.38 The Manchester Guardian 
responded, “Thus, by false comparisons, they have circulated the numerous 
statistical fallacies which have been too readily swallowed up by their credu-
lous supporters.”39 The Manchester Guardian admitted that the Irish statistics 
would turn the statistics for the United Kingdom in favor of agriculture. But, 
the writer insisted, the British should not be associated with the Irish to that 
extent, for “would they not also turn it in favour of pauperism and unpar-
alleled destitution?”40 The paper then quoted the census report itself as the 
highest authority: “a book with which the Herald ought to be familiar, when 
it assumes the office of public instructor on this subject.”41 The writer ended 
the article on a haughty note: “Very little purpose is served by perverting the 
truth so grossly as it has done in the article we have quoted. Indeed, we incline 
to think that its wisest course would be to refrain statistics altogether.”42 Such 
discussions indicate not only the high stakes of the census returns but also a 
growing savvy about statistics and a willingness to critique statistical methods 
and interpretations. The numbers could evidently be made to support more 
than one cause, and the contest was over the most persuasive use of those 
numbers.

Debates between the two great interests of trade and agriculture were also 
heard in Parliament, and they often revolved around census method. Lord 
Malmesbury “dwelt on the erroneous results which were deduced from divid-
ing the population returns into two such classifications as the agricultural 
population and the commercial, trading, and manufacturing population.”43 
Returns should be correct, he continued, because “they had been frequently 
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quoted in defence of the policy recently adopted on all great questions affect-
ing agriculture.”44 Lord Stanley agreed that

the manner in which the population returns were drawn up was calcu-
lated to mislead the public with respect to the relative proportion of the 
manufacturing and agricultural interests. In the country towns and vil-
lages every tradesman and artisan was dependent on the agricultural inter-
est, and yet in the returns those classes were ranged under the head of 
manufacturers.45

In the course of such arguments over how to do the census, it became clear 
that those who were losing their power were also those who were most critical 
of census methods and who put the least faith in statistics. In a letter of 1851, 
Benjamin Disraeli wrote sadly that

the returns of the census will not benefit us. I attribute very much the 
stationary, or diminishing, amount of our rural population to the influ-
ence of our law of Settlement. . . . a law, wh:, under all its mitigations tends 
to the diminution of the rural population ought not to be a favorite with a 
territorial aristocracy, if they saw further than their noses.46

Understandably, it was the “territorial aristocracy” that was most unhappy 
about the deterritorialization of identities that came with centralization and 
urbanization.47

The public recognition that the census could be put to various personal 
uses connected to power and representation is finally evidenced by the many 
letters that the government received before each decennial census, request-
ing that various additional questions be asked. One such example involved 
the British Temperance League, which wrote a letter requesting that the 1861 
census include a question about whether people were teetotalers or not. The 
organization suggested that those who wished to could write “teetotaler” 
next to their occupation, “as there will probably soon be a hard struggle in, as 
well as out of Parliament on this drinking question it may be found of service 
in estimating the strength of the party opposed to the drink traffic.”48 This 
question and others like it were not included in the census; census adminis-
trators continued to insist on simplicity and practicality, and pointed out that 
each additional question could be asked only at great expense. Nonetheless, 
it is highly significant that the census was viewed as a technology capable of 
identifying the members of particular groups on a national scale, and it was 
clear that the census could potentially provide information of use not only to 
the government but also to individuals and groups outside it.

The Controversy over the Census of Religion

The growing understanding that the census could represent different inter-
ests within the society culminated in the heated debate over the religious 
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censuses of 1851 and 1861, which raised questions not only about represen-
tation but also about privacy and the limits of state power. As the most public 
census controversy of the nineteenth century, the religious census deserves 
close attention. In 1851, the census bill left power to the Home Secretary 
to ask whatever additional questions he saw fit. Under this authority, the 
government proposed censuses of religion and education. Immediately, 
complaints flew in Parliament and the press. Opponents believed that the 
education census was “inquisitorial,” because “it even demanded the income 
and expenditure of each school.”49 Politicians described questions about 
private literary and scientific institutions as “a most inquisitorial and vexa-
tious inquiry, which was not at all warranted by the statute.”50 Many citizens 
believed private, self- supported institutions to be outside the jurisdiction of 
the state, and the proposals provoked great anxiety about the relationship 
between the government and the people and between public and private 
enterprise.

But the greatest anger was reserved for the census of religion. The govern-
ment proposed to count the churches that had been built in recent years, 
the absolute numbers of Anglican churches and dissenting chapels of dif-
ferent denominations, the number of “sittings” available in these places, 
and the number of attendants on the Sunday before census day. The census 
administrators had designed the census to determine the religious “provi-
sion” available, especially for the working classes, and to provide a field for 
further action by missionaries and philanthropists. But another implication 
was immediately obvious: the returns would indicate which religious “party” 
(Anglicans or Dissenters) was the more powerful. More specifically, Anglicans 
were aware that the census would likely make their recent decline public, and 
they were worried about what this would mean for the future of the estab-
lished religion.

Prominent Anglican MPs immediately raised a challenge to the bill. They 
claimed that the Secretary of State was overstepping his authority, and they 
worried that “the returns would draw an invidious distinction between the 
Church and the Dissenters.”51 Some people clearly recognized that the cen-
sus could divide as well as unite, and that by defining people as members 
of potentially competing groups it could create or exacerbate that competi-
tion. But while anxiety about strength and competition underlay the entire 
debate, the Anglicans couched much of their opposition in technical discus-
sions about census methods and in language about intrusion and authority. 
The whole debate, then, while fundamentally about issues of religion and the 
state, outwardly revolved around the census itself.52

Those in favor of taking the census employed arguments about the impor-
tance and authority of knowledge, and appealed to the “public” as the body 
that deserved the information. Earl Granville insisted that

the queries . . . had been introduced because complaints had been made . . . of 
the extremely meagre nature of the information afforded by the former 
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returns. . . .  Considering the enormous expenses to which the country 
would be put, they thought it would be a pity not to profit by that oppor-
tunity to gain most valuable information respecting . . . matters in which 
the country took a great interest.53

And “with reference to the statistics of the spiritual and secular education of 
the people of this country, it would be a great disappointment to the public if 
no effort was made by the government . . . to obtain information on so impor-
tant a subject.”54 Granville also argued that while the census would gather 
financial information about clergy incomes and church endowments, such 
figures were not nearly as important as those concerning the overall religios-
ity of the country.

The government had carefully investigated the legality of taking a religious 
census, and had come to the conclusion that the questions about religion 
should not be compulsory.55 A letter would be written to the clergy explain-
ing that the questions were optional “but pointing out that it was important 
to ascertain whether the spiritual instruction afforded had kept pace with 
the increased wants of the population of 1851.”56 Politicians in favor of the 
measure said that they trusted that people would comply simply because they 
would understand the value of information. Supporters also warned that if 
other religious groups cooperated “it could not but redound greatly to the dis-
advantage of the ministers of the Established Church if they were . . . to persist 
in their disinclination to make these important returns.”57

Anglicans, however, argued that optional responses would result in mis-
leading figures. The Earl of Harrowby observed that “questions which could 
not be legally enforced would only be partially answered, and had bet-
ter therefore not be put at all, otherwise the public would be led astray.”58 
Meanwhile, the Bishop of Oxford commented that “the general result must 
be conducive to the propagation of error rather than truth” and it was “bet-
ter that they should have no information of this kind rather than imperfect 
information.”59 In this view, technologies such as the census could be success-
ful only if they were universal, standardized, and clear.

Despite the vocal opposition, the 1851 census was taken the way that the 
Home Secretary and the Registrar-General’s Office had hoped: by counting 
Churchgoers and chapelgoers on a particular Sunday. The results were tabu-
lated and analyzed in a separate report, which was of great interest to the 
public, and continues to be used by historians of Victorian religion today.60 
But when the report appeared in 1854, Anglicans who believed that they had 
been undercounted insisted on an investigation, and the Registrar- General, 
George Graham, was forced to field questions about the accuracy of the 
census. The census showed nearly as many Dissenters as Anglicans nation-
wide, and the statistics were immediately understood as a major threat to the 
Established Church: if it was losing its majority, then it was also perhaps los-
ing its unique position as the state- supported and state- sanctioned religion. 
Accusations circulated, both in the press and in Parliament, that Dissenters 
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had deliberately exaggerated their numbers in order to make the Established 
Church appear weak.

The issue of conflict was the method used by the census takers. In the 
report, Census Commissioner Horace Mann defended the chosen method 
as less inquisitorial than asking people directly for their religious affiliation, 
and thus more fitting for Britain. He also argued that “the outward conduct 
of persons furnishes a better guide to their religious state than can be gained 
by merely vague professions.”61 In other words, people, especially irreligious 
people, could not be trusted to tell the truth if asked directly about their 
religious habits. The method injured the Anglican cause precisely because 
of the many irreligious people in Britain, particularly working- class people. 
Large numbers seldom or never went to Church, but would most likely have 
declared themselves Anglican if asked. Dissenters, on the other hand, enjoyed 
a very large fraction of church- going people.62

Some pro- Anglican MPs saw the census as an outright conspiracy against 
the Established Church, and argued that that “the greatest mis- statements in 
the reports occurred, not from our own numbers being lessened, but from 
the numbers of the Dissenters of nearly all denominations being greatly exag-
gerated and set forth.”63 MPs provided various anecdotes of willful manip-
ulation, describing Dissenters who planned special sermons and employed 
especially popular preachers to attract extra people, and took children out of 
their Sunday school classes to fill the seats in the chapel.64 One MP claimed 
that some dissenting chapels returned double the number that the chapel 
could actually hold at a given time, and “the returns of persons attending the 
different chapels in many parishes exceed their whole population.”65

The assumption behind these accusations was that Dissenters had explic-
itly understood the census as “a trial of strength between the Church and the 
Dissenters.”66 One MP suggested that “any day . . . appointed for the taking of 
the Census would be sure to be considered by the Dissenting bodies as the 
occasion for a trial of strength, on which . . . they would endeavour to make 
a grand demonstration of the growing success of their cause.”67 In contrast, 
claimed the Bishop of Oxford, Anglicans had made no special effort, and bad 
weather on census day had kept many people who normally attended Church 
at home. Anglicans “were careless and indifferent about [the census], having 
no notice of the use to which the returns would be put, and looking upon 
many of the questions as impertinent or intrusive, and they either neglected 
them, or else had no means of giving an accurate statement.”68 Furthermore, 
claimed the Bishop, those who had tabulated the results were in some cases 
hostile to the Church, and the only way to ensure accuracy would be to check 
for errors on the original returns themselves.

In response to this request, Granville pointed out that the census office was 
now closed, so it was impossible to procure the original returns. Furthermore, 
he reminded the House, the details of the results were supposed to remain 
private: census procedure specified that only the abstracts were to be pub-
lished, not individual returns. Granville blamed whatever problems may 
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have existed on those MPs who had complained about the census before it 
was taken, thus making Anglican Clergy unwilling to answer the questions.69 
He concluded that the accuracy of the census ought to be left to the public 
to determine, and he expressed satisfaction in the efficient manner in which 
the census had been taken and the great interest that it had evoked: 21,000 
copies had been sold.

In July of 1854, Registrar- General Graham joined the fray by issuing a 
“memorandum on the objections urged against the accuracy of the Census 
Returns of religious worship.” He insisted that respectable clergymen had been 
the ones filling in the returns, and the results could therefore be trusted.70 He 
dismissed the claims that Dissenters deliberately formed large congregations 
on the day of the census, and that people went to more than one chapel in 
the course of the day. He also pointed out that it made logical sense for dis-
senting chapels to have higher attendance than Anglican Churches, because 
their congregations survived only through their numbers, while Anglican 
ones were supported by the state.71 Finally, in response to the accusation that 
“the returns may have been tampered with at the census office, to the disad-
vantage of the church of England,” he answered that those employed by his 
office were primarily members of the Church of England, and would have 
had no reason to skew the results.72

Politicians as well as census takers were clearly aware of the lasting and 
public nature of the information that had been gathered. As one MP said,

It must be allowed that a great public document such as this . . . , which pro-
fessed to fix the relative number of the members of the Established Church 
and of those dissenting from it . . . , in proportion to its importance ought 
also to be accurate, and  . . . such documents, if they came at all stamped 
with the weight of public authority, should be accurate, and not mislead-
ing documents.73

And further, “there should not forth to the public, on mistaken facts, a state-
ment as to the relations of the different religious bodies in this land.”74 The 
Bishop of St. David’s said that he wished Anglicans had not made returns 
at all, “for by doing so they were not assisting to ascertain truth, but were 
appearing to lend their countenance and sanction to that which was in the 
end an imposition on the public.”75

The census takers themselves assumed that one of the reasons that the 
census results were of interest was because they provided people with more 
information about the groups with which they identified. As Horace Mann 
wrote in the report, “Religious parties of every denomination, in the esti-
mates they have endeavoured to form of their comparative strength in this 
country, have hitherto felt the great disadvantage resulting from the absence 
of official returns on the subject of public worship.”76 Official returns were 
needed precisely because members of different denominations did not trust 
one another, and statistics could serve as a supposedly neutral and unbiased 



88 A Cultural History of the British Census

arbiter. Abridging the report for sale was also justified by an appeal to the 
public:

In consequence of the deep interest known to be taken in the subject, 
and the general wish to possess impartial and authentic information 
upon it, arrangements have been made for placing within the reach of the 
public generally all the more important parts of the Report, . . . at a price 
which should secure the object of its wide diffusion with the least possible 
delay.77

The report also pointed out that the census was the only possible opportunity 
for asking questions about religion, because the complicated machinery was 
already in place. The general assumption among census takers was that the 
census always ought to be expanding, within practical limits, to acquire fur-
ther information about the national aggregate. The commissioners, however, 
also demonstrated their awareness of the potential for competition between 
denominations, and they recognized that opposition had been voiced not 
only on the grounds that the questions were “too minute and inquisito-
rial” but also because of the fear that they would cause division within the 
nation.78 Mann insisted that while religious freedom was important, social 
harmony was as well.

While the debates over the results of the 1851 census subsided over the fol-
lowing few years, the tensions between Church and chapel did not, and in 
1861 the conflict returned with full force. The writers of the bill for the 1861 
census proposed a new method: they would ask every head of household for 
his or her “religious profession” and for those of all the inmates of the house. 
This would appease Anglicans by including the majority of nonchurchgoers 
in the Anglican faith, but it provoked an immediate protest from Dissenters, 
who in this case realized that their numbers would be threatened. Like the 
Anglicans in 1851, Dissenters, in their public opposition, focused primarily on 
questions surrounding census method itself instead of the underlying issue of 
religious competition. They claimed that the question about religious profes-
sion would encourage falsehood from irreligious people, resulting in inac-
curate data, and they insisted that religious belief was not under government 
jurisdiction. Once again, an argument about respective strength became an 
argument about the census itself.

Throughout May and June of 1860, the Home Office was bombarded with 
petitions against the measure. The petitions came from individuals, from 
dissenting congregations of all types, and from large associations of congre-
gations. Most of the petitions acknowledged the capacity of the census to 
depict and to further the “moral and religious progress of the community,” 
but they argued that the proposed method would be misleading and unfair.79 
Generally, the protesters agreed that there ought to be no human authority in 
religious matters, and they argued for either no religious census at all or one 
that was taken along the lines of 1851.80
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An underlying assumption of many of the petitions was that the goal of 
taking a religious census was to determine “the amount of spiritual destitu-
tion for which provision had to be made,” or in other words, to bring religion 
to the people.81 A group of Dissenters in Plymouth avowed that “they fully 
appreciate the value of a correct and careful Census of the population both in 
relation to its civil and its ecclesiastical state.”82 However, they believed that 
the 1851 census had already provided information on this topic, and the new 
question would not “distinguish between the actual attendants on religious 
worship and the large class who neglect it.”83 Many people who never went 
to church, the petition pointed out, would say that they were members of the 
Established Church, and the census would not indicate that Dissenters made 
up a large proportion of the religious people in the country.84

The most common argument employed by the dissenting opponents of 
the census, however, was about religious freedom and privacy. A group of 
Baptists from Bristol insisted that religion was “a department of human life 
into which the intrusion of human governments is wholly unwarranted,” 
while a congregation of Unitarians argued that the religious question would 
“be an infringement of the sacred rights of conscience.”85 Another associa-
tion of Baptists called the proposal “an unwarrantable exercise of legisla-
tive authority— . . . a vexatious interference with religious liberty,” and the 
Congregationalists said that it would be “an unwarrantable and needless 
interference by the State with personal opinion.”86 The Presbyterians warned 
ominously that the measure would likely “alienate many . . . friends of the 
present government.”87

In the beginning of July, George Graham made a pragmatic decision to 
put his support behind the Dissenters.88 He concluded that the 1861 census 
ought not to have direct questions on either religion or education, and since 
the 1851 census had counted churches and seats, doing it again would be too 
much work and was hardly necessary. Graham pointed out that if the ques-
tion was made optional, as legal experts suggested it ought to be, then “what 
could be deduced from so imperfect a Return?”89 Graham was also concerned 
about the success of the census as a whole, and worried that if the govern-
ment alienated so much of the public, “thus the accuracy and completeness 
of the entire census is in jeopardy, costing the country considerably above 
100,000 pounds.”90

But before the government could fully retreat on the census, a prolonged 
debate in Parliament took place. The influential dissenting MP Edward Baines 
noted the public interest in the issue and insisted that “it was felt not alone 
by Dissenters, but by Churchmen, that to inquire into the religious profes-
sion of individuals was objectionable, both on the grounds of feeling and of 
principles.”91 “Although he was a Dissenter,” he continued, “he had not taken up 
this question merely on the grounds of the Dissenters,” and he simply “desired 
to see perfect fairness and . . . equity for all religious bodies in this country.”92

Dissenting MPs argued that the census ought to be done as it had been 
ten years earlier, and they focused on national religiosity. The returns of 
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churches and other public institutions had been “of use to the historian, 
the statesman, and most of all to the philanthropist and man of religion,” 
and they had shown the “comparative progress of the population, and of 
their means of religious accommodation and observance.”93 The progress the 
country had made, Dissenters claimed, could be determined only if the same 
methodology was used again. They quoted Horace Mann, who had noted that 
“between 1831 and 1851, there was an increase in population in England and 
Wales of 27 per cent, and in the accommodation for religious worship of 42 
per cent, showing a most gratifying amount of religious activity in the differ-
ent churches.”94 The census had also provided a

less gratifying, but more salutary, knowledge of the deficiency still existing 
of religious accommodation. It could be learned also how far a defective 
attendance at places of worship was caused by want of accommodation, 
and how far it was to be ascribed to a want of disposition to attend.95

New returns would also show “where the existing deficiencies existed, and 
serve as a guide to the efforts to supply them.”96

The lack of religiosity among the working classes was central to Dissenters’ 
argument. Baines pointed out that in 1851 “a very painful revelation was 
made of the number of persons, no less than 5,000,000, who did not attend 
religious worship at all. He feared that amongst this class either no answer, 
or even indecorous answers might be given.”97 Baines also argued that the 
proposal did not address the religious realities of the country. The truth, he 
claimed, was that many people were either irreligious or went to religious 
services based on the convenience of the moment: some went to Church 
in the morning and chapel in the evening, in fact, and could not answer 
a question about religious profession with any accuracy. The question, he 
urged, would encourage the “very large proportion [who were] habitual non-
 attenders” to lie, and “he feared answers might be given of a very undesirable 
character, such as outrageous protestations against religion, which no one 
could desire to see recorded upon a public document.”98

Finally, if the question were left optional, “the majority would give no 
answer, and returns obtained under such circumstances would be utterly des-
titute of all value.”99 Dissenters quoted the 1851 census report, which claimed 
that the “conduct of persons furnishes a better guide to their religious state 
than can be gained by merely vague professions.”100 A direct question, they 
insisted, was not only “inquisitorial” and “continental” but inaccurate as 
well: the time and money that people put into their places of worship could 
tell more than a vague profession of affiliation.

Cornewall Lewis, who was the 1861 census’s greatest advocate, disagreed. 
He insisted that the “the system adopted on the former occasion was one alto-
gether more lax and less accurate than was requisite for statistical purposes.”101 
The method of counting churchgoers on a single Sunday, he believed, failed 
to determine who actually “belonged” to each religious denomination. Lewis 
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argued that the government did not want to interfere with behavior, it sim-
ply wanted to find out how people self- identified. Lord Palmerston also saw 
the “value and utility in a religious census,” and agreed that the government 
was not interested in the intensity of people’s belief, but simply where they 
were married and buried.102 The conflicting understandings of the purpose of 
the religious census—to determine the ways in which people identified their 
religion or to determine what their religious practice looked like—raises ques-
tions about how people understood the concept of religious belonging. Both 
methods could be viewed as misleading because of their inability to describe 
people’s “real” religion. Simply asking people for their religion left open the 
possibility that they could falsely represent themselves, while ascertaining 
their religious practice meant that people who did not practice at all could 
not be easily defined.

Dissenters’ emphasis on churchgoing, in contrast to Anglicans’ emphasis on 
affiliation and rites of passage, is also suggestive of theological and social differ-
ences between Anglican and nonconformist Protestantism. While Anglicans 
of the nonevangelical variety may have thought, as Palmerston did, that 
being married and buried in the Church made one a member of that Church, 
Dissenters tended to believe that regular religious worship was necessary. Such 
a division had its roots in the sixteenth-  and seventeenth- century conflicts 
over religion, when those who believed that the Established Church was not 
disciplined or fervent enough formed separate denominations. Eighteenth-
 century stereotypes that distinguished “enthusiastic” Methodists from calm, 
dignified Anglicans demonstrated a similar split.

The argument over the census, however, was not only about differing 
views of religious belonging but also about the boundaries of state power. 
Dissenters, said Baines,

deemed it a duty to resist an authoritative demand on the part of the 
Government upon a point which they regarded as beyond the legitimate 
scope of civil interference. The civil governor had a right to inquire into 
the particulars of the civil condition of the people, such as age, sex, occu-
pation, birth- place, etc., but he had no right to intrude into the domain of 
the conscience.103

The understanding of the census as a government instrument that ought to 
ask only about “facts” is significant. What the government was proposing 
in this case was a subjective question about self- identity. One MP noted that 
“when statistics attempted to deal with things which were not positive and 
certain, they were almost sure to go wrong.”104 Statistics, according to this 
view, were useful for describing facts, but opinions were not describable with 
numbers.105 The goal, another politician noted, ought to be “to ascertain facts 
which would be important as the foundation of legislative action.”106

The argument about “truth,” however, could go both ways. Cornewall 
Lewis suggested that in their rejection of the census, the Dissenters were also 
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rejecting statistical authority and rationality more generally. He innocently 
observed that the numerous petitions that the government had received 
entailed a contradiction, because their signatories professed their religion 
directly on the petitions themselves even as they vowed that the government 
had no right to such information. This “instinctive feeling” on the part of 
Dissenters, Lewis said, could not be reasoned with, and “the taking of the 
census is a process for the success of which it is necessary to obtain the gen-
eral and cordial co- operation of the people.”107 This time, Lewis implied, the 
Dissenters were the ones to blame that the country was not acquiring the sta-
tistics that it needed: “The country would now know that it was Churchmen 
who wished for facts, and Dissenters who did not.”108 Baron Monteagle 
believed that Dissenters were “actuated by an apprehension of some loss of 
their own importance if the truth were accurately made known,” and he 
“manifested a belief that the notions entertained as to its numbers and influ-
ence were at present exaggerated.”109

The debate over the limits of state authority revealed the sensitivity that 
surrounded Britain’s fraught religious history. Those who argued in favor of 
the religious question used international precedent as justification, but such 
references allowed Dissenters to invoke a notion of British superiority that 
was based on old ideas about liberty. “The general practice of civilized states 
in which differences of religion exist is to make an inquiry as to that fact,” 
Lewis explained, and he pointed out that the recent International Statistical 
Congress of 1860 had formally recommended that every European census ask 
for the name, age, sex, language, occupation, and religion profession of every 
person.110 This set of questions had already been adopted in Austria, Bavaria, 
Belgium, Denmark, France, Prussia, Saxony, Sweden, and Wurtenberg, 
according to Lewis, and he claimed that in Prussia, “there is a perfect sys-
tem of religious toleration rendering that country a model for imitation in 
that respect, and showing that there was no necessary connection between 
intolerance and a religious census.”111 Yet the list of countries was greeted 
with “ironical cheers” by those MPs who considered the examples autocratic 
and inappropriate as models.112 Baines observed that while “similar inquiries 
were made as to religious profession in various European countries; . . . these 
countries were either despotic or the Government paid the clergy of every 
denomination.”113 Dissenters in Britain, he continued, with their long his-
tory of persecution and eventual emancipation, wished to be independent, 
and wanted nothing to do with the government: “It was with Dissenters a 
matter of principle to maintain the freedom, independence, and purity of the 
Church of Christ, by keeping it free from state control.”114 People in Britain 
were resisting, he said, “with what seemed to be an instinctive feeling in the 
minds of Englishmen.”115 Those who challenged the measure, therefore, took 
great issue with Lewis’s use of the continental model, which they believed 
was utterly inapplicable in Britain.

Opponents who focused on the threat to privacy were concerned with 
practical as well as abstract notions of liberty. Dissenters pointed out that 
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some servants would be afraid to tell the truth because it might prejudice 
their employers against them, and as one MP said, “If people were compelled 
to make a public confession of their religious opinions, the result would be 
in some cases to inflict upon them great hardships in a social, and even in a 
legal point of view.”116 The suggestion that people could suffer for their beliefs 
because of prejudice from employers or neighbors raises the possibility that 
the census could cause local conflict. Individual census results were supposed 
to remain private, but privacy was never complete. There was no privacy on 
the level of the household, since the “head” of the household was asked to fill 
out the census form for everyone in the house. A live- in servant, therefore, 
could not keep his or her religion a secret from an employer. Household dis-
cussions about such a sensitive topic as religion could result, if not in the loss 
of a job, at the very least in domestic disharmony. Furthermore, local clergy-
men often served as enumerators, meaning that one’s census information 
was visible to the very people with whom discussions about religion could be 
the most fraught. Anecdotal evidence also suggests that enumerators some-
times shared local results with the press, suggesting that the census- taking 
process was not as confidential as the government promised.

Eventually Lewis agreed that rather than jeopardize the entire census he 
would give up the offensive question. He concluded his speech, however, 
with the hope that Dissenters would be more reasonable in the future. “This 
is not the only country in which the proposal of a census has been met by an 
unreasoning objection,” he hinted, and proceeded to describe the history of 
anticensus sentiment both in Europe and elsewhere.117 The situation, Lewis 
said, reminded him of “uncivilized” countries where people were frightened 
of census- taking, and he provided an example of Muslims in India who finally 
changed their views and admitted the necessity of the census: “That example 
shows . . . that the progress of inquiry and the increase of intelligence may lead 
to the removal of prejudices which, at a given moment, are invincible.”118

The argument that British people were naturally averse to government 
intervention in personal matters was old and well established. But by 1860, 
these arguments against government interference were not entirely convinc-
ing, especially when coming from the liberal advocates of census- taking. The 
census, with all its intrusiveness, had been accepted by the educated public 
to a great extent, and those who were opposed to it were usually deprecated 
as ignorant, superstitious, or stubbornly conservative. There was already a 
quaint old- fashionedness associated with people opposed to the census. It 
was for this reason that both sides in the debate over the religious census used 
arguments about the importance of statistics, and blamed their opponents for 
hindering the acquisition of those statistics.119

In fact, to the extent that Dissenters represented the urban industrial elite, 
which gained power through the census, they were its greatest support-
ers. In this case, they were opposed not to the census per se but to a par-
ticular method, which they argued was offensive because of its intrusiveness. 
Anglicans in 1851 also criticized what they considered an intrusive method. 
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When census results were likely to threaten the public power of a particular 
group, usually by suggesting that its numbers were not as large as those of a 
competing group, two arguments tended to be deployed: one about the accu-
racy of the method and the other about the limits of governmental inquiry. 
Given the long history of religious conflict in Britain and the privileged sta-
tus of the Church of England, it is not surprising that religion would be a site 
of deep contention in the larger movement toward transparency and repre-
sentation. Dissenters who wished the 1851 census results to hold argued that 
the balance between Anglicans and Dissenters ought to make them respect 
one another and “the efforts each was making to advance the grand cause 
of religion and the welfare of the country.”120 In this light, competition was 
healthy and beneficial, for the returns would “stimulate both Churchmen 
and Dissenters to a wholesome and honourable competition, highly favoura-
ble to the general interests of the people of this country.”121 However, another 
MP said, “I think it both unwise and unworthy of any Government to get up 
sectarian differences among the population . . . which would be the effect of 
this clause.”122 The census, it was clear, could be divisive, and “Churchmen 
and Dissenters had a higher duty than quarrelling as to their relative num-
bers, . . . instead of . . . quarrelling as to which was the most important body, let 
them coalesce to bring back these wandering sheep to the fold of Christ . . . let 
them act together for the benefit of the entire community.”123 Competition 
and division, in this case, could be more harmful than ignorance.

* * *

The successful opposition to the religious census of 1861 marks one of the 
very few times that the public managed to influence census procedure so 
dramatically. But by this time, civil servants and politicians assumed that 
the census was influential in the public realm, and that the information it 
reported would have an impact on public perceptions and actions. The argu-
ments over the religious census and other aspects of census representation 
demonstrate that by the 1850s most people also assumed that the census 
must be embraced. The acceptance of the census was a process that occurred 
simultaneously and in dialogue with democratization. By mid- century, rep-
resentation was understood by many as a positive and necessary aspect of 
government, even though the large majority of the population remained 
electorally unrepresented. And the census, simply by dividing people into 
groups, clearly was concerned with representation and strength. In 1861, 
William Farr wrote of the census results, “If a class thus sometimes obtains 
more constituents than it deserves, it on the other hand often sustains coun-
terbalancing losses.”124 It was by this point obvious that the census could 
isolate different “classes” and indicate their numerical strength.

The debates over representation suggest that Tory landowners were the first 
to understand the connection between numbers and power as a threat to 
the status quo. But the census also helped hasten a process of delocalization 
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that caused anxiety on a number of different levels. Even for those who had 
embraced population growth, urbanization, and the power of large numbers, 
the census was connected to unease about the newly blurry boundaries of 
places and populations that had been created by the railroad and other tech-
nological changes. Before the census was begun, those who worked or lived in 
the City of London knew that their community was important to the wealth 
of the nation simply because it had a long tradition and reputation of eco-
nomic power. When numbers were needed to justify that power, however, 
the census itself became a threat because it counted some things (resident 
population) but not others (economic growth).

The census, while it helped to erase certain divisions that were already dis-
appearing, also underlined other divisions that were developing. The census 
played a major role in the replacement of geographic community with other 
notions of community (occupational, for instance), which were ultimately sub-
sumed under the notion of national community. A key tension in the national 
community, however, revolved around religious difference, and because 
of Britain’s history of religious warfare and eventual toleration, the accept-
ance of this difference had perhaps unique historical privilege. By indicating 
numerical power, the census undermined inherited interests, and in this way 
the debate over religion was parallel to the earlier more explicit debate about 
parliamentary reform. In the case of religion, however, the trend toward rep-
resentation stopped short: religion was too politically sensitive an issue and 
the religious status quo could not be formally threatened. The debates over 
religion imply that many people were simply unwilling to accept the continu-
ing advance of the census; the state apparatus, they insisted, did have limits. 
No one attempted to gather information about religion on the census within 
Britain again until 2001. Knowledge, if it presented too much of a threat to the 
stability and harmony of the country, could not be fully embraced.

While concrete implications to the religious census certainly existed, the 
bitterness of the debate was a result of abstract emotions too. The importance 
of having large numbers was tied to an emerging awareness of a paternalis-
tic state that was there to protect and help the population, and a sense that 
amenities would be provided at the national level as well as at the local level. 
It was also connected to the notion that groups needed to be clearly visible in 
the public sphere. If being revealed or “represented” in that public space, how-
ever, was likely to hurt the overall image of a particular interest group, then 
privacy was better than publicity. The debates over religion suggest that non-
numerically defined privilege was fast losing favor, and the only argument 
that could be mobilized in its support was about privacy. Anglicans in 1851 
suggested that they were the ones who valued privacy while the Dissenters 
thrust themselves into public view. The site of the private, however, was dif-
ferent for the two groups. For Anglicans, it was the sanctity of the church 
building (despite its official and state- supported status) that ought not to be 
intruded on by the government, while Dissenters described the even more 
internal life of the mind, or the conscience, as sacred.
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The growing recognition that the census could provide representation 
raises broader questions about what it means to be a part of a majority. At 
one point in the debate over the religious census, the Bishop of Oxford said, 
“Thank God, the great majority of the people in this country do still belong 
to the Established Church.”125 But why was it so important to Dissenters and 
Anglicans to be members of a numerically more significant group? As Kertzer 
and Arel point out, “Census politics undoubtedly has a strong emotional 
dimension, for it matters a great deal to many people that the groups they 
identify with are granted official recognition.”126 Yet the results are practi-
cal too: in a democracy, the census is the “most important means by which 
‘majorities’ and ‘minorities’ can be officialized. . . . Groups fear a change of 
proportion disadvantageous to themselves, as this often directly affects how 
political and economic power are allocated.”127 Not all numerically significant 
groups had gained political representation by the middle of the nineteenth 
century. Women and working- class men together made up the vast majority 
of the population, yet neither group could vote by the 1850s. But it was pre-
cisely because of the ongoing fight for political power that the discussion of 
interests and numbers could occur. In the next chapter, I will discuss what 
was gradually coming to be understood as the true majority in the country: 
the urban working class.
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4
Urban Growth, Urban Problems, and 
the Census

“It is the fate of mankind to multiply and everywhere to gather in 
towns.”

—Manchester Guardian, 18511

“A town, such as London,” wrote Friedrich Engels in 1844, “where a man may 
wander for hours together without reaching the beginning of the end, with-
out meeting the slightest hint which could lead to the inference that there 
is open country within reach, is a strange thing.”2 Engels’ puzzlement and 
fascination with London, this “heaping together of two and a half millions 
of human beings at one point,” was shared by many of his contemporaries, 
both British and foreign.3 As a writer for the Quarterly Review said in 1854, 
London’s “close- packed millions” was “the greatest camp of men upon which 
the sun has ever risen.”4

London was indeed unique during the nineteenth century: no city on the 
European continent approached it in size or wealth. And during the first half 
of the century, Britain’s rapidly growing industrial towns were also essentially 
unknown in other countries. For Victorians, one of the most striking aspects 
of the census was the evidence it provided of urban growth. This seemingly 
uncontrollable urbanization was related to some of the most fundamental 
political and social controversies of the day, about the role of the government 
in society, and the fate of the British economy as a whole. It was clear that the 
growth of the cities represented more than a physical migration from country 
to town. It represented a shift from an agricultural to a manufacturing way 
of life and from a localized and rural economy to a national economy that 
was based on industry and commerce. It also reminded people of the drastic 
social changes that had accompanied industrialization, particularly the crea-
tion of a new and in many ways unified working class. Observers sensed that 
there was no turning back from this immense change.

Urbanization brought unmatched prosperity to some, but many eyewit-
nesses would have agreed with Engels that “these Londoners have been 
forced to sacrifice the best qualities of their human nature, to bring to pass 
all the marvels of civilisation which crowd their city.”5 London may have 
been the richest city in the world, Engels thought, but it was also a scene 
of alienation and greed. These negative qualities, Engels believed, increased 
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in direct ratio to the density of population: “The brutal indifference, the 
unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest becomes the more repel-
lant and offensive, the more these individuals are crowded together, within 
a limited space.”6

Large cities were therefore both a source of extraordinary pride and a 
cause for great alarm, a symbol of the country’s prosperity and a portent of 
its destruction. Such a dichotomy was not new to the nineteenth century; 
Europeans had been having mixed feelings about cities for hundreds of years. 
Nor were problems of urban order or urban poverty new phenomena. But 
nineteenth- century cities saw population on a scale hitherto unknown, a 
new organization of labor, and a rate of growth that seemed unstoppable and 
uncontrollable. Furthermore, while during the eighteenth century London 
had dominated discussions of urban growth, the nineteenth- century land-
scape was one of multiple, rapidly growing cities that were entirely different 
from London. Not seats of government or centers of culture, cities such as 
Manchester seemed to exist solely for the purposes of work and accumula-
tion of wealth. Meanwhile, factory life and the solidarities that it created for 
workers made observers aware of the working- class community in a way that 
eighteenth- century London did not.

The census alerted people not only to the increasing population of the 
cities and to the problems that population faced but also to the increasing 
proportion of the whole that it constituted. Urban workers were increasingly 
seen as the majority, and as such the group that was going to make or break 
British wealth, power, and social stability. In 1830, Joshua Milne told the 
Parliamentary Enquiry concerning the upcoming census that more informa-
tion was needed about the working classes “who form the bulk of the people 
(and their state is a sure index of the state of the country).”7 Or, as Thomas 
Carlyle wrote, “The condition of the great body of people in a country is the 
condition of the country itself.”8

Living in the shadow of the French Revolution, many middle- class British 
observers believed that the urban poor were far more dangerous than the 
rural poor. As Engels wrote, “The great cities have transformed the disease 
of the social body, which appears in chronic form in the country, into an 
acute one, and so made manifest its real nature and the means of curing it.”9 
If a revolution happened in Britain, observers thought, it would begin in the 
cities, where the poor lived in close proximity to one another and were com-
paratively free from middle- class surveillance. High population density could 
be positive, prourbanites argued, because it meant better communication and 
an increased level of mental activity.10 But most middle- class observers also 
agreed that a dense population was detrimental to both public health and 
social stability: the city was the breeding place for epidemics and for subver-
sive politics because people were simply crowded too closely together.

The city was also, like the social body more generally, a space that was increas-
ingly viewed as susceptible to intervention. Mary Poovey has  demonstrated 
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that in nineteenth- century Britain the “great body of the people” could 
refer both to the poor as an entity separate from the rest of society and to 
the national population.11 The cities, which were increasingly understood 
as working- class domains, were both part of and potentially a threat to the 
nation as a whole. One of the reasons that it was so important to maintain the 
moral and physical health of the cities was so that the larger nation would not 
be harmed. The census, along with numerous other government, charitable, 
and private projects, was a means by which the educated classes could survey 
and control the supposedly anonymous and unknowable laboring population 
of the cities. The census, however, through its ability to describe population 
density and to define people in terms of their membership in groups, gained 
a privileged position among other technologies of surveillance. The closely 
packed urban masses had to be counted and defined using statistics because 
many older means of surveillance were no longer available.12

In this chapter, I will analyze social reformers’ explicit use of the census, 
as well as census takers’ own analyses of urban growth and urban problems, 
to demonstrate the extent to which middle- class surveillance of the cities 
was dependent on statistics. In their discussion of urban problems, census 
takers and reformers drew largely on notions of surplus. They emphasized 
the overcrowding and the social unrest that arose from haphazard growth, 
unemployment, and a lack of moral control, and they suggested that a rap-
idly growing urban population was a source of danger. But the census also, 
as we have seen, empowered people by allowing them to recognize them-
selves as members of groups. Middle- class urban dwellers gradually came to 
understand themselves as central to the nation’s prosperity and as people 
whose strength came from numbers. As it became clear that Britain would 
never again be a predominantly agricultural society, the proponents of the 
city can be said to have triumphed. Yet at the same time, the fight for con-
trol over the cities continued. Census takers and reformers tended to believe 
that urban workers, despite their majority status, did not deserve the power 
to govern the cities themselves.13 Rather, they had to be continually control-
led in order to preserve the capitalist and industrial society that the cities 
represented.

The Quest for Knowledge about the Urban Poor

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, it was already evident that 
the social landscape of Britain was dramatically changing. The popula-
tion was growing at a staggering rate, and the growth was concentrated 
largely in the towns. Manchester’s population doubled between 1801 and 
1831, and some smaller towns grew even faster. As rural laborers moved 
into the towns to work in factories and mills, these towns became more 
and more crowded, and problems became visible quickly. Factory pollution 
and unsanitary living conditions made the towns seem dirty and chaotic, 
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and anecdotal evidence suggested that life expectancy among the urban 
poor was low compared with that in the countryside. Fluctuations in trade 
during the early industrial period meant that at times the cities saw high 
unemployment and economic distress. At the same time, some wealthy 
town- dwellers were alarmed at the independence that they saw the urban 
poor enjoying. The nation’s experience of distress and radicalism during 
the 1790s and again in the 1810s brought foreboding and fear to the ruling 
classes. United and distressed, the urban poor seemed to bring the reality 
of revolution frighteningly close.

Part of the problem, many early- nineteenth- century commentators thought, 
was that the upper ranks of society knew little of urban conditions. It was 
common to point out that the wealthy were as unfamiliar with the slums in 
their own towns as they were with the “savages” of New Zealand or southern 
Africa. The working districts of Manchester, Leeds, or London were foreign 
countries that had to be visited and described, and increasingly, statisticians, 
social critics, and novelists did exactly that.14 The census, along with other 
statistical studies, literary works, and government investigations, provided 
the reading public with information about the urban poor and eventually 
fueled reform movements and legislation directed at the cities.

Most observers who wrote about urban conditions, whether in fiction or in 
nonfiction form, emphasized the need to educate the public about working-
 class life and agreed that the government and the wealthy segments of the 
society were not fulfilling their obligations to the poor. The problems of the 
poor, they argued, were eventually going to come back to haunt the rich, 
either through epidemic disease or through social revolution.15 Knowledge, 
both statistical and otherwise, was understood to be vital to the process of 
improvement and to the ultimate stability of society.

Much of the early social investigation focused on Manchester, which 
became the symbol of both all that was impressive and all that was dan-
gerous about industrial Britain.16 Manchester was growing at an astounding 
rate, and its extended area, the census indicated, was the most densely popu-
lated part of Britain. It is worth examining closely two well- known studies of 
Manchester, both of which used a combination of statistics, personal observa-
tion, and polemic to make very different cases for the reform of urban condi-
tions. James Kay and Friedrich Engels both recognized the urban working 
class as a new majority with both untapped power and endless troubles that 
had to be addressed. But while Kay took a Malthusian approach that empha-
sized the need to purge the city of certain unwanted inhabitants and provide 
a moral education for those who remained, Engels saw urban growth as hav-
ing a hidden benefit. While Kay thought in terms of surplus, Engels thought 
in terms of representation: the urban masses would come to recognize their 
own power through numbers, and the city would become the home of the 
world’s first labor movement.17

James Kay published The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes 
Employed in the Cotton Manufacture in Manchester in 1832. He described the 
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“importance of minutely investigating the state of the working classes,” and 
explained,

Self- knowledge is a precept not less appropriate to societies than to indi-
viduals. The physical and moral evils by which we are personally sur-
rounded may be more easily avoided when we are distinctly conscious 
of their existence, and the virtue and health of society may be preserved, 
with less difficulty, when we are acquainted with the sources of its errors 
and diseases.18

Like the census takers, Kay understood the unit in question to be the nation, 
and he used the common metaphor of a human body to describe it. Like 
a human body, the social body was capable of acquiring “self- knowledge” 
and then acting upon it. Statistics were necessary because Britain needed “a 
perfect portraiture of the features of each individual part of the social body,” 
and Kay agreed with other statisticians of the 1820s and 1830s that British 
statistics were inferior to those of other European countries.19

Kay’s book was inspired by his experience as a physician in the cholera 
epidemic in Manchester in 1830. As he explained in his letter to Thomas 
Chalmers at the beginning of the second edition, he was accustomed “in the 
exercise of public professional duties and for purposes of local observations 
and inquiry, to frequent the precincts of vice and disease.”20 Kay became 
convinced of the need for an organized response to epidemics, and in order 
to make his case he sent out his own inspectors to gather statistical informa-
tion. Kay saw himself as part of a fast growing movement of investigation and 
social reform: “I offer the statistical evidence contained in this pamphlet, as 
a humble contribution to the fund of information concerning the moral and 
physical condition of the poor, throughout the kingdom.”21 He anticipated 
the work of the soon to be founded statistical societies by pointing out that 
inquiries like his were needed for every large town in Britain, and his meth-
ods and goals remained highly influential for many years to come.

Kay believed that “the public welfare will be most powerfully promoted 
by every event, which exposes the condition of the people to the gentry of 
England.”22 Even cholera was useful if it could alert the educated public to 
the conditions in which working people were living. The wealthy, Kay sug-
gested, had to realize that it was in their own interest to act; otherwise, their 
way of life would be destroyed either by cholera or by revolution. “The pes-
tilence,” wrote Kay, “is in their cities—at their very doors—daily it smites in 
the crowded manufactories, and snatches its victims from their very side.”23 
In an urbanized society, both the city and the nation had to be imagined as 
one. There could be no complacent separation in a society where people lived 
so close to one another, as they did in large towns, and where the national 
economy depended on intimate links between town and country.

Kay visualized the urban space as dangerous and shifting: while poor and 
rich might be separate now, in a fast growing city they could not expect to 
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remain separate. Those who lived on the outskirts of Manchester would not 
enjoy their healthy country air or their social exclusivity for long, for the 
city would expand faster than they could relocate. In Manchester, wrote Kay, 
“the dense masses of the habitations of the poor, . . . stretch out their arms, as 
though to grasp and enclose the dwellings of the noble and wealthy.”24 For 
Kay, overcrowded conditions were tied to both disease and social disorder, 
and he took his readers on a voyeuristic and threatening journey through

the crowded courts, the overpeopled habitations of wretchedness, where 
pauperism and disease congregate round the source of social discontent 
and political disorder in the centre of our large towns, and behold with 
alarm, in the hotbed of pestilence, ills, that fester in secret, at the very 
heart of society.25

Although secret, these “ills,” like cancers, would soon take over the entire 
social body.

Kay also understood the urban poor as a majority, in terms of both num-
bers and power. “The operative population,” he wrote, “constitutes one of 
the most important elements of society, and when numerically considered, 
the magnitude of its interests and the extent of its power assume such vast 
proportions, that the folly which neglects them is allied to madness.”26 Kay’s 
work therefore served as an urgent call to action: it was the duty of the upper 
classes to avoid revolution. But as an advocate of laissez- faire economic policy, 
Kay did not believe that the government should intervene in the economy in 
order to solve the problems of the urban poor, nor did he believe that workers 
ought to “combine” in order to pressure their employers. Like other liberals 
of his time, Kay believed that class conflict was unnatural, and that it was 
only by understanding the economy and the nation as one that disharmony 
could be removed. With knowledge would come understanding and sympa-
thy. Then, government action could be taken, not in the realms of trade or 
labor but in those of public health, education, and morality.

Kay used statistics “to prove the concomitance of pauperism with moral 
and physical degradation.”27 Scientists did not know at the time how cholera 
was spread, but Kay certainly believed that unsanitary conditions made peo-
ple susceptible to disease, and that there was a clear connection between the 
cleanliness of public spaces such as streets and the cleanliness of the houses 
and people on the street. Amenities that could be provided by the municipal 
or national authorities, such as sewers, could therefore improve the private 
conditions in which people lived. Kay, who later became known for his writ-
ings on education, also believed that ignorance, immorality, and filth were all 
related. “Cholera can only be eradicated,” Kay insisted, “by raising the physi-
cal and moral condition of the community, in such a degree as to remove the 
predisposition to its reception and propagation, which is created by poverty 
and immorality.”28 Thus, legislation could have a direct influence on both 
the morality and the physical well- being of the people. Paupers, whom Kay 
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claimed were both prone to disease and active in its diffusion, “ought to be as 
much the objects of a careful vigilance from those who are the guardians of 
the health, as from those who protect the property of the public.”29 For dis-
ease and social unrest to be eradicated, Kay argued, the working poor needed 
such middle- class virtues as domesticity, self- respect, prudence, industry, 
forethought, and sobriety.30 Improving sanitation alone was not enough.

Kay’s argument was ultimately about the need for free trade in economic life 
and government regulation in civic life. Writing as he was in the years lead-
ing up to the Factory Act and the debates over the first regulation of industrial 
labor, Kay confidently took up a position that would continue to hold weight 
for many years. According to Kay, reducing hours of labor was not an option; 
what was needed was a new kind of urban planning. In this, Kay anticipated 
the census takers and dominant social reformers of the 1840s and 1850s, who 
may be thought of as liberal regulationists. According to these thinkers, the 
government needed to take responsibility for sanitation and education, but 
factory legislation ought to be avoided. Kay’s goal was in fact to prove that 
the problems of the poor did not come from commerce in general but from 
“foreign and accidental causes.”31 In order to preserve the manufacturing way 
of life and the order of society, Kay thought, something must be done. “The 
minute personal interference of the higher ranks is necessary to the physical 
and moral elevation of the poor,” Kay wrote, but this interference would be 
in domestic and moral life.32

In 1833, Kay and several other prominent men founded the Manchester 
Statistical Society. The society, unlike the Statistical Society of London, was 
made up not of politicians but of bankers, physicians, industrialists, and writ-
ers. It set the tone for the other provincial statistical societies, and immedi-
ately began conducting numerous studies of housing, health, education, and 
other urban issues. Statistics, it seemed to many, was especially appropriate as 
a mode of interpreting the city because the city’s fast- growing and constantly 
changing nature made it difficult to understand in other ways. In such an 
uncontrolled space as the one that Kay described, individuals had become 
invisible and indecipherable. The people had become “masses” that could be 
described only with numbers.33

By 1844, when Friedrich Engels first published The Condition of the Working 
Class in England, statistics had been widely accepted as a mode of description, 
but Engels used the statistics to come to a very different political conclu-
sion. When the young Engels arrived in Manchester from Germany to take 
part in his family’s manufacturing business, he was already familiar with St. 
Simonian Socialist and radical philosophical theories.34 While in Manchester, 
he came to know Chartist leaders and mingled widely with both industrial-
ists and factory workers. Although his study was ostensibly of the English 
working classes in general, his data and observation came primarily from 
Manchester. Since Engels wrote his book in German and it was not trans-
lated into English until 40 years later, he did not have the same immediate 
 influence within Britain as Kay did. However, the impact that this early book 
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had on the later writings of Marx and Engels and on the labor movement 
makes it worth examining. The notion of the majority took on very different 
implications when understood from a socialist perspective.

Engels, with his disgust for the liberal economic policy and industrial elite 
that Kay championed, had a very different solution to working- class prob-
lems in mind. But although Engels and Kay proposed different remedies, 
they described similar symptoms. Engels, like Kay, was distressed by the lack 
of town planning in Manchester. The working- class areas had expanded so 
haphazardly that instead of the order and regularity of affluent areas, the 
poor lived in a “labyrinth, a planless, knotted chaos of houses.”35 Since the 
working people’s districts were separated from the wealthier areas, the upper 
ranks knew nothing of the chaos. Engels was also concerned about disease, 
and found the anonymous and impersonal nature of Manchester alarming. 
In cities, people could move around uncontrolled, and Engels explained that 
“infection was carried by wandering beggars with fearful rapidity from one 
locality to another.”36 He also described “districts [that] shelter the poor-
est, most depraved, and worthless members of the community, and may be 
regarded as the sources of those frightful epidemics.”37 Much like Kay, Engels 
saw Manchester as a constantly shifting space: too crowded and disorderly to 
pin down and understand.

Like Kay’s work, Engels’ survey was a call to action. He used official statisti-
cal sources (of which there were many more than when Kay had been writing 
12 years earlier) to prove that the government was aware of the problems 
yet was not doing anything to help. The population density in Manchester 
was the primary focus of his ire. The ratios of people to houses and peo-
ple to lavatories were especially alarming, as were the numbers of people 
living in cellars. Engels also described the overcrowding in his own words. 
The streets themselves, he said, are “crowded literally one upon the other 
[in a] . . . tangle.”38 Houses were (in the words of one of his sources) “literally 
swarming with inhabitants.”39 And while the town was too dense in gen-
eral, it was the poor who were “packed into the least space.”40 Engels also 
emphasized the strangeness of urban life through visual descriptions that 
dehumanized the population. People became animals: they lived in “cattle-
 sheds for human beings,” they were “crammed . . . swarms of workers,” and 
“a horde of ragged women and children swarm about here, as filthy as the 
swine that thrive upon the garbage heaps and in the puddles.”41 The poor of 
Manchester, in Engel’s view, had reached the lowest possible level of human-
ity. “In [their] dwellings,” he wrote, “only a physically degenerate race, robbed 
of all humanity, degraded, reduced morally and physically to bestiality, could 
feel comfortable and at home.”42

But Engels, ultimately, saw hope in this great conglomeration of oppressed 
people. He believed that as the center of manufacturing, Manchester was 
also the place where the labor movement would arise. It had the most devel-
oped working class, and Engels warned ominously that “if the centralization 
of population stimulates and develops the property- holding class, it forces 
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the development of the workers yet more rapidly.”43 Workers in cities, Engels 
explained, “begin to perceive that, though feeble as individuals, they form 
a power united.”44 Much like others who recognized themselves through 
the census as members of groups, and who interpreted their power through 
numbers, workers would realize that they were the majority and thus had 
power. Like the cities themselves, this fact could provoke either excitement 
or fear.

Whether Manchester workers indeed understood themselves to be a major-
ity in the 1830s and 1840s is not easy to determine. But certainly the sense 
that this was a possibility sparked further calls for reform among the mid-
dle classes. Engels and Kay were only two among many who observed and 
described urban conditions, and by the 1840s, urban life was a central topic of 
public debate. The debate took practical form with calls for municipal reform, 
the public health movement, and the ongoing push for factory regulation. 
As the census was expanded during the 1840s and 1850s, it gathered further 
information about urban life and provided numerous statistics that lobbyists 
used to buttress their arguments. Like Kay and Engels, census takers focused 
on population density and its effects on both physical and moral health. The 
debates over urbanization and all its implications were also premised on the 
understanding that the city required healthy proportions of people, and that 
the social harmony of the nation depended on the health of the city.

The Overcrowded City: Housing and Health

“Next in importance to the actual increase in the numbers of the people, is 
the state of its mortality,” wrote the Manchester Guardian in an 1851 article on 
the census.45 Mortality rates, the census indicated, were dramatically higher 
in the towns than in the country, and the public health movement that even-
tually gained a great deal of public support was based in the cities. The rela-
tionship between health and statistics was firmly established, in part because 
physicians had been prominent in the statistical movement since its origins. 
More specifically, the important role that the Office of the Registrar- General 
played in collecting mortality data and linking it to the census meant that 
the census was intimately connected to the public health movement. Edward 
Higgs, in fact, argues that much of the mid- century expansion of the census 
can be attributed to the growing interest in sanitary reform.46

William Farr, the most influential of the Victorian census takers, brought his 
early interest in mortality statistics to bear upon both the administration and 
the analysis of the census. Using statistics of deaths, disease, and disabilities, 
Farr examined the “relative salubrity of the professions,” the rates of occurrence 
of various disabilities in different parts of the country, and other questions 
of sickness and health.47 He explained, in the census reports, current medical 
theories about the causes of everything from cholera to blindness. Farr’s gen-
eral attitude was that many deaths and diseases were avoidable, that average 
life expectancy in Britain could and should be increased, and that one of the 
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purposes of gathering mortality statistics was to determine how far various 
diseases and disabilities were preventable by sanitary measures and other gov-
ernment regulations. “The prolongation of the life of the people,” wrote Farr, 
“must become an essential part of family, municipal and national policy.”48

Farr used healthy districts, usually in the countryside, as a standard to show 
that the excessive deaths in cities were preventable.49 Farr did not accept the 
Malthusian notion that disease was necessary or beneficial. He believed that 
disease was wasteful because potentially productive adults were lost to the 
public good, decreasing the strength of the nation as a whole.50 Farr argued 
that sanitary reform would extend productive life, thus increasing the possi-
bilities of subsistence and proving Malthusian theory incorrect. He wrote that 
in certain “wretched districts, nearly eight percent are constantly sick, and the 
energy of the whole population is withered to the roots.”51 Farr made it clear 
that both humanity and the nation’s productivity called for the improvement 
of public health.

Farr saw a clear correlation between high population density and the high 
mortality rates in cities, and he continually worked to educate the govern-
ment and the public about the ways in which urban conditions undermined 
people’s health.52 Although he was dismayed by the poverty evident in the 
cities, he tended to suggest that it was density that caused disease rather than 
poor habits or lack of resources.53 Farr spent time calculating not only the 
numbers of people per house and room but also the numbers of people per 
square mile and the mean proximity between people. In Farr’s mind, physical 
space was essential to public health.54 Others agreed that overcrowding was 
what made cities unhealthy. In London, wrote Engels,

two and a half million pairs of lungs, two hundred and fifty thousand 
fires, crowded upon an area three to four miles square, consume an enor-
mous amount of oxygen, which is replaced with difficulty, because the 
method of building cities in itself impedes ventilation.55

The assumption that overcrowding and polluted air were detrimental to 
people’s health reflected not only ideas about sanitation but also middle-
 class values of privacy, exclusivity, and stability. For most middle- class city-
 dwellers, it was the recurring cholera epidemics of the 1830s and 1840s, and 
the immediate fear of epidemic disease in general, that served as the most 
pressing impetus to reform. As Kay argued, disease tended to spread from the 
poor overcrowded districts of cities to the wealthier areas, and it was thus 
necessary for all urban dwellers to be concerned about public health. Even 
though it was the rich who would have to pay for sanitary improvements 
through their taxes, reformers insisted that it was entirely in their own inter-
est to stop epidemics before they got out of control. The fear that when too 
many people crowded together their health was undermined was underlined 
by the fear that when workers were crowded together they could become 
politically subversive.
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Kay, as we have seen, explicitly described disease and social unrest as 
interlinked results of dense living conditions. More generally, descriptions 
of crowding are ubiquitous in discussions of the census, urban conditions, 
and poverty. While some reformers recognized that crowding happened out 
of necessity, others blamed it on the poor themselves, suggesting that their 
improvidence resulted in too many children, and that they were then so 
dehumanized that they did not mind living almost on top of one another. 
As one newspaper wrote after the 1841 census, “Heedless Lancashire fills up 
every nook and cranny with a swarming multitude.”56 Kay described “the 
noisome court and thickly peopled barrack of pauperism” and Engels mused 
“when one thinks how crowded their dwellings are, how every nook and cor-
ner swarms with human beings, how sick and well sleep in the same room, in 
the same bed, the only wonder is that a contagious disease . . . does not spread 
yet further.”57

The public health movement focused on such things as water supply, waste 
disposal, and responses to epidemic disease, but poor housing was thought to 
be one of the prime obstacles to improving health. As Census Commissioner 
James Hammack said in 1859, “The houses of a country are a sure index to 
the condition of its inhabitants. This is especially true with respect to the 
working classes, whose physical condition is greatly dependent on the state 
of their dwellings.”58 Overcrowding occurred partly because housing could 
not keep pace with the population increase, the argument went, and those 
who analyzed the census almost always focused attention on urban living 
density.

Before the 1851 census was taken, an article in the Illustrated London News 
explained that the census would show “in what manner we are all enabled 
to live; . . . how many in huts or hovels not much better than the wigwams of 
savages, and how many in comfortable or luxurious houses.”59 But in fact, 
the census did not answer this question at all, because while it indicated 
the numbers of people per house as well as the proximity of houses to one 
another, it did not address the quality or the size of houses. Since the cities 
had expanded so rapidly, many buildings had been constructed quickly 
and poorly, with no provision made for proper ventilation or cleanliness. 
As the census takers acknowledged, the fact that all kinds of houses were 
counted simply as houses made the average number of people per house 
extremely difficult to interpret. As Hammack explained to the Association 
for the Promotion of Social Science, the census was faulty because “the 
same numerical value is assigned in the returns to the palace of the sov-
ereign and a Highland bothy—to a large public institution, with its hun-
dreds of inmates, and a single sleeping- room over a stable—each being 
counted as an ‘inhabited house.’ ”60 This was one place where numbers by 
themselves were not good enough.61 In a parliamentary discussion about 
the upcoming 1861 census, it was suggested that the census ask about the 
numbers of rooms with windows in each house. “There could be no better 
means of coming at accurate information as to the material improvement 
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of the people than by inquiry as to the improvement that had taken place 
in their dwelling- houses,” one politician said.62 The question was never 
asked, however, in part because it was considered too intrusive to count 
windows.

Although difficult to interpret, on the question of housing density depended 
“both health and moral purity.”63 It was partly in response to some of the 
deficiencies in the census that statistical societies and individuals conducted 
their own surveys of housing. Hector Gavin’s survey of 1850, for example, was 
titled The Habitations of the Industrial Classes: Their Influence on the Physical 
and on the Social and Moral Condition of These Classes: Showing the Necessity for 
Legislative Enactments. Gavin focused on London, which by the 1850s was 
joining Manchester as an important object of urban investigation, and he 
based his analysis on the census and other official statistics. Low- quality 
housing among the poor, Gavin insisted, influenced “the general welfare of 
society.”64 Like earlier social reformers, Gavin believed that the public needed 
to be educated about housing and its effects on the working classes; he was 
convinced that if urban housing conditions were generally known, the public 
and the government would already have done something.

Like Kay and Engels, Gavin believed that the poor were isolated from the 
rich in cities, to the detriment of the whole society. Gavin vowed to focus on 
the “overwhelming necessities of many millions of human beings congre-
gated in the towns and cities of this kingdom.”65 He repeated the emphasis 
on sheer numbers of people, but using census data to make his point, Gavin 
also focused on proportions: on the proportion of laborers in society and the 
increasing proportion of the urban population to the whole country. Gavin 
used statistics to demonstrate that the urban population was increasing at 
a faster rate than houses were increasing, resulting in an ever more densely 
populated situation. The “necessary consequence” of such density was a dete-
rioration in general health.66 Gavin quoted a source who had observed in the 
cities “a system of overcrowding that would not be tolerated in the farm- yard, 
the stable, or even the dog- kennel.”67 Like Engels, Gavin saw these people 
who were “congregating in swarms in foul abodes” as hardly better than ani-
mals.68

Like Kay, Gavin was unwilling to blame urban problems on industrializa-
tion or urbanization in general, and he believed that with proper manage-
ment populous cities did not have to be unhealthy places. “Such evils,” he 
explained, “are undoubtedly the consequence of increasing population, but 
they are not the necessary and inseparable effect.”69 With government regula-
tions that limited the number of houses built, for example, health could be 
improved. Gavin was aware that such regulations would offend builders and 
speculators, for at the moment, “each person who finds himself in posses-
sion of a plot of ground considers how he can best crowd upon it walls, roofs, 
window, and doors.”70 Houses also needed enough rooms so that different 
families did not have to live in one room together, and the numbers of peo-
ple per house should itself be regulated, Gavin said. Gavin shared a common 
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middle- class view of the unruly and irrational nature of the poor. Just as build-
ers, if left to their own devices, would build without limit, “human beings, 
uncontrolled, will pack themselves in rooms and cellars.”71 He insisted that 
“the most impoverished, overcrowded, and filthy [dwellings] will always be 
found the most unhealthy.”72 He also believed that “a population deterio-
rated both morally and physically, by living in crowded and inferior dwell-
ings, is likely to be far more improvident, and therefore to multiply faster.”73 
Overcrowding, therefore, would lead to more overcrowding.

Improving housing through municipal regulation was difficult because of 
the strong public opposition to any kind of intervention in the economy. 
Other aspects of the public health movement, such as attempts to provide 
compulsory vaccination and quarantine in times of epidemic, were compli-
cated by related worries about intrusion. In all these cases, one question was 
whether the government had the right to intervene in the health of indi-
viduals for the sake of the larger society. Although vaccination against small-
pox became compulsory in the mid- nineteenth century, the law was nearly 
impossible to enforce because there was no way to determine who had in fact 
been vaccinated. Before the 1851 census, one vaccinator wrote to the Home 
Secretary to make a plea for such information to be required on the census. “I 
consider it a matter of the greatest importance to the public health that some 
steps should be taken to render vaccination more general,” he explained, and 
he particularly acknowledged “the great difficulty there exists, in getting the 
lower orders to bring their children to have the operation performed.” 74 The 
case reflects the ambitious notion that the government, with the help of the 
census and an organized bureaucracy, had the ability to completely eradicate 
smallpox if it tried. A pamphlet on the subject noted that “by vaccination 
being made universal, Small Pox would be entirely banished from the coun-
try,” and suggested that every person vaccinated by an authorized medical 
officer ought to be registered and issued a certificate. The question about vac-
cination, like so many others, did not make it onto the already expensive and 
complicated census form, but it serves as another example in which members 
of the public realized the potential public uses of the census. In this case, 
the census had the potential to serve as the most central mechanism in the 
improvement of public health, but as always, it was on precarious ground 
between the rights of the individual and the rights of the society.75

Statisticians and census takers almost always supported national and 
municipal regulations regarding health. For Farr even economic liberty was 
not as important as the right to health. John Eyler points out that for Farr, 
“the limits of individual freedom were passed when public health was threat-
ened. Air and water were public trusts which no man might own or abuse.”76 
Farr energetically promoted various public health programs, including (after 
he arrived at the conclusion that cholera was spread through unclean water) a 
sewage system and clean water supply. He also advocated more parks and open 
spaces in cities. Finally, Farr believed that public health had wider implica-
tions than mortality; he thought that death rates could be directly  correlated 
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with more abstract indicators such as morality and happiness in order to 
determine the overall health of the society.77 Thus, statistics of behavior and 
respectability were also gathered in the city, and similar questions about the 
rights of the individual and the society arose.

Morality in the City: Domesticity, Education, and Religion

In an article about the upcoming 1851 census, the Illustrated London News 
noted that “it is not simply to the physical, but to the moral and intellec-
tual condition of the people to which those who framed . . . the Census of 
1851 have devoted their attention.”78 The morality of the people had already 
been a long- established topic of study by the 1850s. As the Journal of the 
Statistical Society of London explained in the first decade of its existence, “Few 
subjects deserve more serious consideration than the moral condition of a 
population.”79 “Moral condition” encompassed such diverse aspects of life 
as crime, sex, religion, and education. Many middle- class observers assumed 
that morality was difficult to enforce in the cities, where the educated classes 
had little ability to control the population, where poor and rich lived in 
proximity yet with little contact, and where all types of people, moral and 
immoral, could intermingle. Engels was concerned by what he described as 
“the worst paid workers with thieves and the victims of prostitution indis-
criminately huddled together.”80

Discussions of immorality served several purposes in nineteenth- century 
Britain. Blaming social disorder on ignorance or spiritual destitution helped 
the propertied classes make sense of urban unrest without explicitly address-
ing the questions of poverty and politics. Yet it was hard to ignore the link 
between supposedly immoral behavior and radical politics. Ideas about 
urban crime came largely out of the experience of the French Revolution and 
the disorder of the 1790s. The urban mob was thought to be especially dan-
gerous because it was large, dense, and uncontrollable. In 1844, Engels wrote 
that “with the extension of the proletariat, crime has increased in England, 
and the British nation has become the most criminal in the world.”81 
Engels and others cited statistics that showed that there was more crime in 
densely populated areas, and population statistics were used, among other 
things, to indicate the need for more police.82 Observers disagreed, however, 
about whether immoral behavior arose from poverty or natural depravity. 
Opponents of the public health movement and government intervention 
usually preferred to blame health and sanitation problems on the behavior 
of the poor themselves, insisting that ignorance and vice were what led to 
bad health. On the other side of the debate were those who argued that only 
in healthy living conditions could the poor be expected to behave as respect-
able and moral members of the society. Most anxious observers agreed, how-
ever, that immoral behavior was contagious. Like infectious disease, it could 
spread quickly because of close urban living conditions and a lack of respect-
able oversight. In 1812, the Quarterly Review wrote that “physical diseases are 
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not more surely generated by crowding human beings together in a state of 
filth and wretchedness, than moral ones by herding them together in a state 
of ignorance.”83 Another observer agreed that “the progress of vice in such 
circumstances is almost as certain and often nearly as rapid as that of physi-
cal contagion.”84

Housing remained central to questions of morality, primarily because of 
middle- class assumptions about appropriate domestic behavior. Overcrowded 
housing conditions, in which, as Engels observed, “men, women, and chil-
dren [were] thrown together without distinction of age or sex,” were great 
sources of alarm to middle- class observers who believed that families should 
live separately and that men and women should not share sleeping rooms.85 
Both the method of taking the census (which involved counting families and 
houses) and the official analysis of its results emphasized middle- class domes-
ticity and betrayed middle- class fears of unrestrained sex among the working 
classes. Hector Gavin’s call to improve the dwellings of the poor, for example, 
although motivated primarily by issues of health, also arose from his desire 
for “the possession by the industrial population of—‘the modest comforts of 
an English home.’ ”86 He further explained that “prudence and foresight, and 
virtuous habits, are not to be generated among a people by forcing them to 
herd together like swine in a sty.”87 Engels agreed that “the social order makes 
family life almost impossible for the worker. In a comfortless, filthy house . . . a 
foul atmosphere filling rooms overcrowded with human beings, no domestic 
comfort is possible.”88 In 1861, when the census revealed that fewer people 
lived in each house than previously, Farr wrote that “this is a satisfactory 
movement, for the isolation of families in separate dwellings is in every way 
salutary.”89

More and better housing was therefore needed not only to reduce disease 
but also to better maintain families. Local examples of shocking living con-
ditions were often leaked to the press after census day, and the educated 
public’s sense of domestic morality was outraged by anecdotes about whole 
families sleeping in one bed and multiple families living in one room. Some 
poor families also kept pigs or other animals in their houses, a habit (attrib-
uted to the Irish) that both spread disease and further offended those who 
believed in separation between men and women, children and parents, and 
humans and animals. The consistency with which commentators noticed the 
sexual danger among the working class must be emphasized. Engels quoted a 
government commissioner who noticed “persons of both sexes, all ages and 
various degrees of nakedness, sleep[ing] indiscriminately huddled together 
upon the floor.”90 Underlying the general fear of pre-  and extramarital sex 
was an even greater fear of incest. Engels quoted one description of a house in 
Leeds where “brothers and sisters, and lodgers of both sexes, [were] sharing 
the parents’ sleeping- room, whence arises consequences at the contemplation 
of which human feeling shudders.”91 Kay made a clear connection between 
refinement and domesticity when he described “the ingression of a disease, 
which threatens, with a stealthy step, to invade the sanctity of the domestic 
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circle; which may be unconsciously conveyed from those haunts of beggary 
where it is rife, into the most still and secluded retreat of refinement.”92

Middle- class discussions of illicit sex among the urban poor were often 
linked to general debates about moral restraint and overpopulation, and were 
thus heavily dependent on statistics. Most people believed that despite dis-
ease and high mortality, population would explode in cities, not only through 
immigration but also through the lack of “restraint” among a largely lower-
 class population. If the poor were most likely to have large numbers of chil-
dren, the logic went, then areas with high proportions of poor inhabitants 
would have overwhelmingly rapid rates of growth. According to this view, 
already overcrowded and dangerous cities would become even more so. Kay 
argued that “morality would afford no check to the increase of the popula-
tion: crime and disease would be its only obstacles.”93

While many middle- class commentators agreed that the working poor 
were sexually immoral, they differed on what exactly ought to be done to 
improve the situation. Immorality, in Engels’ opinion, came partly from 
the fact that working people had no entertainment available to them aside 
from sex and alcohol. To support his claim, he provided figures of the 
number of pubs and taverns per unit of population, as well as statistics of 
drunkenness. He also observed, however, that “in the work- men’s dwell-
ings of Manchester, no cleanliness, no convenience, and consequently no 
comfortable family life is possible.”94 Gavin agreed that “it is . . . impossi-
ble to raise a high- minded intellectual population out of the race of men 
who inhabit the dwellings we have provided for them in our towns.”95 
Comfortless, unclean homes, some argued, resulted in alcoholism, prosti-
tution, and other vices, because the working men had no incentive to come 
home at night.96

The poorer the people, observers often noted, the less likely they were to 
live in nuclear families, and the anxiety over explicitly nonfamily situations 
such as lodging houses was particularly extreme. In his journey through the 
poorest districts of Manchester, Kay noticed that “without distinction of age 
or sex, careless of all decency, [paupers] are crowded in small and wretched 
apartments.”97 Gavin also described “those unregulated lodging houses 
where the wretched and suffering poor, as well as a large portion of the out-
cast, the criminal, and the migratory population, are unavoidably compelled 
to reside.”98 Subversion of proper domestic relations and political subversion 
went together, because if people were not living in families, they were poten-
tially associating in far more dangerous combinations. It is evident that a 
fear of the urban and potentially politically active mob, too big and chaotic 
to understand or survey, could be alleviated if people were understood and 
confined in families. In this light, the census administrators’ insistence on 
families or households as the essential unit of the population can be under-
stood partly as a response to the conditions of modern urban life.

By 1851, however, the economy had improved and crime seemed to be 
decreasing. The extreme fear of revolution was gradually leaving the public 
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consciousness.99 Concerns about morality shifted at this point from social 
unrest to the spiritual and intellectual conditions of the masses. In 1851, the 
government took the first and only nineteenth- century censuses of educa-
tion and religion, and the reports on these topics, both written by Census 
Commissioner Horace Mann, suggested that much still needed to be done 
to improve urban, working- class life. The reports were widely read by politi-
cians and the public, and they sparked renewed efforts by religious organiza-
tions, the government, charitable associations, and individuals on behalf of 
the urban poor.

The education census counted the numbers of schools and students attend-
ing these schools. The most striking aspect of the results was the fact that large 
numbers of children were neither at school nor at work. These “idle” youths 
(also referred to by one author as “the Arabs of the streets”) could easily resort 
to illicit activities of various kinds, and they would grow up, some feared, to 
be disrespectable, ignorant, and possibly revolutionary.100 While conserva-
tives in the early part of the nineteenth century had often insisted that the 
laboring classes should not be educated because of education’s democratizing 
tendencies, by the 1850s the opposite was almost universally believed to be 
true: the most dangerous were the uneducated. Most people also agreed that 
Britain had not made the same progress as other countries in the realm of 
education. Despite such general agreement, however, the debate over public 
education was one of the great controversies of the nineteenth century and 
took many years to resolve, largely because it was linked to religious sec-
tarianism within society. Dissenters were opposed to any education system 
that would favor Anglican teaching, and they believed that a national educa-
tion system would threaten independent religious activity and give too much 
power to the government in questions of theology.

The census takers themselves were supportive of public education, just as 
they were to be found in the public health camp, and they believed that 
people would be more productive workers, as well as more morally upright 
people, if they were educated. In this way, they countered the argument that 
compelling children to go to school would lessen the overall productivity of 
society by taking them out of work. The most immediate result of an educa-
tion system, an author for the Edinburgh Review wrote, was that “the vagrant 
children of large towns would be swept into the schools.”101 The large “class” 
of juvenile criminals could then be reduced, and pauper children would grow 
up to be workers rather than becoming paupers themselves.102 Like other 
problematic groups, the uneducated were threatening because of the propor-
tion of the whole that they constituted, and it was the safety and productivity 
of the society that was at stake. The Edinburgh Review referred to “the aggre-
gate of ignorance, that was made visible by the census.”103 But, as with other 
national aggregates, the total number was misleading because the uneducated 
were not distributed evenly throughout the country. Rather, the problem was 
especially acute in “populous places.”104 It was there, as Mann wrote, that one 
could find “those very classes of our population whose repeated criminality 
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and gross obtrusive vice provoke the loud demand now heard for further 
education.”105

Mann himself saw the census as a clear call to action. In the report, which 
was in some ways an extended rumination on the best means of improving 
the educational state of the country, he focused partly on the progress that had 
already been made. He suggested that popular education was almost entirely 
a creation of the nineteenth century, and that 50 years ago people were on 
the whole more ignorant and more immoral than at the present. He also 
acknowledged the importance of charity; Sunday schools, after all, had arisen 
almost entirely from “neighbourly responsibility.”106 And he praised the “rag-
ged school,” of which “the primary object . . . is to convert incipient criminals 
to Christianity. Without the ragged school, the dangerous mass of ignorant 
depravity would probably continue long impenetrable by moral influence.”107 
The other advantage of Sunday Schools was that they had created “a constant 
kindly intercourse between the different classes of society.”108 Education, 
therefore, would decrease class hostility, not only by teaching morals to the 
working classes, but simply by bringing people together so that the workers 
could be influenced by their betters. Mann insisted that education would 
cause “the sad estrangement, now too visible, between the different sections 
of society, [to] be gradually healed,” and would “[bind] up in harmony the 
various orders of the people.”109 Education would help not only the individu-
als in question but also the society as a whole.

The obstacles facing education, however, were more extensive than reli-
gious rivalry or a lack of governmental and public support. Another problem, 
according to Mann, was that many working- class parents were themselves 
ignorant of the benefits of education, and the possibility of child labor made 
education unappealing to many urban families. Mann thus argued that bet-
ter incentives were needed to convince people to educate themselves and 
their children. But he and others also believed that the government had a 
duty to intervene to protect the society from crime and conflict, even if that 
meant intruding in the private lives of working- class families: “The parent 
thus failing in a duty to his child, the discharge of which is necessary to the 
well- being of society, society should intervene to protect itself and the child 
from the results of the parent’s neglect.”110 Society had the right to interfere 
because “as the effects of ignorance are social injuries, society must needs pos-
sess the right of self- defense.”111

Much like the census data about housing, the information about educa-
tion was itself lacking. In order to gain an accurate picture of the educa-
tion of the nation, information was needed not only about how many people 
were going to school but also about the efficiency and quality of the existing 
schools.112 Mann suggested asking questions about the material resources of 
schools such as books and maps; the number of teachers and their qualifica-
tions; the size and cost of buildings; questions whose “answers should be sus-
ceptible of fair statistical analysis, warranting some general inferences . . . To 
facts of this nature the public attaches greater weight than to the reports of 
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official visitors.”113 The public nature of the census called for statistical facts 
that everyone, not only experts, could understand. Ultimately, however, the 
census takers agreed that such information was too difficult and expensive 
to acquire. And as it turned out, the education census was a one- time experi-
ment. No information was gathered about education in 1861, and after 1870 
the School Boards began to acquire their own statistics separately from the 
census. Yet the 1851 education census was significant not only in the role that 
it played in furthering public education but also in its depiction of the moral 
and intellectual well- being of the people as tied to the population and pro-
ductivity of the nation. The 1851 census of religion was similarly concerned 
with the aggregate of morality, especially in the cities.

The statistics of church building and religious access that were revealed 
in the 1851 census were, like the education statistics, cause for both alarm 
and activity. As Mann wrote in the report, the reason that the British had 
taken a religious census was that they lived “in an age so prone to self- inquiry 
and reform.”114 While the most prominent issue related to this census on the 
national scale was the conflict between Anglicans and Dissenters, for many 
the more crucial point that the census revealed was the “alarming number 
of the non- attendants.”115 Mann wrote that “a sadly formidable portion of 
the English people are habitual neglecters of the public ordinances of reli-
gion. Nor is it difficult to indicate to what particular class of the community 
this portion in the main belongs.”116 The way to determine this “class” was 
through where nonattendance was happening: the cities. The upper and mid-
dle classes generally went to Church, “but while the labouring myriads of our 
country have been multiplying with our material prosperity, it cannot, it is 
feared, be stated that a corresponding increase has occurred in the attend-
ance of this class in our religious edifices.”117 As a result, “the field for future 
operations is distinctly marked: the towns, both from their incessant and pro-
digious growth, demand almost a concentration of endeavours.”118

The census results, wrote Mann, gave “a vivid picture of the destitute con-
dition of our great- town population.”119 He provided figures of the increase 
in the general population as compared with the increase in churches and 
chapels, as well as the number of available “sittings” per capita. A table show-
ing the most “destitute” districts made the call for action explicit. Although 
churches had been increasing, Mann warned, they were not keeping up 
with the growth in population: “Our actual supply of spiritual ministration 
is inadequate to the demand.”120 The conception of religion as a product, 
equivalent to food or public pumps or public lavatories, confirmed the image 
of the city full of needy people. The uneven distribution of religious activity 
was referred to as “Spiritual Provision and Destitution,” and towns were short 
on churches as they were on other resources. If the inhabitants of the towns 
did not get what they needed, Mann suggested, the society as a whole would 
be harmed.121

The census report did not celebrate one religion over another; in fact, it 
hardly mattered to Mann which denominations were providing seats for 
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the urban masses. He portrayed the working poor as so desperate for reli-
gion that any church would suffice: “The destitute condition of this vast 
proportion of our countrymen appeals to the benevolence of Christians 
indiscriminately.”122 The moral teaching that the poor would receive, Mann 
implied, was more important than the theological teaching, and any kind 
of religion would help improve social order in the cities. “The melancholy 
fact is thus impressed upon our notice,” wrote Mann, “that the classes which 
are most in need of the restraints and consolations of religion are the classes 
which are most without them.”123 By providing a detailed description of the 
problem, the census takers saw themselves as making inaction inexcusable: 
“That, having thus displayed before it the precise requirements of the times, 
the Christian Church will fail in adequately meeting the emergency, is what 
the many recent proofs of its abounding liberality and zeal forbid us in the 
least to fear.”124 The social role of religion was as important as its spiritual 
role because “no inconsiderable portion of the secular prosperity and peace 
of individuals and states depends on the extent to which a pure religion 
is professed and practically followed.”125 Religion would bring stability on 
a national scale, Mann argued, and provide “those fixed views and habits 
which can scarcely fail to render individuals prosperous and states secure.”126 
Mann extrapolated this into a general principle: “The history of men and 
states shows nothing more conspicuously than this—that in proportion as 
a pure and practical religion is acknowledged and pursued are individuals 
materially prosperous and nations orderly and free.”127

The lack of religion in cities was explainable in a more general context 
of urbanization, alienation, and change. Mann believed that people did not 
build churches in cities because they felt no local attachment or sense of 
intergenerational continuity. “Our modern populous towns,” he explained, 
“—erected more for business than for residence—mere aggregates of offices 
and workshops and over- crowded dwellings . . . are inhabited by none whose 
means permit them to reside elsewhere.”128 It was only “the innumerable mul-
titudes who do and must reside within the compass of the enormous hives 
in which their toil is daily carried on.”129 Thus, “new churches . . . spring up 
naturally in those new neighborhoods [suburbs] in which the middle classes 
congregate; but, all spontaneous efforts [are] hopeless in the denser districts 
peopled by the rank and file of industry.”130 The problem of religious apathy 
was thus connected to other urban problems such as health, domesticity, and 
education. Mann argued, for example, that separate dwellings encouraged 
religious reflection, and so the poor and crowded urban workers were already 
at a great disadvantage.131 Mann was also forced to acknowledge that even 
if there were enough churches, there was no guarantee that people would 
attend them. In fact, he admitted, somewhat in contradiction to his earlier 
point about supply and demand, that “teeming populations often now sur-
round half- empty churches.”132 The urban population, again portrayed here 
as completely out of control, required not only church- building but also 
aggressive missionary activity.133 Through such activity, argued Mann, the 
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cities and indeed the nation would become more moral, more respectable, 
and more orderly. Mann understood conversion, like other things, in terms 
of proportions: “For every convert added to [religion’s] ranks, society retains 
one criminal, one drunkard, one improvident the less.”134

The Triumph of the City

Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, many British people saw 
the evidence of urban growth as inherently disturbing, whatever the condi-
tions in the cities might be. Advocates of a rural way of life often argued 
that a society in which the majority was involved in industry rather than 
agriculture was an unhealthy one. In 1812, a writer for the Quarterly Review 
argued that the rural poor needed to be educated because “their numbers are 
the strength, and their knowledge is the security of states.”135 In its discussion 
of the 1841 census, the same journal expressed concern about the “propor-
tion of the manufacturing and trading to the agricultural population, and 
on their respective importance in the production of national wealth.”136 The 
writer asked rhetorically, “Is such a [manufacturing] species of wealth of as 
stable a nature as that created by agriculture?”137 The writer in fact believed 
that the proportion of agriculture to manufacturing was “fearful” because 
“such a preponderance exists in the least stable and most dangerous class,” and 
“this class (as a preponderating one) is also the most dangerous, because ready 
congregated, and accustomed to combine.”138

The assumption underlying both the 1812 and the 1841 statements was 
that numbers were strength, and the stability of the nation depended on 
the distribution of people. It was only as a proportion of the entire national 
body that the urban, working- class population could be understood. As we 
have seen, the urban working class was understood as an especially danger-
ous majority because of its densely populated nature, and like Engels, the 
Quarterly Review writer believed that it was in cities that the working classes 
would unite. Conservative critics of the manufacturing system believed that 
population density and its accompanying evils came from the system itself, 
and it was only through a return to an agricultural way of life that disaster 
could be averted.

The dense living conditions in cities could be viewed quite differently by 
those in the opposing political camp. A writer for the Manchester Guardian 
wrote in 1853 that “one of the moral effects of the increase of the people is 
an increase of their mental activity; as the aggregation of towns brings them 
oftener into combination and collision.”139 In towns, explained a writer for 
the North British Review in 1855,

people are more congregated into masses; there is more combination of 
labour, more collision of intelligence, more of that mental activity which 
stimulates progress and develops power . . . It is not the slow, plodding, 
comparatively unimproving inhabitants of country districts that have 
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 multiplied most rapidly, but the enterprising, intelligent, aspiring, inven-
tive dwellers in towns.140

Such optimism about “combination,” which had until this point signified 
dangerous trends such as trade unionism and socialism, is significant of the 
new confidence of the 1850s. It was only through large numbers that Chartists 
and trade unions could hope to make their power known, and their numbers 
became far more powerful when they were condensed into cities. So, it was 
only once the Chartist movement had lost its force that middle- class observ-
ers could express such faith in the cities.

Ultimately, the statistics suggested that whether towns were good for the 
nation or bad, their growth was inevitable. As the Manchester Guardian noted 
in 1844,

The existence of large towns seems to be an essential condition of the 
present state of English civilization. Every year sees a larger and larger pro-
portion of our countrymen become inhabitants of towns; and there seems 
every probability that the increase of the civic, and comparative decrease 
of the rural population, will continue.141

The great debate between urban and rural interests during the first half of the 
nineteenth century culminated in an apparent triumph for the proponents of 
the city. After 1850, the advocates of city life concluded that the fate of Britain 
as a commercial, industrial, and urban nation was solidified. The 1851 census 
demonstrated that the British population was almost exactly half rural and 
half urban, and there was every reason to believe that the urban population 
would continue to grow.142 Furthermore, the dire predictions of the antiur-
banists had failed to be realized: the economy had improved and there had 
been no revolution, no violent social disturbance. It had been the agricultural 
nations of France and Ireland that had experienced social upheaval and eco-
nomic disaster in 1848, while Britain remained peaceful and prosperous.

For liberals, the census of 1851 thus operated as a final justification, and 
served to vindicate the urban and manufacturing way of life. While most of 
Europe suffered the contortions of revolution, Britain during the period from 
1846 to 1851, despite a large increase in population, “was uninterruptedly 
tranquil and almost uninterruptedly prosperous.”143 A Manchester Guardian 
article comparing the censuses of Britain and France explained that

it was not, therefore, an increase of population - not the growth of a town 
and wealthy population; but the reverse which immediately preceded the 
revolution of 1848. Ireland, too, be it remembered, was the prey of great 
distress, considerable trumoil, and an incipient rebellion.144

The problems that France and Ireland faced, the argument went, were the result 
of a lack of urbanization and a lack of free trade. These agricultural  countries 
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had not joined the march of progress, and the French census, according to 
liberal British observers, indicated that the government of Louis-Philippe was 
“incompatible with the national progress and the national welfare, and so 
its destruction ensued.”145 The census was a warning, to politicians all over 
Europe and especially at home, and the message was clear: governments that 
imposed trade restrictions and hindered the expansion of industry ultimately 
would fall from power. “Statesmen,” wrote the Manchester Guardian, “gather-
ing confidence from the past, will not again plot restrictions on the future 
greatness and industry of towns.”146 Over the previous decade, the writer 
argued, London had been “peaceable and orderly and well- disposed,” with 
steady population growth, while Paris had seen chaos.147

The triumph of the city was closely tied to shifting understandings of popu-
lation and national strength as a whole. During the period when overpopula-
tion was considered a problem, the rapid growth of the cities seemed to many 
to signify a dangerous and unsustainable trend that would ultimately harm 
the nation. But while antiurbanists claimed that the cities were increasing 
faster than the countryside because of a lack of moral restraint, defenders of 
urban life always insisted that the increase was due to immigration.148 It was 
actually the “agricultural counties,” claimed Phipps in the 1840s, that “have 
not the means of supporting the population they raise—of providing labour 
or food for the additions they annually make to the disposable hands, and the 
craving mouths within their limits.”149 The cities, “these seats of busy indus-
try, instead of increasing upon the country (as is often assumed) the evils of 
over- population, are actually our safeguards, by relieving and maintaining 
within their limits large additions to our numbers.”150 It was the towns, he 
argued, that were supporting their own population as well as the surplus 
from the agricultural districts. By the 1850s, statistics of growth had become 
a source of pride rather than a cause for alarm and there was no longer a need 
for such justifications. Observers proudly remarked that London was nearly 
as populous as Scotland and bigger than all ancient cities. In fact, wrote the 
Manchester Guardian, “we have no credible record of two millions and a half of 
citizens congregated within the streets of the same town.”151 The gradual suc-
cess of the public health movement and the economic stability of the 1850s 
cemented the increasing confidence in the towns.152

For the Manchester manufacturers, the statistics were therefore sufficient 
proof of the country’s fate: Britain was meant to be a nation of traders and 
manufacturers, not farmers. Britain’s greatness, this party asserted, would 
come from continuing to let cities grow and focusing the country’s human 
and material resources on urban places. People would continue to move to the 
towns simply because that was where the economy was centered, and such 
growth was not incompatible with prosperity and morality. In fact, claimed 
the supporters of the city, urbanization encouraged ingenuity and technologi-
cal invention: “Coincident with the growth of our towns, an immense variety 
of physical improvements have come into existence.”153 Furthermore, “men 
have become more regular and more orderly.”154 The Manchester Guardian in 
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fact, engaging in its own interpretation of crime statistics, argued that “the 
comparison of the population tables and the criminal tables together justi-
fies the conclusion, that criminality is not in general so great in well- peopled 
districts . . . as in the districts where the population is thinnest and increases 
the slowest.”155

In 1851, the Illustrated London News summed up the urban triumph.

The increase of the town population—the most skilful, the most intel-
ligent, and we will venture, rather in opposition to an opinion that was 
prevalent, to assert, the most respectable and the most virtuous—assures 
of the continual progress and continual improvement of society. . . . On 
the increase of the town population . . . must statesmen rely for the future 
growth and strength of the State, and to that population must they adapt 
their measures. The continued increase of the town population is now 
synonymous with national power and national prosperity.156

In 1861, Farr could optimistically write that “men have a natural inclination 
to live in communities, and in the state of society their powers are exercised 
with the greatest effect.”157 Anxiety about cities certainly still existed, and 
a new wave of urban investigation and reform found its heyday during the 
last decades of the nineteenth century. But after the 1850s few would have 
seriously suggested that Britain ought to return to its preindustrial past. City 
dwellers had recognized themselves through their numbers as the most pow-
erful elements in the economy and the society.

The civil servants involved with the census were invariably supporters of 
industry and urban life, yet they claimed a neutral authority for the statistics. 
Census taker Edmund Phipps, for example, believed that the 1841 census 
indicated an improvement in overcrowded living conditions, because the 
number of houses was increasing faster than the population.158 Yet he asked 
rhetorically,

Do we bring forward these calculations with any party purpose;—with 
a view to make out what may be called a case in favor of the Towns? Far 
from it. Our object is to show the real circumstances, illustrated as they 
are by information which had not been before at the disposal of candid 
enquirers. We wish to guard against exaggerated ideas, of the necessary 
mortality, among the large masses collected together in these seats of 
industry.159

Yet despite their support for the cities, census takers also used the data that 
they gathered to plan for the physical and moral improvement of the urban 
working classes. As Kay suggested in 1832, the cities could be forces of good 
only if the people in them were orderly and submissive. The conflict between 
surplus and representation was not resolved in the context of the city. 
Middle- class urbanites saw themselves as central to national prosperity and 
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as deserving of representation, but they also saw the cities as potential sites 
of overpopulation. Engels, meanwhile, suggested that working- class urban 
dwellers could recognize themselves as a majority, and that the recognition 
would serve as the first step in the quest for power. The vindication of the 
city, then, was not only about the triumph of urban over rural or industrial 
over agricultural. It was also about a struggle for power within the cities, and 
the at least temporary success of the middle classes in their attempt to keep 
the poor from gaining any genuine political power.

In her novel Ruth, Elizabeth Gaskell sympathetically described her protago-
nist’s existence in “that large, populous, desolate town.”160 Here, there is a 
sense that urban life was alienating simply because of the large population. 
One’s individuality and even humanity could be threatened by a population 
so big that it created not communion, but desolation. Yet while novels of the 
1850s and beyond often celebrated the countryside, for most authors it had 
become a nostalgic celebration rather than a programmatic one. Gaskell, who 
spent most of her life in Manchester, herself understood the towns as the 
basis of the nation’s wealth, even as she yearned for an older way of life in the 
country. The census played an extraordinarily multifaceted role in describ-
ing the urban and industrial society to which people of Gaskell’s generation 
were adapting. At times a means of surveillance and control, at times an 
instrument of reform, the census ultimately came to serve as a justification 
of urbanization itself.
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5
Marriage, the Family, and the Nation

Neither in relation to his age, his occupation, nor his residence is the 
Great Briton so interesting an object of study to many of our readers 
as in relation to his wife. The great question is, are we a marrying 
nation.

—Manchester Guardian, 18541

In 1862, the British writer William Rathbone Greg published his article “Why 
are Women Redundant?” in the National Review. Greg noted that there were 
500,000 more women than men in Great Britain, but the women about whom 
he was really concerned were the unmarried ones. As Greg wrote,

There is an enormous and increasing number of single women in the 
nation, a number quite disproportionate and quite abnormal; a number 
which, positively and relatively, is indicative of an unwholesome social 
state, and is both productive and prognostic of much wretchedness and 
wrong.2

Greg believed that the only real remedy to the problem was large- scale emi-
gration from Britain. He referred to the “deficiency” of women in Canada and 
Australia, contrasted it with the “excess” of women in Britain, and praised 
the “natural rectification of disproportions” that would ensue from emigra-
tion.3 His ultimate goal was to “transport the half- million from where they 
are redundant to where they are wanted.”4 Greg’s emigration scheme was 
immense: sending 500,000 women overseas, he calculated, would require 
10,000 ships.

Greg’s article was a contribution to the debate over what was known as 
the “surplus woman” problem, which began during the 1850s and lasted 
through the rest of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. The 
debate, over what to do with the large numbers of single women in Britain 
who could not support themselves, divided those who, like Greg, believed 
that single women should emigrate to the colonies, from those who ulti-
mately came to believe that expanding women’s educational and occupa-
tional opportunities in Britain was more important. The debate was sparked 
by the census of 1851, which asked for the marital status of every inhabitant 
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of Great Britain for the first time. The census revealed that out of a popu-
lation of 20 million, there were 500,000 more women than men in Great 
Britain, and there were two and a half million unmarried women. The cen-
sus sparked concern about the decline of the family as the moral and repro-
ductive basis of British society. At a moment when a large population had 
come to be seen as crucial for maintaining Britain’s industrial, imperial, and 
military strength, women’s duties as wives and mothers were exalted, and 
women who did not fill these roles were viewed as increasingly problematic. 
Greg’s emphasis on healthy proportions and on the nation as a whole relied 
heavily on the census.

As discussions surrounding the census suggest, statisticians and commen-
tators tended to define particular groups as problems when they saw them 
as unproductive or inefficient. Almost all the nineteenth- century writers on 
the subject, male and female, feminist and antifeminist, argued that single 
women were unproductive and therefore problematic members of the soci-
ety. Where commentators differed was on the question of whether it was 
possible to make single women productive or not: while some argued that 
women could never be useful if they remained single, others insisted that it 
was a lack of educational and occupational opportunities that forced single 
women to be burdens on society.

Historians of the surplus woman problem have focused primarily on the 
ways in which women dealt with being single, the attempts to increase 
women’s options outside of marriage, and the eventual successes of the 
feminist movement.5 The 1851 census has been described as a catalyst for 
British feminism and as a vital moment in the history of women’s chang-
ing roles. This approach has provided a much- needed corrective to years 
of historical blindness about women’s experiences, but by looking back-
ward from the development of feminism rather than forward from earlier 
nineteenth- century rhetoric about the nation, it leaves us with a lack of 
discursive context. What have not been explored in enough detail are the 
ways in which the debate fit into larger Victorian discourses about popu-
lation, surplus, and empire, and the ways in which feminists themselves 
were informed by the census. The 1851 census must be viewed as a moment 
in the history of debates over surplus population as much as a moment in 
the history of feminism. The discussion about single women appropriated 
the language and the theoretical frameworks of already existing debates 
about other problem populations, and the census, concerned as it was with 
national strength and proportions of people, allowed British people to view 
single women as one among many unproductive groups. Of all the “redun-
dant” populations isolated by the census, however, single women were the 
most articulate in the public sphere, the ones who most explicitly chal-
lenged the label of “surplus” that was attached to them, and the ones who 
were ultimately the most successful in redefining the debate about nation-
hood and population.
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Marriage, Singleness, and the Ratio of the Sexes

Nineteenth- century census takers took it for granted that rates of marriage 
were directly related to rates of population growth, and marriage and the 
family were therefore of central concern to people involved with the cen-
sus. One of the few things that the census of 1801 did was to distinguish 
males from females. In part, this was an obvious distinction for the census 
administrators to make because they wished to determine who could fight in 
the Napoleonic Wars. But census takers and analysts were also interested in 
the proportions between men and women, and they tended to consider the 
importance of the issue to be self- explanatory. Writing in 1801, census taker 
John Rickman discussed the imbalance between the sexes and predicted that 
when the wars were over and the men returned home, the proportions of 
men and women would even out. The “supernumerary females of Scotland 
and Ireland,” he explained, would “balance when there will be no army or 
Navy.”6 A healthy society, it was assumed, at least in a state of peace, would 
have a relatively even ratio of men to women.

Equal proportions were needed, Rickman assumed, because marriage was 
the ultimate goal of nearly all men and women, and the family was the most 
essential unit making up the society and the nation. Long- standing religious 
precepts as well as contemporary writers emphasized the importance of the 
family. Theologians and philosophers had long insisted that marriage was the 
highest moral and social condition attainable, and that it was also central to 
individual happiness. Finally, it was essential for the population to increase.7 
In his 1796 article calling for a national census, Rickman spoke of marriage as 
“the sum total of human felicity and increasing population (fated eternally 
to accompany each other).”8

The first census was taken with the assumption that people lived in fami-
lies. The overseers who collected the information were asked to list the total 
number of males and females in their parish, the number of houses, and the 
number of families that occupied these houses. The early censuses provide us 
with no way of knowing how many people were in fact living in one- person 
households, as they would simply have been counted as families. When begin-
ning in 1841 the census takers began collecting information about the num-
bers of people in each house, the family remained the central unit of analysis. 
It was the “head of the household” who filled out the census form, and his 
“dependents,” be they wife, children, or servants, were designated in rela-
tion to him. As we have seen, census takers often considered people who did 
not fit into the categories that they had created to be both difficult to count 
and threatening to society. Much like vagrants with no fixed homes, those 
who did not live in well- defined families caused practical problems for cen-
sus enumerators and government statisticians. In 1821, John Rickman raised 
the question “what is to be deemed a distinct family?”9 He acknowledged 
the necessity of defining individuals who lived alone as families, despite the 
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more common understanding of the family as something comprising at least 
two people. He also recognized the difficulties in defining those who lived 
in the same house but were not actually related: servants, lodgers, and guests 
were all potentially unclassifiable.

Despite the statistical interest in marriage, the early censuses provided 
little information beyond the proportional numbers of men and women. 
But in the debates during the 1820s and 1830s over the extension of the 
census, the question of marriage often arose. In his 1829 article on possible 
improvements to the census, political economist J. R. McCulloch wrote that 
“in attempting to trace the circumstances which determine the condition of 
man in society, the proportion which the sexes bear to each other, becomes 
an object of research not less curious than instructive.”10 He went on to make 
the optimistic claim that nothing was left to chance in this area: “The pro-
portion between the sexes seems to be determined by a general law of nature; 
and the balance to be preserved at that precise point which is most favourable 
for human happiness.”11

McCulloch’s desire for statistical information on marriage may have 
stemmed partly from the increasingly visible fact that large numbers of peo-
ple in Great Britain were not marrying. The absence of marriage could be 
partially accounted for by a simple disproportion of the sexes. Statisticians 
were aware that at least in European societies, women consistently outnum-
bered men. Wars and emigration depleted the male population at home, and 
colonial administration and international commerce also took large numbers 
of men away from Britain. Even among those left at home, there was a higher 
child- mortality rate among boys than among girls, and women on the whole 
lived longer.12 The “problem” of singleness also resulted, however, from men’s 
increasing unwillingness to confine themselves in marriage. Industrialization 
and the growing economy of the eighteenth century encouraged extravagant 
living for both men and women of the upper classes, and in justifying the 
decision to remain single, men sometimes expressed fears that their wives 
would be too expensive. Furthermore, wealthy men could find companion-
ship and sexual satisfaction by taking a mistress, thus avoiding both the cost 
of marriage and the confining nature of it.13 The imbalance of the sexes, 
therefore, was defined largely in terms of women’s inability to marry. Men 
could find wives when they wanted to, both because of the actual ratio of the 
sexes and because of women’s far greater dependence on marriage.

The problem of single women was also labeled as a middle- class prob-
lem, because of the specific challenges that middle- class women faced in 
attempting to support themselves. Poor women had always worked, and 
they continued to do so in the industrial age. Some of the jobs that they 
did, particularly that of the domestic servant, made them essential in the 
labor market. Commentators on marriage and the family, however, often 
viewed middle- class single women as dangerously unproductive because of 
their failure to contribute to society as wives and mothers. Thanks to the 
work of such historians as Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, we now 
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know that throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the English 
middle classes were articulating separate and carefully defined roles for 
men and women.14 As they did so, those women who did not marry were 
increasingly viewed as failing to perform any sort of useful function. By 
the beginning of the Victorian period, the ideally anticipated life course 
for middle- class women consisted almost entirely in marriage, child- rearing, 
and domestic management. The wife was expected to provide physical com-
fort, emotional companionship, and a moral example for her husband, who 
was forced to spend his day in the potentially corrupt public world of work. 
The woman could expect her own emotional satisfaction to come from car-
ing for her husband, her children, and her house. Much of the writing on 
the subject spelled out the “natural” differences between men and women, 
and described the duties and roles that were thought to result logically from 
such differences.15

For a woman, fulfilling her “natural” duties depended on finding someone 
to marry, and those who did not were often objects of either pity or scorn. 
The specific issues that the single woman faced varied depending on social 
background, education, and family situation. Many people believed that 
financial dependency was the most humiliating aspect of spinsterhood. In 
1816 Jane Austen’s heroine Emma asserted that “it is poverty . . . which makes 
celibacy contemptible . . . A single woman with a . . . narrow income must be a 
ridiculous, disagreeable old maid! . . . but a single woman of good fortune is 
always respectable, and may be as sensible and pleasant as anybody else!”16 
The options available to a middle- class woman who did not marry were lim-
ited. Unmarried women without independent incomes often were supported 
by their married brothers or their brothers- in- law, or kept house for their wid-
owed fathers or unmarried brothers. If a middle- class woman had no other 
means of supporting herself, she might have become a governess, a teacher in 
a girls’ school, or a companion to a wealthy woman. Although respectable in 
theory, this type of work was commonly assumed to bring numerous humili-
ating and difficult circumstances. And while it afforded basic subsistence, 
wages were low enough so that it did not usually provide a life of comfort or 
even real financial security.17 Many single women were also worried about 
the more personal problem of emotional fulfillment. Since women were gen-
erally taught that their emotional lives would be satisfied through caring for 
others and managing a house, many women feared the loneliness of spinster-
hood.

During the 1830s and the 1840s, no data were available on the numbers of 
single men and women compared with the numbers of married people. But as 
an anecdotal problem, the impoverished middle- class single woman was the 
subject of numerous sympathetic novels and treatises, and the object of vari-
ous philanthropic societies such as the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution, 
which was founded in 1843. The middle- class single woman often appeared 
in literature as a governess, most famously in the novels of the Brontë sisters. 
But in 1851, the census quantified the question of marriage and singleness, 
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and the cultural centrality of domesticity and the family in middle- class 
Britain became even more evident.

Marriage, the Family, and the 1851 Census

On the 1851 census form, every member of the household was listed as mar-
ried, single, or widowed, and his or her “relation to the head of the house-
hold” was also determined. Statisticians had suggested for many years that 
such a question be included on the census, and several foreign countries had 
been gathering the information for some time. But it was not until the gov-
ernment agreed to expand the census in general that the marital status ques-
tion (suggested most immediately by Census Commissioner William Farr, and 
supported by Registrar- General George Graham) made it onto the form. The 
1851 census report claimed that until the new question was asked, legislation 
had been enacted “without exact knowledge of the facts” and “the solutions 
which [these facts] afford of some social questions [are] interesting in a prac-
tical as well as a theoretical point of view.”18 The returns on marital status 
“open a new field of philosophical inquiry into a subject which has hitherto 
been treated lightly.”19 Calculations about marriage, wrote the census takers,

will serve, not merely to gratify idle curiosity, but to guide the course of 
men’s lives, to make provisions for children who marry as well as for those 
who do not marry, and to direct the establishment and conduct of social 
institutions which may mitigate the calamities of premature death.20

The discussion of marriage in the 1851 census report is worth examining 
in detail, in part because its writer, William Farr, used the opportunity to 
provide one of the clearest expositions of Victorian domestic ideology exist-
ing. Farr, like so many of his contemporaries, believed that the institutions 
of marriage and the family were fundamental aspects of what it meant to 
be English.21 More specifically, the institution of marriage in its peculiarly 
English (Protestant) form distinguished nineteenth- century, progressive, 
English people both from their own ancestors and from people of other 
nations, particularly continental, Catholic nations. The census, concerned as 
it was with population and productivity, provided ample opportunity for a 
treatise on both the moral and the demographic implications of marriage.

Farr began by explaining that families, which were ideally ruled and 
supported by men, were the units making up the town and ultimately the 
nation.22 The concept of the family as the microcosm and at the same time 
the most essential social unit in the polity can be traced back for centuries, 
but the emphasis on the nation in the report’s language is worth noting 
closely:

Marriage is therefore generally the origin of the elementary community 
of which larger communities, in various degrees of subordination, and 
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 ultimately the nation, are constituted; and on the conjugal state of the 
population, [the nation’s] existence, increase, and diffusion, as well as 
manners, character, happiness, and freedom, intimately depend.23

Farr admitted the difficulty in defining a family, but insisted that “it is so 
much in the order of nature that a family should live in a separate house.”24 
The English character, Farr suggested, which consisted of individualism, inde-
pendence, and freedom, originated in the habit of living in separate houses. 
Farr remarked upon the very different customs current in France and Germany, 
and proposed the theory that these other countries enjoyed less freedom 
than England did precisely because of their lack of well- bounded families. A 
separate house, he explained, “throws a sharp, well- defined circle round his 
family and hearth—the shrine of his sorrows, joys and meditations.”25

Farr insisted that this feeling was natural and universal. Yet it was an ideal 
that only the relatively affluent could meet, and as we have seen, census tak-
ers often viewed working- class people who did not live in separate houses as 
threatening. Or, as the report claimed, the census had discovered “an excess 
of families in the houses.”26 Farr made the link between poor housing and 
immoral family life explicit: “The crowding of the people in houses in close 
streets, and the consequent dissolution of families—arising out of defective 
house accommodation—are evils which demand attentive consideration.”27 
An ideal family, Farr continued, had a head and dependent members, and 
was preferably made up of a husband, a wife, children, and servants. “Or 
less perfectly, but more commonly,” he admitted, “of husband, wife and 
children.”28 He thus portrayed the middle- class situation as the ideal one, 
the one through which Englishness was defined. In its discussion of the 1851 
census, the Westminster Review explained that while “a happy household is 
considered to be that where there are parents, children, and servants,” only 
five percent of households were actually found to meet these criteria.29

The 1851 report provided a general survey of the state of marriage in the 
country, including such figures as the proportions of married people to the 
whole population, and the ages at which women and men typically married.30 
Unmarried people older than 20 were designated as bachelors and spinsters, 
even though, as Farr was aware, many of them would go on to marry later 
in life. Farr went on to compare English marriage with both the Scottish 
and the French institutions of marriage, to praise the particular benefits that 
English people enjoyed, and to detail much of what is familiar to historians of 
Victorian Britain about the sanctity of the home and the family. Scotland had 
a particular problem with regard to marriage, Farr claimed, because of the 
Scots’ “alleged proneness to wander from the land of their birth, and to settle 
in southern latitudes.”31 It was primarily men who were “wandering,” and 
there was thus a very large, “unnatural” disparity of the sexes in Scotland.32 
“Scotchwomen are forsaken in greater numbers than English women—by 
their countrymen,” Farr explained, and the problem “well deserves careful 
investigation, in connexion with the law of marriage, the household manners, 
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and the occupations of the people.”33 In Farr’s opinion, Scottish marriage law 
resulted in common law marriages, seduction, polygamy, “concubinage,” and 
general immorality. “The women of Scotland,” Farr concluded, “have some 
right to complain of the working of the Scottish marriage law, which is not 
adapted to their present state of civilization.”34 Besides the disparity between 
men and women, Scotland was underpopulated in general, and Farr believed 
that in order to repopulate and be stronger, Scotland needed new laws relat-
ing to marriage.

The report went on to argue that the large and continually increasing pop-
ulation in England, and thus England’s industrial and commercial strength, 
could be largely attributed to a superior system of marriage. A lengthy history 
of marriage, manners, and gender relations followed. Farr began this history 
with a description of the ancient roots of moral family life. He found evi-
dence of true wives and mothers among the Romans, the Germans, and the 
Anglo- Saxons. He then provided a detailed history of British marriage over 
the two centuries since the Restoration of 1660. As Farr saw it, a long period 
of immorality had marred the century from 1660 to 1750. This began with 
the excesses of the court of Charles II, where very loose ideas of marriage 
prevailed, and it affected the upper ranks of society more generally. During 
this period, most women “ingloriously discharged the duties of English wives 
and mothers.”35 As a result of these bad manners, “the institution of mar-
riage was unsettled to its foundations,” as was evident from the fact that “the 
plays, novels, poems, and memoirs, down to 1751, exhibit the licentiousness 
of opinion.”36

Fortunately, “although a large portion of the population suffered more or 
less from this state of things, a part remained unaffected; and a great improve-
ment began, and became visible, about 1741.”37 Here Farr returned to the 
idea, emerging from statistics, that every age and every body of people had 
exceptions: “It is not from singular instances that the manners of a people 
can be inferred, but rather, where facts cannot be defined in numbers, from 
the general tone of opinion: and the tide of public opinion now set strongly 
against licentiousness.”38 At this point, both morality and population began 
to increase. In 1753, Hardwicke’s marriage law (which attempted to end com-
mon law and clandestine marriages) raised a debate about the effect that mar-
riage laws had on population, and while many people at the time believed 
that the law would slow population growth, Farr sought to demonstrate that 
it actually had done the opposite.

Farr claimed that the improvement in sexual manners was also brought 
about by the good example of the British royal family. The virtuous and 
domestic George III was secure in his rule even during the French Revolution 
and other crises “because, as if by some admirable instinct, the people of 
England felt that he had faithfully discharged all the duties which every head 
of an English family is bound to perform, and had thus contributed to the 
establishment of principles that are the sure foundation of the nation’s happi-
ness and greatness.”39 Farr’s suggestion that English people had a natural love 
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for domesticity that people of other nations did not have led him to his grand 
point: as manners improved, “the idea of the English family lived again in all 
its old beauty.”40 Although according to Farr’s history there was another brief 
moral regression during the Regency period, by the Victorian age marriage 
had become drastically better: “Improvements in manners, neither recorded 
nor easily expressed in figures, unquestionably distinguish this century.”41 Yet 
Farr’s argument was in fact partly based on figures, for the dates of improve-
ment were conveniently chosen to coincide with shifts in population, the 
theory being that when manners changed, population started to increase.

Farr summed up his history of marriage with a description of the moral and 
the immoral segments of society:

We have seen and traced two numerous classes of the population, like 
great rivers flowing through two centuries; the one has dwindled away, 
although it still exists, without beauty on its sterile banks; the other has 
grown wider and deeper every year, and now sheds abundance over the 
land.42

This was a triumph of morality over immorality, and Farr explained 
proudly that

the time, the energies, and the earnings of the people, which had in 1651–
1751 been wasted in intrigues, in riotous assemblies, on gin, and in gam-
bling, were devoted in the next century (1751–1851) to the establishment 
and support of quiet industrious families.43

He defined marriage in its ideal and “natural” form in contemporary Victorian 
terms: “Under this institution, in its natural state, the health, education, and 
fortune of their children, occupy the care and thought of two faithful par-
ents; and successive generations are connected in families by indissoluble 
affections and associations.”44

Ultimately, this story of improvement led to the contemporary domes-
tic morality on which Victorians prided themselves, and even the years of 
emphasis (1651, 1751, 1851) were read backward from the taking of the census 
rather than from any historical event. Farr did caution that there were still 
problems: “It cannot be pretended that the conjugal relations or the manners 
of the present age are perfect, if we look at the interests of the great number of 
children who are still unfortunately born out of wedlock.”45 This was impor-
tant to Farr because while population grew with marriage, it was diminished 
by “celibacy and licentiousness.”46 But the discussion of marriage in the 1851 
census report was at least on the surface almost entirely a self- congratulatory 
one. From the prosperous perspective of the 1850s, Farr could say with satis-
faction that “the increase of marriages and of population in the century after 
1751 was followed by more than a corresponding increase in the strength and 
in the external as well as internal action of the kingdom.”47 Such a disregard 
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for the traumatic upheavals of industrialization, as well as the long- lasting 
anxieties attached to the idea of overpopulation, allowed Farr to imply that 
England had been on a road of continual progress, always gaining more peo-
ple who would be useful for defense, industry, and colonization. But the satis-
faction may have been underpinned by anxiety. Even as Farr ardently praised 
Britain’s moral family life and demographic strength, concern about their 
decline caused public consternation.

The Surplus Woman Problem

The information about marriage that the census acquired in 1851 fascinated 
the public. In a general article about the census, the Manchester Guardian pro-
claimed that “neither in relation to his age, his occupation, nor his residence 
is the Great Briton so interesting an object of study to many of our readers 
as in relation to his wife. The great question is, are we a marrying nation.”48 
The answer, alarmingly, was no, or not enough. Single women were certainly 
not a new problem, and the census of 1851 only confirmed what politicians, 
economists, and novelists had been writing about for several decades. But the 
census provided statistics to back up a formerly vague concern, and it sparked 
a massive increase in the volume of opinions on the problem as a whole. 
Writers for the press anxiously discussed such possible solutions as female 
emigration, improved female education, and the opening of certain profes-
sions to women. A problem that previously had been spoken of in an anecdo-
tal and incidental manner was suddenly defined as a social problem that the 
country as a whole was forced to recognize. In its new form, the discussion 
often focused on the census itself, and nearly all of the writers on the subject 
used statistical figures to sharpen their arguments.

Farr wrote in the 1851 report, “In every part of Great Britain a large number 
of men and women who live to advanced ages never marry.”49 Farr’s habit 
of statistical reasoning compelled him to admit that “celibacy . . . is therefore 
to be considered the natural state of a portion of the population; for under 
no circumstances that can be conceived will the whole of the population 
marry.”50 He also acknowledged that “certain duties of the most exalted as 
well as of the humblest kind in the world are most efficiently performed by 
these [celibate] classes.”51 Thus, single people were not inevitably useless to 
society. However, their numbers in 1851 were alarming, Farr believed, as were 
some of their reasons for not marrying. While some may have been truly and 
naturally inclined to remain single, and others may have had a good reason 
prohibiting marriage, the rest were simply not fulfilling their duty.

Writers for the press disagreed about how much of a problem single women 
were. The Manchester Guardian claimed that the “excess” of females “would 
have filled the Crystal Palace four times over.”52 Statistics about which men 
were marrying and which were not sparked humorous remarks about wom-
en’s desperate search for husbands. The census returns showed that “civilians 
afford a much easier capture than either of the services, and the navy appears 



Marriage, the Family, and the Nation 133

to surrender somewhat more readily than the army. . . . the general result is 
fairly creditable to the force of female suasion in these islands, as well as 
to the forethought and prudence of the male creature.”53 The North British 
Review, meanwhile, insisted that an excess of females was in fact

an arrangement fitted to call forth our gratitude. How many families 
are there which are dependent on the services of those supernumerary 
women, who, if mated and engrossed by more immediate ties, would be 
unable to render the aid required where a wife and mother is incapacitated 
by sickness or by death.54

But while this writer believed that single women could be useful, he or 
she also thought that at the moment there were far too many of them: “Too 
many for their own peace—too many for the preservation of a sound social 
and moral state.”55 The article condemned those men who refused to marry, 
and argued that it was their extravagance, or perhaps their erroneous assump-
tion that their potential wives would be too extravagant, that was at fault.56 
These men, the article explained, force women “to live without love rather 
than expose her to live without a carriage.”57 The women then “pine away 
existence in desolate and dreary singleness.”58 If men readjusted their pri-
orities, spinsters would be reduced, and the country could “raise into the 
condition of honoured happy wives the vast majority of those ‘beautiful lay 
nuns,’ . . . whose sad, unnatural, objectless existence, whose wasted powers of 
giving and receiving joy, it makes the heart bleed to witness.”59 “The causes 
and the consequences of this state of things,” the article explained, “are alike 
to be deplored.”60

The census returns indicated that the proportions of married and unmar-
ried were not uniform across the British Isles. Farr pointed out that there 
was an “accidental congregation in certain towns of women living on small 
annuities.”61 There were high numbers of widows in seaport towns because 
their husbands had died serving in the army or the navy, and spinsters were 
disproportionately present in London because there was great demand for 
them as domestic servants there. Scotland and the islands were also lacking 
men, because many of those men came to England in order to find work. 
These proportions were reversed in specific regions, such as those involved 
with coal mining. The assumption behind this discussion was that unequal 
proportions could be realigned by internal migration. As with the general 
redundancy of labor that had caused so much anxiety during the 1820s and 
1830s, the surplus of women was both national and localized.

It was the national problem, however, that caused the most concern, and 
that called for a national readjustment either of population or of ideologies. 
Victorian Britain’s values and assumptions about gender roles were threat-
ened by the fact that a large number of women could not find men to marry. 
Finding a way to make single women productive within British society would 
inevitably mean altering expectations about the ideal female role. Calls for 
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education and career openings were heard, but as the “Woman Question” 
gradually gained publicity, it also became clear that for many men and 
women, the overturning of an ingrained system of cultural values was a dif-
ficult thing to accept. It is for this reason that a number of political and social 
commentators and activists could see no alternative but to simply get rid of 
surplus women through large- scale population management, usually taking 
the form of emigration schemes.

Emigration had long been an accepted solution to unemployment and 
overpopulation, but the 1851 census shifted the focus on emigration to sin-
gle women. In her article “Emigration as a Preventive Agency,” published in 
1859 in The English Woman’s Journal, Isa Craig explained that “emigration is 
one of those wider causes which operate in the prevention of crime,” and that 
alleviating a general unemployment problem was important because “crime 
is plentiful when employment is scarce.”62 She then turned specifically to 
working- class women, and described how “the dire lack of employment, and 
consequent debasing struggle for the bare necessaries of life, has told fright-
fully on the social condition of the humbler women of this country.”63 Craig 
implied that if women who could not support themselves in respectable ways 
at home were to emigrate to where more jobs were available, prostitution 
would decrease and the women would be able to lead happy and upright lives. 
Many people saw single women as the ones who should emigrate if Britain 
was suffering from an unemployment problem. These women were viewed as 
a threat to the already crowded male labor market at home, because in many 
people’s minds, they should not have been working anyway. As a satirical 
reviewer wrote in 1862, when people “inaugurate schemes of emigration for 
the relief of overstocked labour markets, it is always the least estimable por-
tion of the superfluity who are selected for the operation.”64

Craig focused on working- class women who could not find work at home, 
and emigration had traditionally been seen as a solution for lower- class 
unemployment in general. But by mid- century, the emphasis had begun 
to shift to middle- class female emigration. It was widely accepted that the 
British colonies in Southern Africa, Australia, New Zealand, and Canada had 
a shortage of women that would make emigration desirable for everyone 
involved. Britain’s disproportion would be remedied, and an entire popu-
lation of unproductive bodies would be eliminated. The colonies, besides 
gaining a more equal proportion, would benefit from the increased morality 
that would arrive with the respectable and educated women.65 The idea of a 
female “civilizing mission” tied the domestic space, British society, and the 
empire together: the woman would serve as the moral guardian of each.66 
Sending Britain’s excess of women abroad would thus benefit both the 
mother country and her colonies.

Furthermore, the women themselves would be able to avoid the pov-
erty and humiliating dependence of the single life in Britain. Numbers of 
women, primarily of working- class origins, emigrated throughout the 1830s 
and the 1840s with government assistance, and various private organiza-
tions were founded to help such women. The assumption was that both 
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work and  marriage would be easier for women to find in the colonies than 
at home. In the early 1850s, however, as the surplus woman problem was 
transformed from an anecdotal into a statistically confirmed problem, a par-
allel shift in the discussion of female emigration can be detected. While 
earlier advocates of female emigration had focused on the single woman’s 
problems and the happier life she would find in the colonies, the activists 
of the 1850s and 1860s created what can be called the first real emigration 
schemes for women. An example of the new approach can be seen in Punch 
Magazine’s 1850 statement: “The daughters of England are too numerous 
and if the Mother cannot otherwise get them off her hands, she must send 
them abroad into the world.”67 The focus on emigration had shifted from the 
woman herself to Britain’s need to eliminate the woman, or as Rita Kranidis 
argues, “the ‘superfluous’ woman[‘s] . . . removal came to be considered essen-
tial not only for her own well- being but for England’s as well.”68

Most women did not see emigration as the most desirable option. Besides 
the aversion to leaving family and friends and arriving as strangers in an 
unfamiliar place, many women were concerned about the dangers of the 
ship voyage. Several organizations, such as Caroline Chisholm’s Family 
Colonization Loan Society, aimed to help single women emigrate safely by 
matching them up with respectable families who could provide protection on 
board and upon arrival in the colonies.69 But even assuming that the woman 
could reach her new country safely, there were more dangers and hardships 
to face upon arrival. Women raised in comfort and refinement were worried 
that the colonies were lacking in respectable high society as well as in the 
material comforts to which they were accustomed in Britain. 70 On the other 
hand, emigration advocates argued, class distinctions were less pronounced 
in the colonies, and women taking jobs as governesses or domestic servants 
were likely to find themselves less socially alienated than they would have 
been in the same roles at home.71 Wages were also often far better than they 
would be in the overcrowded labor market in Britain, and there were reports 
that servants and governesses were treated better by their employers than 
was common at home. Emigration provided single women with the chance 
to work and be useful, and often to lead a more independent life than they 
would have in Britain. Whether it was more respectable to emigrate or to 
work at home was thus a complicated question. The negative stigma attached 
to emigration was often counteracted by the possibility for maintaining 
middle- class status in the colonies.

In practical terms, lower- class women with less to lose were far more likely 
to emigrate than middle- class women. But as we have already seen, it was 
the middle- class single woman who was seen as the real problem in Britain, 
far more, for example, than the unmarried domestic servant. William Greg 
pointed out that female servants

are in no sense redundant . . . they do not follow an obligatorily independ-
ent and therefore for their sex an unnatural career; on the contrary, they 
are attached to others, and are connected with other existences which 
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they embellish, facilitate, and serve . . . they fulfil both essentials of wom-
an’s being; they are supported by, and they minister to, men.72

The issue of who was actually needed in the colonies also pervaded the debate 
about emigration. Most people assumed that domestic servants were more in 
demand in the colonies than educated governesses who were unwilling to do 
manual labor. Many people emphasized the need for emigrants’ adaptability 
and willingness to work in unexpected ways.73 James Hammerton points out 
that “the shift in selection criteria [from lower- class to middle-class women] 
illustrated how quickly social pressures in Britain, at the point of origin, came 
to overshadow the labour demands of the colonists.”74

One of the most widely- read contributions to the debate over emigration 
was William Greg’s article “Why are Women Redundant?” Greg argued that 
attempts to help single women lead happy and comfortable lives at home had 
been misdirected and were ultimately harmful. For Greg, a woman’s appropri-
ate role was that of wife and mother, and to make it possible for women to be 
happy outside of marriage was only to perpetuate the problem. Greg insisted 
that “we are disordered, we are suffering, we are astray, because we have gone 
wrong; and our philanthropists are laboring, not to make us go backward and 
go right, but to make it easier and smoother to persist in wrong.” 75

Greg proposed several partial solutions, suggesting that women should 
lower their expectations about the wealth and status of the men they married 
and that men should also be more willing to marry on a modest income. Greg 
also agreed that women should be permitted and willing to work in certain 
appropriate jobs, such as nursing, teaching, charity work, and novel- writing. 
Like Farr, Greg made a distinction between “natural” and “unnatural” celi-
bates. He admitted that on occasion one came across a woman who was bet-
ter off remaining single, and who could use her unusual talents to benefit 
society. In all countries, Greg explained, there was a small excess of women 
over men, and “Nature” must have thus designed this exact percentage of 
women to remain single. Any greater excess of unmarried women, however, 
was unnatural and harmful. He explained that “the residue—the large excess 
over this proportion—who remain unmarried, constitute the problem to be 
solved, the evil and anomaly to be cured.”76 According to Greg, “nature makes no 
mistakes and creates no redundancies.”77

Even for the sake of the natural celibates, however, Greg was unwilling 
to contemplate opening professional or business positions to women; he 
believed that such a move would depress men’s wages and harm the national 
economy. For him, emigration was the only solution. He displayed statistical 
tables and referred to supply and demand, and he insisted that by decreas-
ing the population of women in Britain, the value of those still at home 
would rise. For Greg, the beneficial results of an emigration scheme were 
well worth the practical difficulties of executing it. He claimed that the dis-
proportion of the sexes caused “mischief,” which manifested itself in the 
colonies as “unmatched men,” and at home as “unprotected women” who 
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were “condemned to celibacy, struggle and privation.”78 Greg spoke sym-
pathetically about the women who were forced to “earn their own living, 
instead of spending and husbanding the earnings of men,” and those who 
had to “carve out artificial and painfully- sought occupations for themselves; 
who, in place of completing, sweetening, and embellishing the existence of 
others, are compelled to lead an independent and incomplete existence of 
their own.”79 Greg, however, was at least as interested in the threat that such 
work posed for society as in the threat to the individual woman’s happiness. 
Women, he argued, were completed by caring for others, and those who 
ceased performing the “natural duties and labours of wives and mothers” 
were contributing not only to their own problems but also to those of their 
country.80

Moral commentators such as Sarah Ellis had insisted a generation earlier 
that it was the duty of women to marry, and Greg agreed. Greg believed that 
the first step was to get as many women as possible to fulfill their role at 
home. If there were not enough men at home, then there was nothing for the 
excess of women to do but go abroad in order to fulfill their duty. It was for 
the society as a whole as well as for the woman herself that this natural order 
of things was important. Greg’s emphasis on healthy proportions, the nation 
as a whole, and that which was “unnatural” or “abnormal” relied heavily on 
the census, for it was the census that allowed people to think about the social 
body in terms of numbers and depicted single women as one among many 
problematic populations.

Although Greg was explicitly opposed to the women’s rights movement, 
many of those men and women who were working to open certain profes-
sions to women were likely to agree that emigration was at least a partial 
solution to the problem.81 Maria Rye, for example, who ran a law- copying 
office for women clerks and found herself swamped with applications, began 
to think about emigration. She felt strongly that women should be allowed to 
work at home, but she also admitted that there were not enough jobs avail-
able and that those women who could not find work in Britain would benefit 
by going to find it in the colonies.82 In 1862, Rye founded the Female Middle 
Class Emigration Society to facilitate such a plan.

The debate about single women and emigration was extended in the pages 
of The English Woman’s Journal, founded by Bessie Parkes in 1858. The journal 
regularly published letters from female emigrants, as well as articles about 
the advantages and disadvantages of emigration.83 Most of the writers for The 
Journal encouraged emigration, believing that sending single women to where 
there were more jobs available was one of many possible ways to improve 
women’s condition. These feminist emigration advocates even used lan-
guage that was similar to Greg’s: as one wrote in 1862, the question was “how 
to transfer [women] from the place where they are not wanted, and where 
they may even become injurious, to the place where they will be valued as 
they deserve, and benefit instead of injuring those around them.”84 It is also 
clear that many of the middle- class emigrants did understand  themselves as 
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 members of a problematic and too populous group. As one satisfied emigrant 
wrote, “I love [England] as ever, but I can earn more money here and I expect 
always find something to do, there are enough of us at home.”85 For these 
writers, as for Greg, single women were harming both themselves and their 
country.

Most people involved in the women’s movement, however, saw emigra-
tion as only a short- term solution, and they believed that social reform at 
home was ultimately more important. And during the 1860s, a split between 
feminism and emigration occurred, because emigration came to be seen as a 
popular antifeminist solution.86 Feminists began to believe that emigration, 
by returning women to their traditional roles of wives and moral guardians 
in the colonies, only discouraged activism for women’s rights.87 They also 
began to realize that the unclear distinction between emigrating to find hus-
bands and emigrating to find work was embarrassing.

The embarrassment was caused in part by The Saturday Review’s 1862 article 
“The Export Wife Trade.” The satirical article made an explicit connection 
between female emigrants and other problematic members of society such 
as “paupers, penitents, or convicts.”88 The writer referred to the governesses 
seeking work in Australia as “unmarketable womanhood,” and insisted that 
those whom Britain was exporting were “those whom we are most eager to 
be rid of here.”89 The plan was faulty because the colonies “do not like being 
the outfall sewer of any community of the Old World,” and because “the 
colonists are tired of becoming customers for the goods which can find no 
sale in England—chipped statuettes, spoiled engravings, and old maids.”90 
The reviewer also spoke about spinsters’ lack of productivity: “When we find 
the garrison too numerous for the provisions, we naturally turn out the non-
 effectives first.”91

Some people did believe that the problem of the surplus woman could be 
handled within existing economic and social life. Most of these thinkers 
agreed that having a whole body of unproductive women was negative both 
for the women themselves and for the society as a whole. They believed, 
however, that the women could be made productive within the context of 
Victorian society, and they were thus willing to rethink cultural and social 
values in a way that their opponents were not. Judith Worsnop rightly points 
out that activists in the women’s movement attempted to redefine the prob-
lem of surplus women; rather than a problem of numbers, the problem was 
a lack of women’s opportunities.92 I believe that, in addition, both feminists 
and antifeminists defined the problem in part as one of national inefficiency. 
Drawing on the language and the theoretical frameworks of already existing 
debates about other problematic populations, feminists, instead of refusing 
to talk about productivity, argued that the society was not providing women 
with enough opportunities to be productive.

Many writers who wished for changes within the existing economy quoted 
the census figures and insisted that the problem could not be solved until 
society was willing to face the facts. Harriet Martineau, in her influential 
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1859 article about women’s work, described “how much good may be done, 
and how much misery may be saved, by a timely recognition of this simple 
truth [that women are working].”93 Martineau explained that

the need and the supply of female industry have gone on increasing, . . . while 
our ideas, our language, and our arrangements have not altered in any 
corresponding degree. We go on talking as if it were still true that every 
woman is, or ought to be, supported by father, brother, or husband. . . . a 
social organization framed for a community of which half stayed at home, 
while the other half went out to work, cannot answer the purposes of a 
society, of which a quarter remains at home while three- quarters go out 
to work.94

“With this new condition of affairs,” Martineau explained, “new duties and 
new views must be accepted.”95

The power of Martineau’s contribution came partly from her insistence, 
and proof using the census, that half the women in Great Britain were “indus-
trial in their mode of life.”96 The idealized middle- class housewife simply did 
not exist in the numbers that ignorant readers might assume she did, and 
Martineau’s goal was to determine “how . . . we meet the conditions which 
stare us in the face.”97 Her emphasis on the practical considerations of wages, 
specific types of work, and the effects of that work on women’s physical and 
mental well- being gave her credibility with the social scientific and statistical 
community, and coming as it did at the exciting feminist moment of the late 
1850s, Martineau’s article helped to spark the intensive interest in women’s 
work that continued through the following decades.98 But as innovative as 
she was, Martineau was also drawing on a well- established idiom of liberal 
political economy that allowed her to see women’s work in the context of free 
trade and national productivity. She believed that if “natural” competition 
was permitted to operate without interference, and if women were educated 
as men were for practical kinds of work, then “we would render the powers 
and the industry of women available to the welfare of society.”99

Other women’s rights advocates similarly saw the census results as a call to 
action. Frances Power Cobbe, in her article “What Shall We Do with Our Old 
Maids?” described the increase in single women and asserted that

it is obvious enough that these facts call for a revision of many of our social 
arrangements. The old assumption that marriage was the sole destiny of 
woman, and that it was the business of her husband to afford her support, 
is brought up short by the statement that one woman in four is certain not 
to marry, and that three millions of women earn their own living at this 
moment in England.100

Cobbe challenged the idea that single women were a problem population that 
must be eliminated. She spoke sarcastically of women’s “offense,”  compared 
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the way they were spoken of to the way criminals were discussed, and 
lamented the way “old maids are lectured on the very improper position.”101 
In Cobbe’s opinion, the blame was especially misplaced because the problem 
actually stemmed from men’s unwillingness to marry. Large- scale emigration 
schemes paralleled the transportation of criminals, and by refusing to open 
remunerative and respectable professions to women, Cobbe said, society was 
condemning old maids to “transportation or starvation.”102

Finally, in a powerful reinterpretation of the surplus woman problem, Jessie 
Boucherett, in her essay “How to Provide for Superfluous Women,” argued 
that the real issue was the supply and demand of certain groups of people, 
not their numbers. Boucherett argued that the problem of the unsupported 
woman arose from male jealousy in the labor market, not from the numerical 
surplus of women itself, and she declared that “the national plan at present 
adopted in England for providing for superfluous females, is that of shutting 
them up in workhouses.”103 As long as they were forced to be useless, she 
said, single women would continue to be redundant. Boucherett’s goal was 
to make single women more useful, not to simply transport them from one 
place where they were not wanted to another: “Let us, then, proceed to con-
sider by what means we can provide for the superfluous women in England, 
since it is evident we cannot hope to get rid of them.”104 In her mind, improv-
ing education and opening up more careers to women “would put an end to 
superfluous women altogether, by converting them into useful members of 
society.”105 She also suggested that more men should emigrate in order to do 
the jobs involving hard labor in the rural colonies, and leave the professional 
jobs in Britain open to women. Distinguishing between the terms “excess” 
and “superfluous,” Boucherett argued that if her solution were enacted, 
then Britain “would at last contain a vast excess of women and a prodigious 
number of single women, but there would not be one superfluous woman, 
as every one would be valuable in the labour- market.”106 Prohibiting women 
from supporting themselves, she said, was to impose unnatural restrictions 
instead of allowing competition to proceed: “The plan then which I advocate 
for providing for superfluous women is that of allowing them to engage freely 
in all occupations suited to their strength.”107 Boucherett turned the emigra-
tion scheme on its head, challenged the entire notion that gender ratios had 
to be relatively even, and suggested that a large female majority in Britain was 
a perfectly acceptable solution to the problem of unemployment.108

Although those in favor of expanding women’s spheres were increasingly 
visible, the solutions they advocated were not easy to enact. The reformers 
assigned themselves the difficult task of trying to make traditionally degrad-
ing positions respectable for middle- class women, and their attempts were 
frustrated by the fact that options other than marriage were sometimes seen 
as last resorts even by some of the feminists themselves. Many of the women’s 
rights advocates argued publicly that women’s most natural place was in the 
home and that work should only be for single women.109 Whether out of 
genuine belief or rhetorical flourish, they tended to assume that women who 
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were lucky enough to be supported by their husbands would have no rea-
son to choose to work, and that women were inherently most useful within 
domestic situations or in public positions that required domestic qualities, 
such as philanthropy, nursing, and teaching. Harriet Martineau, for example, 
asserted that “every girl has an innate longing . . . for the household arts, if 
nature had but her way.”110 Women who had been brought up to think that 
working was both degrading and unpleasant could not be expected to jump 
at the opportunity to work, and it would take a serious readjustment of both 
opportunities and values to make singleness a truly desirable option.

In 1869, the women’s rights advocate Josephine Butler published her edited 
collection, Woman’s Work and Woman’s Culture. In the introduction to the 
book, Butler made explicit the connection between the plight of the sin-
gle woman and her feminist agenda. She pointed out that “a much greater 
number of women must support themselves now than has been the case at 
any other time,” and she asked both for an opportunity for these women to 
avoid poverty and disgrace, and for them to be able to feel as though their 
existences were worthwhile.111 She admitted that custom was strong and that 
for society to accept that women could act in new ways would be difficult, but 
she insisted that current social conditions made the changes necessary. The 
“constantly reiterated assertion that ‘Woman’s sphere is the home,’ ” Butler 
explained, was uttered “in the face of the great facts of society as they lie 
confessed before us, is to a great extent wholly inapplicable, and assumes the 
character of a most ungentle irony.”112 Butler insisted that everyone ought to 
be permitted to contribute in some way to the national interest, but that in 
the current state of things, single women were denied this right. Single wom-
en’s “unapplied existences” and their “demand for a place in God’s order of 
society” could not be addressed without fundamental changes.113 “I cannot 
believe,” Butler wrote, “that it is every woman’s duty to marry . . . our unmar-
ried women will be the greatest blessing to the community.”114 Butler’s explicit 
demand for an expansion of the acceptable roles for women was inseparable 
from her belief that everyone ought to be a contributing member of society.

Although usually defined in statistical terms, the surplus woman problem 
was not primarily a numerical one. Commentators were not only interested 
in the fact that there were more women than men, they were also making a 
judgment about which women were redundant, and they were trying to find 
ways to either make these women productive or to exclude them from the 
population. In a society where women were expected to marry, it was not 
just any 500,000 women who were superfluous, but specifically the single 
women. Old maids thus became a problematic group that was to be carefully 
examined by commentators and statisticians. Cobbe pointed out in 1862 
that bachelors simply were not spoken about in the way that single women 
were: “Their moral condition seems to excite no alarm, their lonely old age no 
foreboding compassion, their action on the community no reprobation.”115 
Having a surplus of women was a problem only because women were defined 
in regard to their ability to marry and they were seen as unproductive when 
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they did not marry. This was because it was not only cultural values that were 
at stake but also reproduction.

Women and the Strength of the Nation

In 1859, The Saturday Review published its own take on the single woman 
question, titled “Queen Bees or Working Bees?” The writer refused to 
acknowledge a change in female roles as a possibility, fearing that “all our 
social habits should be changed.”116 The author also insisted that for a gov-
ernment to provide women with alternatives to marriage was to encourage 
a flawed social state for “women labourers are a proof of a barbarous and 
imperfect civilization.”117 By allowing single women to support themselves, 
the state would perpetuate a situation that should not have been occurring 
in the first place, and alleviating the symptoms without addressing the 
root of the problem ultimately would do more harm than good. Like Greg, 
this writer believed that providing alternatives to marriage was simply to 
create more redundant women: “It is not the interest of States, and it is not 
therefore true social policy, to encourage the existence, as a rule, of women 
who are other than entirely dependent on man as well for subsistence as for 
protection and love.”118 The writer rejected female independence because 
it discouraged marriage, and not only was “married life . . . woman’s profes-
sion,” but a woman who failed to marry “has failed in business.” 119 “The 
greatest of social and political duties,” claimed this writer, “is to encourage 
marriage. The interest of a state is to get as many of its citizens married as 
possible.”120

As a large population came to be seen as crucial to maintaining Britain’s 
military, economic, and imperial power, marriage was viewed as ever more 
central to the strength of the nation. During the 1850s and 1860s, British 
people discussing the census began to use language surrounding the repro-
duction of the race that was very similar to the language later used by 
eugenicists, and women were deeply implicated in the new understanding of 
national strength. Women had to be mothers, so that the British race could 
be exported around the world, and their work as mothers would therefore 
be a vital contribution to the national and imperial economies. It was only 
through marriage that population growth could be sustained.

As we have already seen, the interrelated questions of population, pro-
creation, and class were thorny ones in nineteenth- century Britain. Fears of 
overpopulation, even at their height, were always class- specific; people in 
the middle and upper classes were not expected to limit their reproduction. 
Malthus’s call for “moral restraint” was aimed at the poor who had no means 
to support large families of children. Among the urban poor, one observer 
commented in 1850,

Their passions being early roused, all the circumstances which restrain 
the abandonment to their gratification being wanting, there being neither 
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moral restraint, prudential consideration, nor self- government, females 
are early surrounded by families of children.121

Contradictory ideas about working-class women’s duties were evident: 
women were supposed to use moral restraint, despite the constant assertion 
by middle- class observers that domesticity was the most virtuous state for 
women, and despite the fears that circulated about the immorality of unmar-
ried and working women.

Unlike working- class women, however, middle- class women were clearly 
informed of their duties. We have seen that productivity was of central con-
cern to those who wrote about single women, and the census, by defining 
women’s work, was crucial in framing the terms of the debate. Edward Higgs, 
in his study of the categories with which nineteenth- century census takers 
labeled women’s work, has found that “in broad terms, women tended to be 
defined as dependents, whatever their productive functions, whilst men were 
classified according to the nature of their labour.”122 In 1851, however, moth-
erhood was explicitly categorized as work for the first time. The new method 
of classifying the occupations upheld the ideology of marriage that so firmly 
underpinned the census and its analysis.

The listing of occupations in the first census caused confusion, in part 
because of the different ways in which enumerators described women’s work. 
While some wives were classed with their husbands as involved in either agri-
culture or manufacture, most were classed in the third occupational category, 
which included those who were not involved in either trade. The census tak-
ers were at this point interested in communities more than in individuals, 
and the fact that men and women may have done different things with their 
days seemed irrelevant. Thus, in 1811, 1821, and 1831, the census takers asked 
about the occupations of families rather than the occupations of individuals. 
What was important, they believed, was the mode by which the family and 
the community sustained itself. By the 1830s, however, the notion that the 
family supported itself as a whole, with a single occupation, was becoming 
obsolete. By the beginning of the Victorian era, many men and women were 
leaving the home to work in factories or as other sorts of wage laborers, and in 
cases where this was not necessary, the woman usually stayed at home while 
the man worked.

When the census of 1841 asked about the occupations of individuals for 
the first time, women and men were asked to separately state what they did, 
the assumption being that their occupations might well have been different. 
The instructions on the 1841 forms, however, advised householders that the 
“profession &c of Wives, or of sons or daughters living with and assisting 
their parents but not apprenticed or receiving wages, need not be inserted.”123 
When the results were tabulated, wives and mothers, as well as children, did 
not constitute their own occupational “class,” but were simply described as 
unclassified. This meant that the 1841 census report on occupations listed 
7,846,569 “persons classified” and 10,997,865 as the “residue of Population 
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not classified.”124 It is evident that many women who in fact were working 
outside their homes for wages were counted here simply as wives. In 1841, the 
only substantial group of female workers that was categorized as belonging 
to the wage economy was domestic servants, whose unique role as essential 
female workers I have already addressed.125

Creating a clear and accurate categorization of occupations was one of 
the largest challenges for the census takers, and Farr was always especially 
interested in improving and simplifying his system. In 1851, he divided the 
population into 17 different occupational classes, and for the first time, one 
of them comprised “persons engaged in the Domestic Offices, or Duties of 
Wives, Mothers, Mistresses of Families, Children, Relatives.”126 This did not 
solve the problem of accounting for all the wage labor that women did; in 
fact, it probably tended to discourage such labor from being listed. If women 
were irregularly or seasonally employed, or even if they or the “heads” of their 
families simply considered their work in the domestic realm more important 
than the wage work they did, such work may not have wound up on the cen-
sus forms at all.127 But for the first time, the census explicitly described the 
job of wife and mother as productive labor.

In the 1851 report, Farr took the occupation question primarily as another 
opportunity to dwell on domesticity. As he explained, the fifth class of the 
new classification system comprised “a large number of the population that 
have hitherto been held to have no occupation; but it requires no argument 
to prove that the wife, the mother, the mistress of an English Family—fills offices 
and discharges duties of no ordinary importance.”128 This was because “the 
most important production of a country is its population.”129 Producing a 
strong population that could compete on the world stage, however, called for 
more than simple procreation. Middle- class women were required to be wives 
and mothers both so that the population could grow and so the nation could 
maintain its moral strength and its moral superiority.

Census Commissioner Horace Mann, who wrote the report to accompany 
the 1851 census of education, called for improvements in female education:

Considering how vast an influence is exercised by the female character 
upon the general disposition of society, it cannot but appear of very great 
importance that the future wives and mothers of the people should be 
qualified by sound and healthy education, continued for the longest prac-
ticable period, to exert a softening and an elevating influence upon their 
partners and their offspring.130

The fact that many female paupers become prostitutes was especially alarm-
ing because of “the preponderating influence which female example and 
female morals exercise over the social progress of a nation.”131 And the fact 
that women worked at all outside the home caused great anxiety during the 
second half of the nineteenth century.132 Farr explained that “in districts 
where women are much employed from home, the children and parents 
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perish in great numbers.”133 Women from more humble backgrounds had 
always worked, but as the preindustrial household economy was replaced by 
an industrialized economy, women were leaving home in ever greater num-
bers. Anna Davin’s work on motherhood at the turn of the twentieth century 
has demonstrated how children’s moral and physical health, and therefore 
the health of the nation, was considered the responsibility of mothers.134 We 
in fact can see the signs of such anxiety about national health, as well as the 
implications for mothers, as early as the 1850s.

To the wife, mother, and English family were thus attributed both a large 
population and a virtuous one, and as Farr explained, “The occupation of 
wife and mother and housewife is the most important in the country.”135 
As always, he praised the English institution of marriage in comparison to 
others: “Under the institution of marriage . . . this country has a population 
of much higher character than countries where polygamy prevails, where 
the wife is confined at home, and where the management of the household 
in all its details . . . belong to the husband.”136 Farr claimed that when St. Paul 
said “I will therefore that the younger women marry, bear children, guide 
the house,” he “lays down for the women . . . their substantial business; which 
cannot be neglected without imminent peril to their children,—to the nation 
of the next generation.”137 Farr thereby confirmed the sanctity of the mother 
who cared for her children, and he also noted that races that neglected their 
children tended to disappear: “Under such circumstances monogamic nations 
inevitably fall in arrear, like the races who practice polygamy.”138 So while 
Farr and other census takers always moved fluidly between statistical analysis 
and moral commentary, in an age so concerned with racial competition, the 
clearest evidence that they found for the superiority of English marriage were 
comparative rates of population growth.

By 1861, marriage seemed even more obvious as a focus of investigation. 
The 1861 census report explained that

marriage is of so much importance in every civil community that no Census 
is complete in which the conjugal condition is left undistinguished. Yet it 
was strangely omitted in the Census, and was only discussed by specula-
tive writers unacquainted with the facts, until 1851 when the conjugal 
condition of the people was first inquired into, and the results were pub-
lished.139

The 1861 results showed an increase in marriage rates since 1851, and Farr 
expressed great satisfaction over the advance.

This rapid rate of increase in the married part of the English population 
at home will dissipate the fears of those who entertain any apprehensions 
that Englishmen of the present day are less disposed to contract mar-
riage, and to take upon themselves the duty of heads of families, than 
their ancestors. The increase of families living in the healthy condition of 
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 matrimony is chiefly the cause and partly the result of the prosperity of 
the country.140

There were still more spinsters than bachelors in Britain, a problem Farr attrib-
uted to the fact that “the arrangements to enable men to take wives out as 
emigrants are defective.”141 Rather than simply useless, however, unmarried 
people could more optimistically be viewed as “reserves”: “Those who dread 
the depopulation of England will observe with satisfaction the resources which 
the country commands in this reserve both of spinsters and bachelors.”142 It 
may have been unfortunate that more people were not already married, but it 
was also true that the great “reserve” served as a guarantee: “The perpetuity 
of the British race is thus secured against all contingencies.”143

As we have seen, British liberals after 1851 felt justified in their urbaniza-
tion, industrialization, and increasing population because they had avoided 
the perils of revolution. The far lower rates of growth in the more agricultural 
countries of France and Ireland, combined with what many British people 
viewed as the political and economic disasters that those nations experienced 
in 1848, served as a vindication of the British way of life. In 1851, Farr sug-
gested that France’s low birth rate came from faulty marriage laws and cus-
toms—particularly the fact that the age of majority was 25, so people were 
marrying late in life.144 This meant that the government had the ability to 
influence even something as personal as marriage. “By raising or depressing 
the age of majority,” Farr explained, “the legislature then has the power to 
exercise considerable control over the population.”145

If the census takers were to be believed, the ideal of the family united all 
classes of society. “The importance of the duties of a wife are seen in the 
Anglo- Saxon labourer’s cottage,” Farr wrote, “and are still more strikingly 
displayed in higher classes.”146 Values such as health, morality, order, and 
religion were all, according to the census takers, dependent on the state of 
marriage in the nation. Marriage was “the state of complete social develop-
ment,” for individuals as well as for countries.147

The surplus woman problem must be tied back to the more general fear of 
surplus that was most prevalent during the 1820s and 1830s. When surplus 
ceased to be a problem and population came to be seen as one of the most 
important productions of the country, women who were not reproducing 
became the ones who were producing nothing of value, and were themselves 
therefore labeled as surplus. The census allows us to understand the surplus 
woman problem in the context of discussions surrounding the economic, 
moral, and political health of the nation. Almost all the participants in the 
surplus woman debate claimed that unproductive women were a national 
problem, and that solving the problem would benefit the nation. The dif-
ference lay in where the solution to the question of women’s work was to be 
chiefly found: within metropolitan society, or in the larger empire.
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6
“Sprung from Ourselves”: Counting 
Race at Home and in the Colonies

Nor is the interest in the information herein furnished confined 
alone to ourselves as Colonists. Such information becomes national 
property, as a contribution—to the general fund— . . . In these fig-
ures, our Island adds its quota to swell the vast and accumulating 
mass of Statistics now in- gathering, under Imperial auspices, from 
the remotest regions—Statistics which will be viewed as a monumen-
tal record—valuable, because authentic—of the might and resources 
of that extended Empire, in whose unity and prosperity we all feel a 
deep and an abiding interest.

—Census of Prince Edward’s Island, 18611

The census, I have argued, played a major role in allowing British people to 
visualize their nation in new ways. The precise borders of the nation, how-
ever, were fluid and shifting, and as global communication and migration 
increased over the course of the nineteenth century, new ways of understand-
ing those borders emerged. Britain’s large, diverse, and scattered Empire was 
also counted by census takers, and the census data helped British people to 
visualize their Empire, like their nation, as a vast and shifting aggregate in 
which different kinds of people moved and interacted with one another. In 
this chapter, I will discuss the administration of the census in Ireland and the 
colonies as well as British understandings of racial demographics during the 
nineteenth century. By examining British interpretations of colonial statis-
tics we can gain insight into the tensions within British national and imperial 
identity, particularly as they related to racial proportions in both metropole 
and colonies.

The ways in which British people understood their Empire were varied and 
complicated.2 The Empire might at times have been seen as an extension 
of Britain and at times as quite separate. In some contexts, British people 
distinguished the different colonies from one another with great subtlety 
and complexity, while in others they viewed the Empire as a whole without 
much variegation. But as transportation and communication improved, the 
census served as yet another technology that brought the Empire together. 
The census helped British people make sense of a world in which large- scale 
migration was the norm, and census questions about birthplace and race in 
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both Britain and abroad were indicative of the confusion and interest that 
such migration caused.

Victorian census analysts did not, in general, believe themselves to have the 
same internal “national” divisions as many other European countries. The 
debates at the International Statistical Congresses of the mid- nineteenth cen-
tury suggest that while the German and Austrian governments were deeply 
concerned with linguistic and cultural difference within their borders, the 
British government was, with one important exception, largely uninterested 
in such questions. What was understood as racial difference mattered within 
Britain as it related to Irish immigration to England and Scotland. But in 
the context of the expanding Empire, racial proportions “at home” became 
inextricably linked to racial proportions across the Empire. As the fear of 
overpopulation gradually gave way to eugenic language surrounding the 
reproduction of the race, census analysts came to believe that strength on 
the world stage would depend not only on a large and productive population 
at home but also on racially “healthy” colonies. By the 1850s, many British 
people viewed the world as one in which different races competed with one 
another for dominance. The census, therefore, helped to define racial identi-
ties as well as national, religious, occupational, and local identities.

The question of how large a role race played in British people’s under-
standings of their Empire has received renewed attention since the publica-
tion of David Cannadine’s Ornamentalism: How the British Saw Their Empire.3 
Cannadine argues that race took second place to class divisions in the minds 
of British administrators, and that in most colonial contexts, the Empire was 
both ruled and imagined as if it were an extension of Britain’s individualized 
social hierarchy. Examining the census categories that British rulers created 
in and for the colonies provides a lens into this debate, because it indicates 
precisely what types of distinctions administrators considered important. A 
summary of these distinctions suggests that understandings of colonial hier-
archies varied greatly from place to place, and class, race, religion, and other 
categories of analysis were all considered important in certain contexts.4 
While Cannadine is right to insist on close examination of local hierarchies 
rather than broad generalizations about race, race did play an important role 
in nineteenth- century understandings of national and imperial populations. 
The details of social hierarchy were different everywhere, but one way for 
British people to imagine their Empire as a whole was in terms of racial pro-
portions of people.

Colonial census- taking, in addition to providing British administrators and 
the British public with information about the colonies, also affected the lives 
and the identities of colonial subjects. In recent years, colonial census- taking 
has received attention from historians and anthropologists, who have often 
emphasized the effects that the censuses had on those being counted. In his 
study of the census in India, Bernard Cohn argues that the objectification 
of Indian culture that the censuses taken by the British represented affected 
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the ways in which Indians understood their own history and society, and it 
helped make Indian society objective to Indians.5 Scholars have also noted 
that colonial censuses helped to create national identities that contributed to 
colonial nationalist movements.6 But while some of the sources that I exam-
ine were originally produced in the colonies, I am primarily concerned with 
British governmental and public understandings of racial demographics. This 
is not a study of the census’s effects on colonial subjects, nor is it a compre-
hensive survey of the census in each of the colonies. Rather, I am interested in 
what the colonial censuses can tell us about British understandings of demo-
graphics within their Empire, and in the relationship between these under-
standings of the Empire and understandings of the nation.

The Irish and Colonial Censuses

Once census- taking began in Britain it was not long before administrators 
saw its potential usefulness both in ruling the colonies and in determining 
ground for future colonial expansion. But until 1861, when the process was 
at least partially standardized, the population of Britain’s many colonies was 
counted sporadically and haphazardly. Colonial censuses were usually done 
on the initiative and authority of the colonial governor or some other local 
administrator, or occasionally at the request of a government minister in 
London. They were often simply manuscripts sent to London for only a few 
people to read. The questions asked and the distinctions made were largely 
at the discretion of whoever was taking the census, and were dependent on 
local issues and the specific concerns of local administrators.7

The British government and its servants in the colonies often began with 
an assumption that non- European countries did not take censuses them-
selves, and because of their supposedly uncivilized nature, were most likely 
opposed to census- taking. Whether for that reason or on more simple admin-
istrative grounds, census takers in the colonies usually did not ask ques-
tions directly of the population the way enumerators did in Britain. As C. A. 
Bayly has demonstrated in his book about information gathering in British 
India, the processes by which colonial administrators and rulers obtained 
data relied greatly on local cooperation and local methods.8 Any sense that 
the colonial censuses ought to follow a British or European model (asking 
certain set questions) was not voiced until the 1850s, and so the early colo-
nial censuses all look very different from one another. Often, censuses were 
accompanied by maps or descriptions, including judgments about different 
groups within the society, and the returns addressed not only people but 
also land, livestock, manufactures, and commerce. And just as the statistical 
movement in Britain helped make the collection of data a public project, 
statistics in the colonies were sometimes collected by people who did not 
work for the government. During the first decades of the nineteenth century, 
studies of specific colonies such as Walter Hamilton’s 1820 A Geographical, 
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Statistical, and Historical Description of Hindostan and the Adjacent Countries 
began to include statistics along with topography, economics, and history.9 
We can thus see the gathering of statistics in the colonies as part of a much 
broader project of information gathering, which happened in specific ways 
in colonial settings.

Despite the local variety, I would like to make a few broad claims about 
nineteenth- century census- taking in the colonies. Firstly, despite fears of 
opposition from native subjects, government officials had the power to take 
far more extended and potentially unpopular censuses in the colonies than at 
home. While colonial subjects may at times have successfully resisted census-
 taking or contributed in their own ways to information- gathering projects, 
these largely subordinate populations, usually without political represen-
tation or a central organ such as the press to make their concerns heard, 
had little ability to influence the specifics of the census. David Kertzer and 
Dominique Arel argue that “what distinguished colonial from non- colonial 
censuses . . . was that the formulation of categories in the colonies was unilat-
erally done by the ruling officials, while European categories . . . were already 
being negotiated, to some extent, with social groups.”10 Secondly, the notion 
that a healthy society was one made up of healthy proportions of people 
living together in harmony extended from Britain to the Empire as a whole. 
As the century progressed and the nature of Britain’s Empire changed, the 
colonial censuses became more concerned, in many cases, with the propor-
tions of different groups of people that were increasingly understood as races, 
although “race” continued to mean radically different things in different 
contexts.

The fluidity of the conceptual borders of the nation is exemplified by 
Ireland, which was always understood and governed as somewhere between 
metropole and colony. The Irish census was taken separately from the English, 
Welsh, and Scottish censuses, and it required a separate bill to be passed in 
Parliament. Unlike the censuses in the more far- flung British colonies, how-
ever, the Irish census was regularized during the first few decades of the nine-
teenth century, and was usually taken in conjunction with the British census. 
E. Margaret Crawford has summarized the development of the Irish census 
in her book Counting the People: A Survey of the Irish Censuses 1813–1911, and I 
will not examine it in detail here. 11 But a few points are worth mentioning, 
especially concerning the discussions of the Irish census within Britain. As 
always, Ireland’s position as a subordinate colony yet one that was partially 
represented in the British parliament made for a unique administrative appa-
ratus. The Irish census was planned and taken in Dublin, with only minimal 
oversight from the government in London, and Ireland had its own census 
commissioners who corresponded with the British commissioners but main-
tained their own control and published their own results. The British census 
reports and the British press often discussed Irish census results, but while 
they sometimes described the population of Ireland as central to the British 
nation, at other times they spoke of the Irish census as though it were the 
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census of a foreign country—albeit a country closely connected to and impli-
cated in British affairs.

No census of Ireland was taken when the first British census was taken in 
1801, but during the following years various politicians lamented the omis-
sion and pushed to remedy it. In 1806, one MP “expressed his wish to assimi-
late the laws and regulations of Ireland to those of this country, as far as it 
was just and expedient,” and insisted that all countries needed a census.12 The 
English machinery that had been used in 1801 was not available in Ireland, 
however, for no registration of births and deaths existed there, and there were 
no overseers to act as enumerators. It was clear that the census in Ireland 
would be a more technically difficult task than the census in Britain had 
been. During the first decade of the British census there was never enough 
momentum for an Irish one to be taken.

In 1812, the possibility of taking a census in Ireland was again raised in 
Parliament. John Newport

expressed his surprize that a measure should have been so long deferred 
which would enable parliament to ascertain the number of persons for 
whom it was to legislate. Twice since the Union had the population of 
Great Britain been calculated, but in this respect, as well as in others, the 
natives of Ireland had been totally neglected.13

Newport claimed that the government was afraid of knowing how many 
Irish there actually were, and he urged that a census be taken immediate-
ly.14 But when an Irish census was finally taken in 1813, it was considered a 
failure. Robert Peel, the Secretary for Ireland at the time, told the House of 
Commons that he had no results to place before it, for some counties had 
not sent returns at all and the returns that had been compiled were full of 
errors.15 The first census that was actually completed was taken in 1821, and 
from that point on the Irish censuses coincided with the decennial British 
censuses. Significantly, the 1821 census of Ireland asked for substantially 
more information about the population than its counterpart in Britain did, 
including the name, age, and occupation of every Irish resident, relationships 
within families, the quantity of land held by each family, and the numbers 
of schools and pupils. As in Britain in 1821, the information was collected 
verbally by enumerators who traveled door to door.16

Despite the greater success of the 1821 census, Henry Hardinge claimed in 
1830 that no accurate results had yet been returned for Ireland, and Daniel 
O’Connell, a leading parliamentary advocate for repeal of the Union, argued 
that the most recent attempt had greatly underestimated the Irish popula-
tion. Politicians attributed the continuing problems with the Irish census to 
a lack of local organization and administrative centralization, and in 1831 
the government simplified the census somewhat by requiring the names of 
household heads only rather than those of every inhabitant. As in Britain, 
the 1841 census in Ireland marked an important turning point and set the 
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basic format for many years to come. At this point, commissioners in Dublin 
were appointed to undertake the work, and the enumeration itself was done 
by officers from the recently established Dublin Metropolitan Police Force 
and the Royal Irish Constabulary. As in Britain, forms were distributed to 
every householder for the first time, and the enumerators gathered informa-
tion verbally only from those who were unable to read or write. The census 
was taken on one day, as it was in Britain, and it asked for the name, sex, age, 
marital status, occupation, birthplace, and level of literacy of every person. In 
addition, the Irish census gathered information about the numbers of days of 
agricultural employment, wages, property, quality of housing, farm size, and 
numbers of livestock. Again, the census in Ireland asked many more questions 
than did the simultaneous census in Britain, and some of those questions, 
especially those related to property and wages, would have been considered 
intrusive and utterly outside government jurisdiction in Britain. In 1844, a 
General Registrar’s Office for Ireland was established, and the 1851 census 
was the first to be taken under its control. The census was taken on the same 
day as the British census, but was again far more extensive in regard to the 
information gathered. The census asked about education, emigration, qual-
ity of housing, and sickness, in addition to the questions asked in Britain.17 
It also asked about language, and sought to determine the numbers of people 
who spoke only Irish and those who spoke both Irish and English.

One of the most controversial issues for the British government was whether 
to gather information about religion on the Irish census. When the census 
of 1813 was proposed, some hoped that the “number of persons attached 
to each religious sect [would be] specified.”18 O’Connell, who consistently 
fought for more power and privileges for Irish Catholics, suggested before the 
1831 census

that this census should be made to discriminate, which the former did 
not, the religion of the inhabitants. . . . As far as he understood the relative 
numbers of the different persuasions, it was impossible he thought that 
the temporalities of the Irish Church should remain as at present.19

Others, especially those who supported the Union, argued that asking about 
religion in Ireland would result in unnecessary competition and ill feeling 
between Catholics and Protestants. It would also, as O’Connell suggested, 
indicate the extent of the Catholic majority, a highly politicized question in a 
country where a largely Catholic population was subject to a state- sanctioned 
Protestant church. In the end, the government did gather information about 
religion in Ireland at various moments, although the only time that it was 
systematically gathered as part of the census was in 1861, at the very moment 
when the religious census in Britain was rejected. Various politicians, both 
those who were opposed to taking a religious census in Britain and those 
who supported it, expressed satisfaction that one would be taken in Ireland. 
One MP commented that “in Ireland no difficulty whatever would exist in 
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obtaining a religious census. Every one had a religion of some kind, and no 
one was ashamed to avow it.”20 Another suggested that if information about 
religion was to be gathered in Ireland then it ought to be gathered in Britain 
too: “He objected most strongly to the principle of legislating for a common 
Empire upon different principles.”21

Census administrators in London, including George Graham and William 
Farr, also favored centralization and standardization.22 Graham believed that 
the census would be most informative and most efficient if it was taken using 
the “same system on all essential points throughout the United Kingdom,” 
although he agreed that it might be beneficial to ask for additional infor-
mation in Ireland as well. In 1861, he quoted the president of the recent 
International Statistical Congress (Prince Albert himself), who had said that 
a lack of uniformity “diminishes [the census’s] value for general purposes.”23 
Census Commissioner James Hammack, prior to the 1861 census, also hoped 
that “Ireland would no longer be treated rather as an independent state than 
as an integral part of the United Kingdom.”24 An Irish census taker wrote 
more cautiously that Ireland and England should be as close as possible “until 
the laws habits and customs of the two countries shall become sufficiently 
assimilated to allow full uniformity to be attained in the Census Returns.”25

Even a brief survey of the administration of the Irish census indicates that 
the British government did not develop census- taking in London and extend 
it outwards. Even though it took several decades for the census in Ireland to 
be established, once it was in place it clearly served as a site for the govern-
ment to experiment with possibilities that would not have been considered 
acceptable within Britain.26 Viewed this way, the Irish census could serve as 
an example:

some of those [improvements] which had been effected in the Irish census 
returns should be imported into those made for this country; especially 
that columns describing the size of the dwelling houses and the relative 
amount of acreage under crops of different kinds should be included.27

The sense that the more extensive Irish census ought to function as a model 
for census- taking makes it evident that despite Ireland’s position as a part 
of the United Kingdom, and despite the control that Irish administrators 
had over their own census, the Irish census must be understood largely in 
the context of colonial census- taking. In Ireland, where the population was 
poorer and less educated than the population in Britain, administrators had 
the power to design the census in whatever way they deemed fit. In the more 
geographically remote colonies, the censuses were even more removed from 
the metropolitan model and even more contingent on local conditions and 
concerns.

British administrators viewed the colonies in which large numbers of British 
people were settling as very different from those in which a small number of 
British people ruled over a large native population. As the settler colonies 



154 A Cultural History of the British Census

gained more independence from the government in London, they also gained 
more control over their own census- taking, and they used their censuses to 
assess their own growth and progress in comparison to other colonies and 
in the context of the larger Empire. Settler colonies could not succeed unless 
they were desirable destinations and unless the settlers themselves could 
gain a demographic advantage. It was in this context that European and non-
 European, or ‘white’ and ‘black’ or ‘colored’ gained potency as categories for 
understanding the Empire.

In Australia the transition from convict settlement to thriving colony is 
evident in the censuses. In 1822, a census of New South Wales distinguished 
between convicts, free settlers, and those who were born in the colony, with 
various more detailed subdivisions.28 The population statistics were combined 
with statistics of revenue, shipping, livestock, and land, as well as the names, 
expenses, and salaries of British civil and military administrators and “free 
persons victualled,” “prisoners victualled,” and “persons not victualled.”29 
The document also described “returns made by the Magistrates of New South 
Wales of persons living upon their own estates and property married and 
unmarried and their characters,” as well as a “return of the number of mar-
riages, births and deaths” and a “return of the number of illegitimate chil-
dren born in N.S. Wales from the 1 January 1815 to the 31 December 1820.”30 
It listed those transported since the founding of the colony, along with their 
convict status, marital status, land ownership, and “character.” Those who 
were “intelligent,” “honest,” “industrious,” “sober,” “decent,” and “respect-
able” were contrasted with those who were “poor,” “drunken,” “of bad fam-
ily,” “doubtful,” “immoral,” or “living in a state of concubinage.”31

The census provides an image of a remote outpost, and those who tabulated 
the results understood it, in their own words, as “a land of crime.”32 They 
considered most of the colony’s inhabitants to be poor, immoral, and lacking 
in religion.33 The emphasis on morality in this early census is understand-
able given the colony’s foundation as a convict settlement. If the colony was 
to succeed and become more than a prison, then in the minds of colonial 
administrators morality and respectability were central. By the 1850s, the 
Australian colonies had a large and diverse population and a new reputation 
as a thriving destination for emigrants, and questions of racial demograph-
ics had overcome questions of criminal proportions. Mid- century censuses 
counted the various European and Chinese immigrants in comparison with 
aboriginals. Discussions of these groups in the British press revealed anxi-
ety about interracial sex and the ultimate racial character of the colony, and 
devoted attention to the question of whether aboriginals were on the verge 
of extinction.34

In Canada, the censuses also changed as the colonies grew, acquired more 
mixed populations, and eventually gained more independence from the 
government in London.35 Early census takers were interested primarily in 
the proportions of French, English, and indigenous people; these ratios had 
been important for centuries. An extended census of 1833 counted males 
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and females, their ages, whether they were single or married, and whether 
they were deaf, dumb, blind, or insane. The census included statistics of rev-
enue, land, livestock, and immigrants, gathered information about occupa-
tion and religion, and noted whether the immigrants were Irish, Scottish, 
or English.36 As representative bodies within the Canadian provinces gained 
more independence, the censuses were taken over by local authorities, pub-
lished by those authorities, and sent to Britain only as printed documents.37 
An 1857 census of Newfoundland, for example, was published in the form of 
an anecdotal history of census administration in the colony.38 The census was 
largely concerned with fishing regulations, again indicating the emphasis on 
local concerns. As Bruce Curtis points out, however, British officials exerted 
pressure on Canadian administrators to take their census in particular ways 
and to do it “in concert with the imperial government and other colonial 
administrations.”39

In 1861, the British government attempted to take the census in a somewhat 
more standardized form throughout the Empire, but the individual Canadian 
provinces maintained control over their own censuses. The Canadian census 
reports suggest that administrators in the colonies often understood their 
censuses to serve a similar nation- building role as the census in Britain served; 
they usually believed that the census would bring satisfaction and a sense of 
unity to settlers. The 1861 census of New Brunswick was published by order 
of the provincial government and laid before the provincial parliament, and 
the census commissioners claimed that “the evidence thus furnished of mate-
rial progress in our own Province will, we believe, be extremely gratifying 
to all classes of our people.”40 The census gathered information about the 
sick and infirm, the blind, deaf, and dumb, idiots and lunatics, immigration, 
and school and religious attendance. It also provided statistics of crops, live-
stock, minerals, various industries, and fisheries, as well as information about 
the proportions of Blacks and Indians in the colonies. The report declared 
pride in the province’s progress in comparison to its neighbors, both among 
the Canadian colonies and in the United States. Similarly, a census of Prince 
Edward’s Island taken in 1861 listed the total population along with the 
“excess” of males and the number who were of an age capable of bearing arms. 
It provided information about the deaf, dumb, blind, insane, and unvacci-
nated, along with numbers of churches and schoolhouses and information 
on the religion and birthplace of the inhabitants. It also listed the numbers 
of people holding land of various qualities, and their acreage, crops, livestock, 
and manufactures. Enumerators inserted comments about each district, and 
the census divided the island into counties and electoral districts.41

It was precisely because the Canadian colonies were inhabited by white set-
tler majorities that the government in London was willing to give up control 
of local census- taking, just as it gave up control of other aspects of adminis-
tration and governance. When the dominion of Canada was formed in 1867, 
uniting New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Quebec, and Ontario, census- taking 
was centralized and taken over by the new government.42 By the 1860s, 
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administrators in the Canadian colonies believed themselves to be counting 
not others, but themselves, and as the epigraph at the beginning of this chap-
ter suggests, the census could serve to express both the particularity of the 
colony and the unity of the Empire. But these censuses were almost always 
more extensive in the types of information that they gathered than their 
counterparts in Britain were. In their wide range of questions and categories, 
they were similar to the censuses taken in places where Europeans were a 
minority.

In 1831, the lieutenant governor of “Sierra Leone and African Forts” took 
a “census of population and liberated Africans” either on his own author-
ity or in response to a request from the secretary of state for the colonies.43 
The census listed liberated Africans who were receiving government sup-
port, the names of landholders, and the numbers of their livestock. A sepa-
rate set of tables described the population of Freetown, and distinguished 
between Europeans, Mulattoes, colonial residents, disbanded soldiers, liber-
ated Africans, and “native strangers.”44 The example is typical in its variety 
and in the combination of information about the distribution of agricultural 
resources and the proportions of people. It is also typical in its wide range of 
categories. While some people were identified by their nationality or race, 
others were described by their occupation or economic status.

In other places, however, such as the West Indian colonies, racial propor-
tions were understood to be crucial in the earliest censuses. Returns from 
Trinidad in 1823 included statistics of population, agriculture, manufactures, 
and the military. The census divided the white, colored, and Indian popula-
tions into men, women, boys, and girls, counted the Chinese population, and 
listed both male and female slaves as either personal or plantation slaves. It 
then subdivided white people into various European nationalities.45 The divi-
sions became more specific over the years, and the emphasis on race inten-
sified. A census of British Honduras taken in 1861 listed ages, birthplaces, 
and races, as well as shipping and other economic statistics. In this case, the 
racial distinctions were detailed, and the census distinguished between peo-
ple from different European countries as well as mixed races. The census also 
asked questions about marital status, disabilities, religion, and occupation. 
The census report analyzed the incidence of deafness and blindness among 
different races. The writers of the report said that races and occupations 
exerted “the greatest influence on the manners and habits of the people,” 
and they believed that “the Census returns are very interesting as they give 
an insight into the materials . . . of which colonies are founded, the various 
places of the human race, and the laws which govern their movements,” and 
that they provided data for the “philosophic statistician.”46

India was an aberration in British colonial census- taking. No full census 
was taken there until 1881, because the government administration simply 
could not cope with the size and diversity of the population. Census machin-
ery used in Britain and the other colonies was not suitable or feasible. But 
as Bayly demonstrates, information gathering in India had a long and rich 
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history. Local censuses were taken, sporadically and with mixed success, and 
they reveal a great deal about the colonial government’s concerns in its largest 
and most treasured colony. At the same time, the absence of a complete cen-
sus reflects British understandings of India as too large, diverse, and crowded 
to count, just as it sometimes was thought to be too large and crowded to 
rule.47

During the early nineteenth century, various attempts to estimate the 
population of India were made; these estimates were often couched in his-
tories and geographic or economic surveys.48 At the same time, local rulers 
took occasional censuses on the level of state, city, or town; an example is 
the “Return of the Population of the Island of Ceylon Compiled from the 
Separate Returns made by the Collectors of Districts to the Commissioner of 
Revenue, in pursuance of an order of Government bearing date 27th January 
1824.”49 This document divided the people of Ceylon into those above 
the age of puberty and those below it. It also included a “description of 
Casts of the Population,” and distinguished between Europeans, European 
descendants, and people of various occupations, castes, nationalities, and 
religions.50

In 1846, the East India Company’s board of directors called for a census, and 
one was published in 1847. The population, however, was taken by sampling 
and estimates instead of by an actual count, and few had faith in the accuracy 
of the returns. The 1847 census attempted to break down the population into 
those who were involved in agriculture and those who were not, but it asked 
for little additional information. In 1857, in the midst of the Sepoy Rebellion, 
the government again attempted to summarize population data from India. 
A report printed in Britain listed the area and population of various states, 
including the estimated population of the “native” states and of French and 
Portuguese- ruled areas. It divided the population of the British- ruled states 
into male and female, agricultural and nonagricultural, Hindu, Muslim, and 
other. Each district, however, had its own divisions. While no religious divi-
sions were listed in Bengal, for example, Bombay was divided into “Hindoos, 
wild tribes, low castes, shrawniks/Jains, Lingayets, Mussulmans, Parsees, Jews, 
and Christians.”51 Superimposed on these subdivisions was the more simple 
division into Hindu, Muslim, and other.

The British hoped to take a full census of India in 1861, but they abandoned 
the plan because of technical difficulties and because after the crisis of 1857 
they were treading carefully and were worried that a census would be under-
stood as an intrusive act.52 “The Government of India,” the writers of the 
1861 census report in Britain admitted, “has always been too weak to procure 
an accurate enumeration of the population, notwithstanding the remark-
able and partial success in taking the Census of certain provinces under able 
administrators.”53 In 1871, more obstacles arose, both from opposition and 
a lack of personnel, and it was not until 1881 that a full census of India was 
taken. The local censuses indicate, however, that British rulers in India were 
especially concerned with the proportions of Muslims to Hindus. Bernard 



158 A Cultural History of the British Census

Cohn argues that “it was felt by many British officials in the middle of the 
nineteenth century that caste and religion were sociological keys to under-
standing the Indian people,” and that census takers emphasized caste to such 
an extent that it may have heightened caste feelings among Indians.54

In addition to colonial censuses, the British government and the British 
public showed interest in foreign population statistics. The government may 
have been interested in these statistics for various reasons. In some areas, it 
may have had explicit imperial ambitions, while in other places questions 
of international diplomacy or commercial interests were at stake.55 As the 
British consul in Greece wrote to Palmerston in an 1849 letter accompanying 
population returns,

The perpetual expansiveness of the British population creates a never-
 ceasing inquiry after new fields for the exercise of our national industry; 
and while our merchants and manufacturers require a correct knowledge 
of the habits and customs of nations, to guide them in their speculations, 
there are also frequently others who, averse to permanent emigration to 
our distant colonies, are seeking employment in foreign countries.56

This particular set of returns was couched in a “report on the Population of 
Greece, and on the education, religion, and domestic Customs of the Greeks,” 
and was in fact a general survey of the commerce, agriculture, laws, and eve-
ryday habits of Greece.57 The census of Greece had not been very accurate in 
the past, the Consul explained, and “a question of considerable importance, 
as relates to the future prospects of Greece, is the amount of Greek population 
not included within the boundary of the new kingdom.”58 In this case, per-
ceived national or racial divisions had obvious implications for international 
diplomacy and geopolitics.59

Statistics of the Empire and of foreign nations were often repeated in the 
British press, but rarely with the extensive commentary that accompanied 
press coverage of the British census. Usually newspapers simply provided the 
population of a colony as a whole, sometimes divided into different races, 
and perhaps combined with statistics about revenue, shipping, or agricul-
tural production. And for most of the first half of the nineteenth century, the 
censuses in the colonies tended to be less totalizing than the British census. 
While they were often concerned with proportions of people, the practical 
concerns were, due to the exigencies of rule, local rather than “national.” But 
by mid- century, the Empire as a whole, which was in some ways understood 
as a macrocosm of the nation, was coming to be seen as an aggregate that 
could be studied as one.

As the Empire became more whole in the minds of many British administra-
tors, calls for a more consistent and standardized census were heard. This was 
a mammoth task however; the technical difficulties of taking a census under 
such radically different circumstances as the British Empire represented were 
immense. In 1842, the government gathered a summary of the  population 
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and trade of all the “foreign possessions of the British Crown,” with infor-
mation about when each colony was acquired, its population, government, 
exports, imports, and shipping. The Empire was divided broadly into the 
West Indian colonies, the North American colonies, and “others.” The popu-
lation was counted afresh only in a few colonies, however; elsewhere it was 
simply taken from the most recent census. The results, then, were far from 
standard or comparable.60 William Farr was always convinced that colonial 
statistics needed to be gathered more consistently. He believed that statis-
tics had important implications for war and international relations as well as 
colonial governance, and in 1861 he explained that “it is desirable on many 
grounds that the population of the Queen’s dominions should be enumer-
ated simultaneously.”61 Census Commissioner James Hammack agreed that 
“by uniformity of plan, not only at home but in our colonial possessions, 
we might obtain results capable of being summed up for the entire British 
Empire.”62 According to this view, the colonies could be absorbed into the 
increasingly centralized and standardized metropolitan government, making 
the Empire understandable as a single unit (figure 6.1).

Yet the difficulties remained. As a British consul in the Middle East 
explained in 1861, “from the peculiarly oriental repugnance of the natives 
to registration or the counting of their numbers, there is a great difficulty 

Figure 6.1 Summary of the Population of the British Empire, 1861, from Census 
of England and Wales for the Year 1861: General Report, Vol. III (London: Her Majesty’s 
Stationery Office, 1863), 72.
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in obtaining any correct statistics.”63 In addition to local resistance, the cen-
sus in the colonies was hindered by supposedly demanding terrain, lack of 
personnel, and other technical obstacles. In 1851, the Manchester Guardian 
explained in an article about the preparations for the census that “while this 
is going on in England, the same course will be pursued as far as is practica-
ble in the colonies, where there will not be the same facilities for obtaining 
information as at home.”64

Yet at the same time, and perhaps in contradiction to these perceived diffi-
culties, a great many questions were asked in the colonies that were not permis-
sible in Britain. Census results were also more explicitly used for purposes of 
efficient rule. The fact that questions could be asked in the colonies that could 
not be asked in Britain was for advocates of census expansion simply another 
reason that more should be asked at home. Farr pointed out, for example, that 
the question about religion on the Australian census of 1861 was taken “with-
out any of those deplorable consequences which were anticipated from the 
same kind of inquiry in England.”65 But whether an expanded census at home 
was desirable or not, it is evident that the British public had a much more pow-
erful voice in matters of census- taking than their colonial counterparts.

Nineteenth- century British administrators, both in Britain and in the col-
onies, often described the census as central to technological progress and 
scientific modernity. In fact, some British census takers saw themselves at 
the vanguard of a European project to spread science throughout the wider 
world. Farr pointed out that “among uncivilized tribes the enumerations are 
more generally confined to the ‘fighting men.’ ”66 Yet, he declared grandly, 
“the English occupy, fortunately for science, a large portion of the finest 
parts of the world; and up to a certain point, . . . they are, like every govern-
ing race, statistical.”67 The statistics gathered by colonial administrators were 
then to be sent home to the metropole, which, as the epigraph to the chapter 
indicates, was both the source and the ultimate destination for imperial sta-
tistics. Yet the colonial censuses of the nineteenth century reflect not only 
the dilemmas that the British faced in governing their Empire but also more 
abstract concerns about worldwide racial demographics.

“Peopling the World” and the English Race

In 1853, the Manchester Guardian wrote that Britain’s enormous popula-
tion increase since 1801 “indicat[ed] the transition from a kingdom to an 
Empire.”68 British census analysts often expressed pride in the fact that the 
colonies were growing and that British people were settling all over the world. 
At first, emigration to the colonies was considered helpful as a means of rid-
ding Britain of its surplus population, but as Malthusian fears gradually gave 
way to eugenic language surrounding the reproduction of the race, emigra-
tion also came to demonstrate Britain’s material power and worldwide influ-
ence. “As a race,” explained the Times in 1861, “we assign a high place to the 
command to increase and multiply and replenish the earth. We consider it 
our vocation to people the wilderness.”69
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The size of the Empire, not only in terms of land and resources but also in 
terms of population, was increasingly understood to mean strength in a com-
petitive world. Pride in the size of the Empire was related to pride in the fact 
that members of the British, or in many cases the English, “race” were eve-
rywhere, and discussions of the demographic strength of the Empire in the 
middle of the nineteenth century often revolved around race.70 Many British 
people believed that they were “exporting” the Anglo- Saxon race all over the 
world. As race became an increasingly important element in discussions of 
national strength throughout Europe, and social scientists theorized about 
the development and possible extinction of different races, many British peo-
ple accepted the notion that their Empire would be strong only if certain 
racial proportions existed.71

Census analysts were not always clear or consistent about what kinds of 
demographics made the Empire strong. As statistical data from the colonies 
began arriving in Britain more regularly during the 1830s, the most immedi-
ate response was usually simple satisfaction in the Empire’s size. In 1841 the 
Times wrote proudly,

It will be found that the subjects of the British Crown are more numerous 
than that of any other civilized monarchy or republic on the face of the 
globe. . . . we may safely say, that Her Majesty Queen Victoria is the sover-
eign of a hundred millions of subjects—a larger portion of the human race 
than has ever obeyed any one European sovereign since the downfall of 
the Roman Empire.72

Size alone, however, was not enough to ensure the health of the Empire. Just 
as society in Britain could not be healthy if the proportions of people were 
not appropriate, the Empire was also thought to need appropriate proportions 
of people. One way for British people to visualize their Empire was as a large 
body, with a metropolis and extremities that all had to be in good health. 
This was simply the domestic social body writ large, extending over the entire 
world. What were considered healthy demographic ratios, however, differed 
greatly depending on the nature of the colony or region in question.

During the early nineteenth century, proportions of people were thought 
to be especially important in the settler colonies. In 1809, the Quarterly Review 
described “settlements, . . . [that] resemble garrisons rather than colonies; 
their white inhabitants forming scarcely a tenth of their total population.”73 
Particularly problematic were the West Indian colonies, which had been 
founded by large numbers of white settlers, but as a result of the slave trade 
had acquired a substantial non- European majority. In Barbados, the Quarterly 
Review author wrote, security itself was threatened by the disproportion, 
because plantation owners were sometimes forced to delegate authority to 
their slaves:

Whenever a society consists solely of free men vested with authority, and 
of mere slaves, a great numerical disparity between these two classes is the 
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worst evil that can befall the community. It has an obvious tendency to 
produce insurrection on one side, and harshness on the other.74

What were understood as healthy racial proportions, however, were also 
important for the same reason that gender ratios were important: because 
of the need for the reproduction of the race. The emphasis on reproduction 
becomes evident when we examine analysis of the mid- century census results 
in the Australian colonies. While in some contexts, as we have seen, census 
takers made detailed distinctions between people from different European 
countries, in the Australian colonies Europeans were described as making up 
a single race in terms of their ability or likelihood to breed with one another. 
In a discussion of the ratio of the sexes, the many Chinese male immigrants 
were simply discounted; the assumption was that they would not marry white 
women.75

But in a world where many people were traveling long distances, the racial 
proportions were constantly shifting. If the Empire was a macrocosm of the 
nation, and both needed healthy distributions of people, then migration was 
central to both national and imperial stability. In the Victorian era, migration 
was a fact of life, and the 1851 census report noted that

the Irish have entered the British population in large numbers, and great 
numbers of all the British races have annually left the United Kingdom; 
settled and multiplied into millions in the United States, in the colonies of 
North America, of Australia, and of South Africa.76

In 1861, the census commissioners wrote that “the people of these islands are 
more moveable than other nations,” and in reference to the British citizens 
who were living abroad at the time of the census, British people were found 
“in the strangest places.”77

Migration was considered necessary because it distributed labor where it was 
needed. Discussions of surplus, primarily during the 1820s and 1830s, often 
relied upon the assumption that unemployment could be remedied by simply 
relocating people to where there was work. This was true on an Empire- wide 
level as well as within Britain, and the importation of East Indians to the 
Caribbean, for example, indicates that the British government was well aware 
of the potential for increased productivity that such redistribution of labor 
could bring. But at the same time, migration caused anxiety to people who, 
perhaps remembering a more sedentary and local society, believed that peo-
ple “belonged” in certain places. The question about birthplace, first added 
to the census in 1841, reflected this anxiety, and can be understood in part as 
an attempt to pin down an overly mobile population. Hundreds of thousands 
might live in Manchester and Liverpool, but where, the census asked, were 
they really from?

Discussions of both the metropolitan and the colonial censuses constantly 
reflected this anxiety. Census takers believed that migratory or seasonal 
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 workers, for example, would skew the results. Rather than simply accept-
ing these workers as moving, many people maintained an understanding of 
localities as stable places, and they believed that “at home” was something 
that could be determined. In reality, people of many social classes traveled 
a great deal in Victorian Britain; the wealthy were as likely to be away from 
home on extended social visits as laborers were to be searching for work. But 
because of pervasive fears about vagrancy, crime, and a lack of social control, 
concern tended to focus on the working poor.

Technical debates about when the census was to be taken also were indica-
tive of anxiety about migration and strength. Before the 1841 census one MP 
worried that if the census were taken on July 1 people would be away at the 
quarter sessions.78 Seasonal migration for harvest time, particularly among 
the Irish, was also thought to be misleading, and in 1850, Baron Monteagle 
worried that the Irish census would not be comparable with earlier ones 
because more Irish would be at home in March than in July, when many of 
them were away harvesting in England.79 In 1861, the Manchester Guardian 
noted that people who were leaving for the countryside at the time of the 
census were “lost to the town in the numbering of the population.”80 People 
protested against these “distortions” for different reasons, often because they 
were worried about the numerical strength of various groups. But such dis-
cussions betray the assumption that constant moving was not entirely natu-
ral, and that one of the goals of the census was to determine where people 
actually belonged.

Large towns, with people constantly coming and going, were especially 
confusing to those who found sedentary populations easier to understand. 
London, said Farr, “contains natives of every county of England and Wales, 
of every part of the United Kingdom, and of all the principal countries of the 
world,” and the Manchester Guardian wrote “only 645,000 men and women 
would be left in London, if the 750,000 recruits marched back to their 
homes.”81 Although such a statement clearly served as an expression of pride 
in London’s greatness, the very fact that the writer was considering the pos-
sibility of people going back “home” is significant. While London might not 
have been what it was without its immigrants, those immigrants were also 
thought to have more genuine homes elsewhere.

The anxiety became even more acute when the migrants were of different 
“races.” British understandings of race were complex and shifting, and it is 
evident that the word could be used in many ways. But while Victorians’ use 
of the word “race” was famously fluid, their understanding of an individual’s 
race tended to be rigid; one’s race certainly did not change simply by mov-
ing from one place to another. And if race was permanent, then the census 
could be, according to some, misleading. From the very beginning of the 
British census, the government was interested not only in the numbers of 
people living on British soil but also in their origins.82 “The mere popula-
tion of the natives was not the only thing to be considered,” one MP pointed 
out in 1800.83 “It was well known that, for some years past, there had been a 
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great number of foreigners in the country, who consumed their proportion 
of its annual produce.”84 Fifty years later, the notion that the census ought 
to distinguish natives from foreigners remained common: before the 1851 
census one MP said that “as a very great number of foreigners would prob-
ably be in London at that time, care must be taken not to include them in 
the census.”85

Within Britain, the concern about migration centered primarily on poor 
Irish laborers, who were often thought to threaten the social and political sta-
bility of British cities. Irish immigration to Britain had begun centuries ear-
lier, but it grew exponentially during the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s. Most Irish 
arrived first in Liverpool, from where they migrated to Glasgow, Manchester, 
and London. Irish immigrants were active in the Chartist movement and 
in the trade unions, and although tension and sometimes outright hostility 
between British and Irish workers certainly existed, the fear for many middle-
 class observers was that the Irish, as the most desperate segment of the work-
ing class, would be the ones to ignite a class- wide revolt.86 The census question 
about birthplace may have originated partly in response to anxieties about 
Irish immigration, but its results provoked further unease and debate.

Many observers focused on the Irish as both symptom and cause of the 
urban problems that they encountered, and they almost invariably empha-
sized numbers. James Kay and Friedrich Engels both recognized the important 
link between Irish immigration and industrialization itself, for as Kay argued, 
“The rapid growth of the cotton manufacture has attracted hither operatives 
from every part of the kingdom, and Ireland has poured forth the most des-
titute of her hordes to supply the constantly increasing demand for labour.”87 
Engels agreed that “the rapid extension of English industry could not have 
taken place if England had not possessed in the numerous and impoverished 
population of Ireland a reserve at command,” and William Farr wrote that 
“wherever employment is active the Irish flock, and they abound in the large 
towns.”88 In times of economic recession, however, the demand for labor 
decreased, and the result was thousands of unemployed. Many British observ-
ers believed that in times like these, the Irish were taking jobs needed by the 
British working class, and were thus contributing to the problems of surplus 
population, unemployment, and social unrest.

Furthermore, many observers believed that the Irish brought the morals 
and the standard of living of the British working class to an even lower and 
more miserable level. The Irish, wrote Engels,

bring all their brutal habits with them among a class of the English popu-
lation which has . . . little inducement to cultivate education and moral-
ity . . . The Irish have . . . discovered the minimum of the necessities of life, 
and are now making the English workers acquainted with it.89

One result of this phenomenon was economic: the Irish brought wages down. 
“The condition of the lower multitude of English labourers approximates 
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more and more to that of the Irish, competing with them in all the mar-
kets,” Thomas Carlyle explained.90 While English workingmen’s wages were 
still higher than wages in Ireland, “with the arrival of every new steamboat,” 
they sank closer to Irish levels.91 The Irish were especially active in unskilled 
jobs requiring manual labor, and certain jobs “count hordes of Irishmen 
among their number, and the pressure of this race has done much to depress 
wages and lower the working class.”92 Engels, however, saw a positive light 
to all this. He believed that if the Irish had lowered the condition of the 
English working class, they had also furthered the development of the labor 
movement.

Kay, on the other hand, saw no benefit to Irish immigration. Perhaps feel-
ing obliged to explain the exception that he was making to the tenets of 
capitalism, he argued that the “introduction of an uncivilized race” did not 
increase the overall wealth of the society, even though the labor was cheap 
and liberal economic theory presupposed that labor should circulate freely 
and that competition was advantageous. Irish labor was cheap only, Kay 
insisted, because of the savage habits of the people, and “when they assist the 
production of wealth, therefore, their barbarous habits and consequent moral 
depression must form a part of the equation.”93 After a few years, the Irish 
“become burdens to a community whose morals and physical power they 
have depressed.”94 Both in economic and moral terms, the Irish would cease 
to be worth it: instead of contributing, they would decrease the productivity 
of the social body as a whole.

Many of the “brutal habits” that Engels noticed among the Irish related to 
domestic life. Statisticians conducting urban studies often pointed out that 
the Irish lived in more crowded and filthy conditions than the English did, 
and that the majority of people living in cellars were Irish. The Irish would 
eat, sleep, and live in a single room, observers noted, and many insisted upon 
keeping a pig in that room as well. What the Irish were most noticeably lack-
ing, it appeared, was the supposedly innate English love for a peaceful and 
pleasant home.95 Comfortless homes resulted in poverty and disease, and 
Engels pointed out that “whenever a district is distinguished for especial 
filth and especial ruinousness, the explorer may safely count upon meeting 
chiefly those Celtic faces which one recognizes at the first glance as different 
from the Saxon physiognomy of the native.”96 A lack of cleanliness was “the 
Irishman’s second nature,” and while it would not be so “injurious in the 
country, where population is scattered,” it “becomes terrifying and gravely 
dangerous through its concentration here in the great cities.”97 Carlyle simi-
larly wrote that “crowds of miserable Irish darken our towns.”98

Until 1841, information about the large proportions of Irish in British cities 
was anecdotal. However, the statistics on birthplace that were acquired begin-
ning in 1841 only confirmed the numerical language that people had already 
been using. One of the most recurrent points that commentators made about 
the Irish throughout the 1830s and 1840s had to do with their overwhelm-
ing numbers and their overcrowding. The Irish were repeatedly described 
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in terms such as “armies,” “swarms,” and “droves.” “Every year has brought 
armies of the Irish hither,” wrote Engels.99 They arrived “on the deck of a 
steamship on which they are often packed like cattle,” and when they landed 
they “insinuate themselves everywhere.”100 They then allegedly spread their 
habits of overcrowding among the English working classes. Engels argued 
that “the custom of crowding many persons into a single room, now so uni-
versal, has been chiefly implanted by the Irish immigration.”101 Perhaps most 
important, the Irish supposedly procreated faster than the English, and were 
now spreading this “imprudent” habit to the English.

Such language, evoking “swarming” animals rather than people, dehu-
manized the Irish population and made their contagious threat to British 
society especially vivid. But the census did do more than provide statistics 
to back up the subjective evidence: it was crucial in its ability to describe the 
Irish as a certain proportion of the national population. The census indi-
cated that Irish immigrants made up large fractions of certain cities, and 
it was only when this fraction was high that “the whole character of the 
working- class assimilates a great part of the Irish characteristics.”102 In small 
numbers, the Irish could do no harm, but in “armies” or “droves,” they could 
threaten the very character of the English people. The Irish were threatening 
not only because of who they were but also because there were too many of 
them.

The census question about birthplace, however, could do only so much 
in describing Irish immigration. Children born in England of Irish parents 
were registered as English in the census, because the census asked only about 
birthplace, not ancestry. Analysts often described this as misleading, and sug-
gested that there was no way to determine the “real” number of Irish people 
in Britain. Furthermore, the supposed Irish propensity to wander—to arrive 
in one city but then travel to where there was work—made them seem tempo-
rary or impermanent, and at times they were spoken of as a naturally “migra-
tory” people.103 The other “races” of Britain (Welsh, Scottish, Anglo- Saxon) 
were equally unidentifiable with the current census machinery. As Farr wrote 
in the 1851 report, “No attempt has been made to ascertain the number of 
the people of different races that can still be distinguished by their speech or 
by their characters.”104

Ireland’s ambiguous position on the outskirts of the nation continued to 
place it at the center of debates about national strength throughout the nine-
teenth century, and the question of racial difference remained a shifting and 
confused one. Observers such as James Kay, Friedrich Engels, and Thomas 
Carlyle believed that the Irish were racially different from and inferior to the 
English, but they also expressed anxiety about the possibility of these two 
races becoming amalgamated; the English workers, polluted by the conta-
gion of Irish immigration, would become as bad as the Irish, and individuals 
would no longer be recognizable as either Irish or English. As Thomas Carlyle 
pointed out, “having a white skin and European features, [the Irish] cannot 
be prevented from circulating among us at discretion.”105 Census categories 
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were one strategy used to keep the Irish recognizable and separate from the 
English, but these categories did not quite succeed in alleviating anxiety.

Yet even if migration was problematic, it was also necessary.106 Farr wrote 
that “a free circulation of the people is now necessary in Great Britain, to 
meet the varying requirements of the Public Industry.”107 Furthermore, an 
increased knowledge of one’s own country and potentially one’s Empire was 
coming to be understood as a positive, because of the role that such knowl-
edge played in creating and maintaining national unity. Farr wrote in the 
1851 report that as a result of migration “the whole of the inhabitants will 
gradually grow acquainted with the different parts of their native land, to 
which, as well as to the town or village of their birth, it is desirable that the 
people of the United Kingdom should be attached.”108 Finally, if race was per-
manent, then migration could indicate the expansion of the race and could 
therefore bring great pride. When the 1851 census indicated that there were 
more British people abroad than there were foreigners in Britain, commen-
tators expressed satisfaction in this further proof of the size of the British 
population.109 If British people remained British wherever they went, then 
Britain was constantly growing and expanding. This fairly rigid understand-
ing of race and nationality is made especially clear by British discussions of 
the United States.

Since the United States took its census only one year before the British did, 
comparisons between the two were obvious. As the Illustrated London News 
wrote in 1851, “[We can] compare their material and moral progress with our 
own, and to take warning, should we on any great point find them wiser or 
more fortunate than ourselves.”110 The United States held a unique place in the 
British imagination: no longer colony, yet not quite foreign, this new country 
had “sprung from ourselves,” and the two nations were viewed as inextricably 
linked by language, culture, race, and economic ties.111 The United States had 
been founded by British settlers—settled in the same way that the British 
were now continuing to settle Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Southern 
Africa. Thus, British discussions of their Empire during the Victorian period 
often blurred the distinction between their own colonies and the English-
 speaking world more generally, and British people tended to view not only 
white settlers in their own colonies but also white Americans as extensions of 
themselves. The British press spoke of “emigration which has spread our race 
and language over half the world,” and while independent for many years, 
the United States was included in this conception.112

All things American were therefore of interest to Britain’s educated public, 
but the census was especially so. British people were especially impressed by 
the evidence that the U.S. census provided of astounding growth in the popu-
lation and economy, growth that outstripped even that of Britain itself. British 
people were proud of U.S. growth: if Britain was to be surpassed as the nation 
with the fastest growing population, it was best that the country surpassing 
it was the one most closely tied to Britain. “The survivors and descendants of 
the races” made the British population even larger, even if those descendants 
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were by now in the United States, and a large American population was there-
fore a source of satisfaction.113 As the Manchester Guardian remarked in 1854, 
“Extraordinary as was the increase of the population of the United Kingdom 
in the past half century, its magnitude appears less remarkable when the 
American is placed beside it.”114 The American census indicated an “increase 
that may fairly be ranked as one of the most remarkable phenomena in the 
modern history of the inner life of nations.”115 The Westminster Review also 
showed its pleasure in American growth and progress:

In surveying the progress of our state and nation, we cannot throw aside 
our brethren’s interests and honours, as a bad government threw off their 
allegiance and duty; and when we have to tell of advance and improve-
ment at home, we have hearty pleasure in showing the far more striking 
progress of those who are placed in a newer position, and under fresher 
influences, than ourselves.116

If British emigrants were still British, whether they settled in the colonies 
or the United States, then the vast numbers of people leaving the British Isles 
during the period from 1820 through 1860 could be considered not a loss, but 
a success of “colonization.” The 1851 census report asserted that emigration 
“cannot exhaust the vast resources of these islands, but will rather extend, as 
they have done hitherto, the commerce, manufactures, and numbers of the 
nation from which they sprang, and from which they can never be divided 
in interest, language, or affection,” and “armies of peaceful emigrants from 
the United Kingdom every year crossed the Atlantic in increasing numbers 
to swell the States’ Census.”117 The 1861 report explained that “to determine 
the increase of the English race the emigrants must be taken into account.”118 
And in 1853, a Manchester Guardian report on the census expanded on the 
same theme:

Contemporaneously with the increase of the population at home, emigra-
tion has preceded since 1750 to such an extent, as to people large states in 
America, and to give permanent possessors and cultivators to the land of 
large colonies in all the temperate regions of the world, where, by a com-
mon language, commercial relations, and the multiplied reciprocities of 
industry, the people of the new nations maintain an indissoluble union 
with the parent country.119

When British writers emphasized their connection with the United States, 
they rhetorically enhanced the strength of their Empire. In 1851, a journalist 
for the Times wrote, “With North America and many other portions of the 
earth’s surface occupied by our own flesh and blood, speaking our language 
and inheriting our laws, if not our allegiance, we must ever occupy an houn-
ourable and useful position.”120 The deliberate blurring between the political 
entity of the United States and Britain’s own colonies in North America and 
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elsewhere made the Empire seem larger and more important. And the image 
of Britain as the mother country was taken very seriously and was frequently 
repeated. The article went on to explain that

the results of the British and of the American census, appearing as they 
do together at this moment, bring this relation of the parent State and 
her numerous progeny into unusual prominence. . . . We can never forget 
that it is an Anglo- Saxon population which is thus expanding itself, and 
that the laws and language of the new Empire have descended from our 
own.121

While British commentators were sometimes vague when praising American 
population growth, they clearly viewed only white Americans as descendants 
of the British. In a discussion of the U.S. census of 1850, the Times explained 
that if the black population was subtracted from the total,

this would leave the American citizens of British or other European extrac-
tion about 20,000,000. It thus appears that there are about 52,000,000 
persons of British extraction, or of some other European race amalgamated 
with them, occupying the best geographical positions in the world, pos-
sessing the largest maritime trade and the most profitable manufactures, 
enjoying the freest institutions, commanding the vastest extents of fertile 
territory and the finest climates, and receiving the services of many mil-
lions of useful auxiliaries, of various races and hues, living either in com-
fortable slavery, or willing subjection, or dignified alliance.122

Such hyperbole regarding the Empire is familiar to historians of Victorian 
Britain. But this particular interpretation of the numbers augmented the 
British Empire by many millions, bringing satisfaction to imperialists and 
indicating that certain kinds of racial categories were at least in this context 
trumping political or geographical categories. Yet while the British constantly 
pointed out that race was one of the things that they shared with the United 
States, this emphasis belied the radically different racial situations in the two 
countries. The United States, although settled by British people and sharing 
language as well as other perceived cultural characteristics with the mother 
country, had its political independence and in some people’s minds its own 
political and social disgrace in the form of slavery. Thus, statistics of race were 
another aspect of the U.S. census that was of great interest to British people. 
The British recognized that rates of regional population growth and racial 
proportions in the United States would have profound implications as ten-
sions over slavery grew.123

Both the British government and the wider public participated in discus-
sions of American racial statistics. The Foreign Office collected maps of North 
America that indicated the racial demographics, connected to political rep-
resentation and wealth, of various states.124 A map that was produced as the 
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American Civil War began showed the states that had seceded, and listed the 
proportions of whites, free blacks, and slaves in free states, slave states, and 
territories.125 When British newspapers displayed U.S. statistics to their read-
ers, they followed the U.S. census itself in making a division between whites, 
free blacks, and slaves. British journalists were interested in the proportional 
strength of these groups and the rates at which they were increasing.126

Some people in Britain were opposed to slavery not only because of its 
immorality but also because they believed that a large proportion of black 
people was a threat to order. Blacks, wrote an author for the Quarterly Review 
in 1845, are “elements of discrepancy in the composition of a state. The col-
oured race pervades the whole Union, and being more equally spread, the 
virus may be considered as diluted by diffusion.”127 The only cause for relief 
seemed to be that whites were increasing faster than blacks were (because of 
immigration). Current ideas about racial survival and extinction suggested 
that if blacks were not as demographically significant as whites they would 
not survive as a major element in the population. We can see how the British 
concern with social harmony and their anxiety about maintaining correct 
proportions, issues central to their own census, influenced their understand-
ings of the demographic situation in the United States. It is also clear that as 
tensions grew and the American Civil War began, much of the British public 
saw itself as deeply implicated in and affected by events across the Atlantic. 
As the Leicester Guardian wrote in September of 1861, “every tide of events [in 
the United States] have been anxiously watched, and that not on account of 
the great commercial interests involved but a feeling that those taking part in 
the contest are bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh.”128

As I pointed out earlier, however, the emphasis on shared race ignored the 
glaring differences in the racial situations of the two countries, blurring the 
lines between mother country and colonies, nation- state and Empire. The 
U.S. racial situation was, at least on the surface, more comparable to the situa-
tion in the British Empire as a whole than it was to Britain itself. Yet here too, 
things were different, because the abolition of slavery in the British colonies 
had occurred in 1833. And if Britons were always ready to express pride and 
complacency in their Empire, they also had anxieties about it, particularly 
in regard to the economic plight of their West Indian colonies. Fears that 
productivity had decreased there since abolition helped to gradually change 
British ideas about race, as a liberal concept of the equality of all races largely 
gave way after 1850 to an idea of the inherent inferiority of nonwhites.129 
Economic competition with the United States was therefore inevitably tied 
up with the issue of slavery. While many British people saw their own nation 
as the morally superior one, the question of black productivity was thought 
to be very much unresolved.

Furthermore, by the 1850s, cries for political representation were being 
heard both at home and in the colonies, and numbers again played an obvi-
ous role. The large black majority in Jamaica and other West Indian colonies 
seemed to many British people to forecast political and economic chaos. After 
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the Jamaica rebellion of 1865, the shift in attitudes toward race seemed to 
be complete, and British colonial policy shifted in tandem.130 The central-
ity of representation and power in the history of the U.S. census, therefore, 
spoke to growing British concerns about their political system at home and 
in the colonies. The United States, with its peculiar circumstances arising 
from slavery as well as its historical and economic ties to Britain, could serve 
as a mirror—albeit a distorted one—for anxieties about race and labor within 
Britain’s postabolition Empire.

It was clear to British imperialists that the Empire provided great opportu-
nities for racial expansion in addition to military, political, and commercial 
expansion. The 1851 census, wrote the Illustrated London News, would reveal 
statistics of emigration, colonization, and the manufactures “which carry our 
name, and fame, and usefulness to the remotest regions of the globe.”131 And 
in these remote regions, “there is so much waste and unoccupied land yet, 
that it is rather to be described as an untenanted wilderness than overcrowded 
with human beings.”132 Thus, by the time that a large population had come 
to be considered positive, the immense population increases at home and 
abroad were thought to complement one another and together to contribute 
to Britain’s greatness. This was an image of an Empire (and a former Empire, 
in the case of the United States) that was united by free trade capitalism as 
well as a shared culture and race. In 1854 Farr remarked proudly that

the United Kingdom is now covered by twenty- eight millions of people; and 
has thrown out towards the west a long line of colonies, and independent 
states, that speak her language, that preserve the purity of the English 
family, that have lost none of the courage or industry of their race.133

It was a goal “that the British race, growing better and greater, may increase 
in numbers at home, and continue to send out every year thousands of new 
families to the colonies.”134 Population growth at home and abroad was one 
and the same. The domestic discourse of proportions was thus reproduced 
both on the level of individual colonies and on the level of the Empire and 
even the world as a whole.

The discussion of racial proportions in the colonies happened in the con-
text of broader debates about the nature of the Empire and about whether 
colonies ought to be sustaining themselves economically and militarily. If, as 
many Britons argued, the colonies should be self- sufficient, then they would 
need a large population to defend themselves and to cultivate the land. After 
the Indian rebellion of 1857 it became evident that the existing policy of 
ruling hundreds of millions of potentially hostile subjects with only tens of 
thousands of British men was no longer safe for the government. So just as 
the renewed international tension of the early 1850s brought a large domestic 
population back into favor, problems of governance in the colonies helped 
transform emigration and settlement from a mode of disposing of surplus to 
a signpost of national strength.



172 A Cultural History of the British Census

Yet despite the general shift toward the embrace of a large population in 
the metropole, the British did not completely give up their faith in emigra-
tion either as a means of redistributing surplus labor or of disposing of those 
who were considered incurably unproductive. Even when overpopulation 
was ostensibly no longer a problem, the British were still thankful to have 
somewhere to put their undesirables. In 1861, the Times wrote that “vast cities 
have risen up in the Antipodes, peopled by men and women who would oth-
erwise have pressed on the common resources of home.”135 And as is evident 
in discussions surrounding the census, some elements of the English race 
were thought to be of higher quality than others.

The Strength of Races and the Improvement of the English Race

Many British observers took their expanding Empire to mean not only military 
strength but also racial strength, and by the 1850s discussions of the relative 
strength of different races were common in the British press. While the easiest 
way to maintain the strength of the race, however defined, was through tar-
geted migration and manipulation of racial proportions, statisticians were also 
very interested in the possibilities that selective breeding held. As early as the 
1840s, statisticians began to use language that was very similar to later eugenic 
language about the manipulation and improvement of the race. Census ques-
tions about health and disabilities as well as numbers more generally addressed 
both the quality and the quantity of different races, and census takers, who 
combined knowledge of population with a concern about the strength of the 
nation, often found the shift to eugenic thinking an easy one.

Francis Galton invented the word “eugenics” in the 1880s, and so it is per-
haps anachronistic to describe earlier thinkers as “eugenicists.” When I refer 
to “eugenic” thinking, I simply mean an interest in selective breeding and in 
the possibility of racial improvement and racial decline. As various scholars 
have pointed out, ideas of degeneracy and selective breeding were around long 
before Galton articulated his theories, and in fact, long before Charles Darwin’s 
idea about the survival of the fittest. Yet most of the literature on eugenics still 
focuses on the last third of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the 
twentieth century, which is indeed when eugenics had its largest following 
and its most cohesive platform. 136 Eugenics has usually been associated with 
late nineteenth- century pessimism about industrial and social decline, as well 
as an increase in international military and imperial competition. But the 
roots of this pessimism can be found in earlier decades. Looking at discussions 
about racial strength through the lens of the census allows us to look closely 
at some of the ideas that anticipated eugenics, and also ties eugenic thinking 
to general discussions of overpopulation and depopulation.137 Census takers 
during the 1850s and 1860s often took the census results as an opportunity to 
dwell on questions of racial decline and racial improvement.

From the very beginning of the nineteenth century, the press reported 
foreign census results with the assumption that censuses demonstrated the 
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relative strength of different nations. The first British census was taken in 
large part to determine such strength, both military and agricultural. At the 
same time, it was evident that some people were better for the nation than 
other people, and a large population could be viewed as positive only if the 
majority of the population was both productive and peaceful. The concept 
of surplus arose simultaneously with the census, and a nation’s strength was 
thought to depend on both quantity and quality. National strength could 
be determined not only through numbers but also through physical and 
moral characteristics, and as the census expanded it gathered information 
about more than population, even as population remained central to ideas of 
national strength.

The relationship between quality and quantity was complicated and often 
contradictory. In many contexts, national and racial strength continued to be 
defined in terms of population. As Malthusian fears of surplus ebbed in the 
1840s, it became common to compare the population “progress” of Britain 
with its two greatest rivals, France and the United States. “We have been 
struck,” the Manchester Guardian wrote, “with the different ratios of progress 
in the population of the three most civilized and most powerful nations in the 
world.”138 According to the censuses, the American population was increas-
ing the fastest, the French population the slowest. Since American growth 
was considered positive in Britain because of the perceived racial connec-
tion between the two nations, the comparison sparked unqualified feelings 
of superiority: the Anglo- Saxons were gaining strength while their age- old 
rivals on the continent were weakening. The English press, however, often 
made such favorable comparisons specifically between England and France, 
and chose to ignore Scotland and Ireland, both of which had lost population 
in recent years. Commentators dismissed especially Ireland as a special case 
that did not reflect the greatness of the nation as a whole. In this context, it 
was not the political entity of the United Kingdom that was important, but 
the English race.139

William Farr was especially fond of comparing British industrial and urban 
growth with French stagnation. In addition to the standard moral objec-
tions to birth control that were common in Britain, Farr condemned it on the 
grounds of national and racial strength. As John Eyler argues, Farr saw a high 
birthrate as “a sign of national vigor. . . . The birthrate reflected the manpower 
needs of nations.”140 In other words, population growth met needs that arose 
from colonialism, international competition, and industrial growth. But Farr 
also recognized the possibility of improving the vigor of the nation through 
means other than that of population growth.

People who worked with the census had the potential to turn into social 
engineers because of the very nature of their work. Information was being 
gathered not simply for the sake of knowledge, but so the society could be 
improved. This improvement was to be primarily social, economic, and moral, 
not racial. But if different groups of people were understood to have inherent 
traits and capabilities, it was easy to make the shift. Farr’s tendency to use 
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census data as a basis for meditating about change was obvious throughout 
his career. After studying the 1851 census results on occupation, he mused 
that people who worked with animals were “a peculiar race of men; silent, cir-
cumspective, prompt, agile, dexterous, enduring, danger- defying men . . . By 
their habits many of the class must be well adapted to the purposes of war; 
they are sometimes idle, and in a militia they could be turned to account.”141 
The example suggests that Farr saw the possibility of rendering unproductive 
people productive, primarily through an understanding and employment of 
their supposedly natural capacities.

The census was also linked to conceptions of physical fitness, in part 
because of the public health movement and the prominence of physicians in 
the statistical movement. By the 1830s, the suggestion had been raised that 
the working classes, because of their poor living conditions, were becoming 
a weak and unhealthy “race.” The fear was not only for their own welfare 
but also for the future strength of the country, which depended on the 
labor of healthy people. Friedrich Engels wrote in 1844 that bad food was 
causing the “enfeeblement of the whole race of workers.”142 When Hector 
Gavin published his survey of workers’ housing in 1850, he suggested that 
urban men were feebler than countrymen, and were thus less fit to fight in 
wars.143 In the 1851 census report, which was widely quoted in the press, 
Farr wrote that “extensive sanatory arrangements, and all the appliances of 
physical as well as of social science, are necessary to preserve the natural 
vigour of the population, and to develop the inexhaustible resources of the 
English race.”144

For Farr, disease was not a providential obstacle to overpopulation, but a pre-
cursor to racial decline and ultimately, perhaps, racial extinction.145 Disease 
would drain the national energy and destroy the aggregate strength of the 
population. If deaths were reduced, on the other hand—eminently possible 
to Farr’s thinking—then the society could “increase the vigour (may I not 
add the industry and wealth?) of the population in an equal proportion.”146 
Farr urged public health on the grounds that it would “strengthen, and in 
every respect . . . improve the English race.”147 The census gathered statistics 
on health and strength through its questions about disabilities, and although 
Farr wanted a far more complete survey of health and sickness in the country, 
he made use of what information he did have in order to examine national 
strength on an international level. He commonly made comparisons of 
blindness and deaf–mute statistics between different regions in the United 
Kingdom and between different countries in Europe, and analyzed the vari-
ous proportions in order to conclude that some countries were both healthier 
and more productive than others.

Questions of strength also took on more explicitly racial aspects. As early 
as the first decade of its existence, the Statistical Society of London was inter-
ested in the relative height, weight, and physical strength of the English, 
Scots, and Irish. The 1851 census showed that the “Celtic” race was declin-
ing in Scotland and Ireland, and one observer took this as “an illustration of 
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the general fact, of which the slow increase of the liberated African in the 
United States is another illustration, that an inferior race of men can only 
be sustained in conjunction with a superior race, by being taken under its 
especial care.”148 As Patrick Brantlinger has argued, the notion of extinction 
was central to Victorian understandings of race, and the conception of the 
superiority of certain races relied on both quantity and quality. Farr wrote in 
the 1851 report that “the character of every race of men is the real limit to its 
numbers in the world.”149

The capacity of the census to gather detailed information about both the 
physical and moral traits of the population was certainly recognized, although 
it was not put into practice to the extent that some would have liked. In 1860, 
the Home Secretary spoke teasingly of “one enthusiastic ethnographer [who] 
was anxious to have returns of the number of people with different coloured 
hair, that some idea might be formed of the relative proportion of the Saxon 
and Danish races.”150 The possibility of selective breeding, and its connection 
to census taking, was also recognized. In an 1836 letter about the poor law to 
Cornewall Lewis, James Kay wrote that

in the absence of the workhouse system, and under the encouragement 
of out allowance, marriages would occur among epileptics, cripples, the 
victims of scrofula, and depravity—the aged and helpless would continue 
to marry young women, and propagate a miserable offspring.151

In the midst of medical debates about the nature of hereditary disease, Farr 
wrote that improvements in the science of animal breeding were related to the 
science of population, and that those studying human heredity could draw 
inspiration from those who were involved in the breeding of livestock.152 Farr 
wanted a register of sickness and strength within Britain, as well as informa-
tion about the physical characteristics of different races and classes within 
the Empire.153 He also wanted to produce a list, using census data, of the 
insane people in Britain. And it was not only that the unhealthy ought not 
to reproduce; interracial mixing could also, potentially, harm the future of 
the English race. In 1851, Farr reassured his readers that “Scotchmen, leav-
ing their fair countrywomen behind them, marry English wives, under the 
English marriage law; to which no exception can be taken in England, as 
neither race thereby suffers any deterioration.”154

Racial degeneration, however, according to Farr’s understanding, could 
occur through circumstances as well as biology. Farr believed that even 
strong and healthy races could degenerate in tropical climates and in other 
unhealthy places, presumably including unsanitary cities in Britain.155 Like 
many nineteenth- century social scientists, Farr also believed that people’s 
morality and level of civilization were affected by climate. Thus, a detrimen-
tal environment joined interracial sex and the reproduction of unfit people 
as possible dangers to the future of the race. The premise behind all of this 
discussion was that manipulating racial quality was possible, whether by 
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 controlling migration or by controlling reproduction.156 What Farr ultimately 
wanted would encompass both things:

The strength, the rate of increase, and the colonization now proceeding can 
be sustained by the marriages of only a part of the population; hence . . . If 
by any judicious means the increase of the incurably criminal, idle, insane, 
idiotic, or unhappily organized parts of the population can be, without 
cruelty, repressed, . . . the character and good qualities of the race will be 
immeasurably improved, without checking the tide of population or the 
increase of numbers. Hitherto the flower of the British youth has been in 
ignorance sent to the alluvial lands of the tropics, where our race cannot 
live, or where it is inevitably degenerated, while, in defiance of the princi-
ples of physiology, and of the doctrines that are inculcated on the breeders 
of the inferior animals by the Royal Agricultural Society,— convicts have 
been thrown broadcast over some of the healthiest colonies in the world, 
and may now, without due precaution, multiply at home, like the forçats in 
France, and prove a leaven of social disorder and disorganization.157

Since Farr specifically mentioned the possibility of cruelty, he clearly under-
stood the more sinister implications of what would come to be called eugenics. 
But Farr believed that reproduction could and ought to be controlled for social 
ends.158 Farr believed that “to a nation of good and noble men Death is a less evil 
than Degradation of Race.”159 And a wise legislature “deems the physical perfec-
tion of the people the sole basis of their moral and intellectual greatness.”160

For the most part, Farr saw the information that he gathered as a cause for 
pride rather than alarm; the 1850s and 1860s were generally a time of optimism 
in Britain. But Farr also believed that there was always room for improvement, 
and in Eyler’s words, he “essentially welcomed the competition between races 
as leading towards the overall elevation of humanity.”161 Selective breeding 
could be mobilized in the service of optimism as well as pessimism, and the 
census takers were well placed to act as agents in this process. In his article 
“How Should We Do the History of Statistics?” Ian Hacking suggests that the 
role that statistics has always played in distinguishing the “normal” from the 
“nonnormal” meant that statistical reasoning was greatly implicated in the 
rise of eugenics.162 According to Hacking, “Statistics of populations and of 
deviancy form an integral part of the industrial state.”163 The statistical train-
ing and interests of early eugenicists, including Galton, provide evidence for 
this link. The census was also implicated in eugenics because of its longstand-
ing association with surplus, productivity, and national strength. The census 
not only distinguished the positive from the negative, it also defined these 
categories as proportions of the national and imperial populations.

* * *

There were many reasons why eugenics, and related notions of racial 
improvement and selective breeding, became popular in the middle and late 
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 nineteenth century. But I would like to at least tentatively suggest that as 
the Empire became less peripheral to British society, it also became harder 
to deal with problem populations by simply sending them to the Empire. 
Australians of European descent no longer wanted to be associated with a 
remote convict settlement; they preferred to see themselves as inhabitants of 
a prosperous and respectable colony that was mainly white and was central 
to the Empire. Some way other than sending “surplus” populations abroad 
thus had to be found to improve the British population and to deal with the 
undesirables. The discourse about healthy proportions in the metropole was 
gradually applied to the very places that had traditionally been part of the 
“solution” to domestic problem populations, opening up the need for a new 
kind of solution in Britain.

While the census did different kinds of work in Britain, Ireland, and the 
colonies, the various sites do need to be understood in a single framework. 
The censuses in Ireland and the colonies raised questions about racial propor-
tions that were directly related to concerns about proportions of people “at 
home.” Irish migrants in Britain, for example, came to be understood as a 
racialized underclass, who suggested that the borders of Britain were becom-
ing dangerously fuzzy. Inside the ambiguous relationship between Britain and 
Ireland, therefore, was the fear that the colony might colonize the metropole. 
At the same time, British people were leaving the metropole to settle else-
where, sometimes in the colonies and sometimes in other places, particularly 
the United States. In the colonies, the metropolitan concern about the threat 
to racial purity was translated into concerns about racial proportions. The 
racial distinctions that mattered were different everywhere; the differences 
between English, Scottish, and Irish, for example, became far less important 
in a context where whites were trying to gain a demographic advantage over 
blacks.164 At the same time, there were practical issues that drove the concern 
to manufacture demographic proportions that ensured the future of colonial 
rule. The future of the “race,” whether defined in terms of its Englishness, 
Britishness, or Europeaness, seemed ensured by colonial settlement and 
reproduction both in the colonies and in the United States.

As ideas of racial competition and survival became more central, both the 
administration and interpretation of the census reflected the ideological 
shift. While earlier census takers had had a wide range of categories available 
to them, and were as likely to describe people by occupation or religion as by 
race or nationality, the censuses of the 1860s brought race to the forefront.165 
In as diverse a configuration as the British Empire, race could play a unify-
ing role, making the whole thing complete and recognizable, and allowing 
observers to focus on simple questions, such as how many British people 
there were in comparison to non- British people. The idea of Britishness, of 
course, could be defined in cultural, political, or linguistic terms as well 
as in racial terms. But the image of the mother country and its “progeny” 
most often relied on a notion of blood ties that survived changes of place 
and were extended through biological reproduction. Migration was threat-
ening and helpful for the same reason: because people could move but they 



178 A Cultural History of the British Census

could not change their innate origin. It was not only the colonies, then, that 
were “sprung from ourselves,” but the anxieties about healthy proportions 
as well.

If the census was a tool of governmental and extragovernmental power, 
it in some ways reached its most extreme form in the colonies. The colonies 
could be used as a site for the government to experiment with technologies 
and methods that would not have been accepted in Britain. The alleged colo-
nial opposition to the census can also be understood partly in the context 
of opposition to the census within Britain. There was an implicit alliance 
between the colonial populations and the British people who viewed govern-
mental activities such as the census with suspicion. People who opposed the 
census during the nineteenth century did not necessarily foresee the census 
leading to a form of population control such as eugenics, but they did believe 
that the census contributed to problems of alienation and surveillance that 
they associated with the modern economy and the modern state. And in 
hindsight, eugenics can be seen as one possible end of the road that census 
opponents described: they worried about the census’s focus on the health of 
the collectivity, and about its inability to devote attention to individuals. In 
the final chapter, I will discuss these anticensus criticisms.
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7
Challenges and Alternatives to 
the Census

What did Mr Fox lecture on about the census; I mean what could he 
find to say. I can’t imagine.

—Elizabeth Gaskell, 18531

As the above quotation makes clear, not everyone shared the British pub-
lic’s fascination with the census. Novelist Elizabeth Gaskell simply could not 
fathom what might be interesting about the census, and she was not alone. 
Yet this lack of interest is surprising given both Gaskell’s own public concerns 
and the importance of the census in British public life during the nineteenth 
century. As I have already argued, many of Gaskell’s middle- class, reform-
 minded contemporaries understood the census as a crucial foundation for 
the nation’s improvement. They believed that by creating understanding and 
sympathy, the census could create social harmony in a society where it was 
sadly lacking. Social harmony was Gaskell’s aim as well, and at least one of 
the reasons that she both did the charitable work she did and wrote stories. 
As is evident from Gaskell’s letters and fiction, she found social and political 
conflict to be among the most heartbreaking aspects of the modern nation. 
Gaskell, however, like many other writers of her day, called for a solution 
based in literature rather than statistics. She believed that it was through tell-
ing stories not about groups but about individuals that social tension could 
be described and overcome.

In this chapter, I will examine the opposition to the census that existed 
during the nineteenth century, as well as some of the alternative methods 
of describing and improving the social body that people such as Gaskell pro-
posed. Even as the census gained the support of more and more people, others 
remained skeptical or suspicious of both the motives behind it and its useful-
ness. The story of the nineteenth- century census is ultimately a success story, 
in that it came to be embraced and appropriated by a large part of the public 
and to be understood as a central aspect of modern government. But chal-
lenges to the census are worth examining seriously for several reasons. First, 
among the people who at least indirectly questioned the utility of the census 
were some of the most influential intellectuals of the Victorian era, including 
not only Gaskell but also Charles Dickens, Thomas Carlyle, and George Eliot. 
Furthermore, opposition to the census often reflected  unhappiness with 
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larger forces: the centralization of government, the relationship between the 
state and private life, the changes in economic and social life that arose from 
industrialization, and the national hegemony of a capitalist elite. Challenges 
to the census were therefore not simply part of the ongoing public debate 
over the expansion and the uses of the census, but a more fundamental cri-
tique of nineteenth- century society’s rapid transformation.

Opponents of the Census

In the century between 1753 and 1851, the census was transformed from a 
symbol of despotism to a source of national pride. But opposition to census-
 taking did not disappear overnight. The opposition to the proposed census 
of 1753 came from both rural landowners and the uneducated poor.2 While 
the wealthy believed that the census was a sign of government tyranny and 
that it had dangerous democratizing tendencies, the poor cited examples 
from the Bible suggesting that census- taking was against the will of God. The 
descendents of both these anticensus groups continued to make their voices 
heard during the nineteenth century. Resistance to the census among the 
poor certainly continued to exist; such opposition seems to have been based 
on fears of taxation and military recruitment, and it sometimes encompassed 
traditional religious beliefs about the dangers of census- taking. Opposition 
also came from those who saw themselves as conservative, who were averse 
to the increasing interventionism of the government, and who believed the 
census to be overly intrusive.

By the middle of the nineteenth century those who opposed the census did 
not receive much of a hearing in the halls of Parliament. In fact, they were 
often dismissed as ignorant or accused of obstructionism. But they continued 
to express their opposition, much of which had to do with a distrust of the 
government and the new industrial and urban elite. As much as the census 
had been appropriated and embraced by the public, it was still a government 
project and it represented government power. It had also become associated 
with political economy, utilitarianism, and the middle class. It tended to be 
people who felt alienated from that government and from what it seemed to 
represent who used anticensus rhetoric.

Since the census involved every household filling out a form, it also relied 
on the cooperation of the entire public. But this process could be hampered 
by either woeful ignorance or willful subversion. Stories of uneducated peo-
ple who were ignorant about and frightened of the census abounded in the 
weeks following census day. These stories came from the mouths of enumera-
tors, police, and educated witnesses, and they leave us with little grasp of the 
real reasons for opposition or even of the reality of this opposition. Poking 
fun of the anticensus poor served its own purpose for the census’s supporters; 
it reinforced the notion of the census as a symbol of civilization and moder-
nity. Those who were opposed to it were almost always marked as uncivilized 
in some way, and often they were also marked as foreign. The 1851 census 
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report described “a tribe of gypsies [who] struck their tents, and passed into 
another parish in order to escape enumeration.”3 Others were described as 
avoiding enumeration because they worried that the census would be used to 
determine the militia quotas in different areas, which, in fact, it sometimes 
was.4 In 1812, Henry Brougham explained to the House of Commons that

when the measure was first proposed, it had to struggle with the prejudices 
of the people. . . . Many persons had imbibed superstitious ideas on the sub-
ject. They conceived there was an ominous fatality, something extremely 
unlucky, in numbering the people; and they quoted certain passages from 
the Old Testament, in support of their opinion.5

Opposition to the census was thought to be especially common in Ireland 
and the colonies. After the 1841 census was taken, the Times reported that

the census inspired such feelings of alarm . . . that the whole country [of 
Ireland] was illuminated, hill and valley, with lighted firebrands. In the 
county of Westmeath there was scarcely a head of poultry left alive, an opin-
ion having gone abroad that a tax or rate was to be levied upon them!6

The newspaper also described a more serious incident:

An unfortunate constable of police, employed in collecting the census 
papers, nearly met his death on Sunday morning, whilst engaged on 
this service in the village of Cabinteely, about four miles from Dublin. 
The Irish peasantry, at all times unwilling to give a direct answer, have 
expressed the greatest and most superstitious horror at this “numbering of 
the people,” and to such a pitch did they carry it in the present instance, 
that the ill- fated policeman, after having collected a number of the papers, 
was followed by a crowd of persons, who knocked him down, beat him in 
a most dreadful manner, and totally destroyed the papers. He was brought 
to the hospital, where he lies in a very precarious condition, having, it is 
said, received a stab from some sharp weapon.7

The opposition of the Irish peasantry could easily, and conveniently, be 
attributed to their lack of civilization: any more overt political motive for 
opposition that may have existed was ignored by the British press.

As the century progressed, lower- class opposition to the census within 
Britain began to be understood less as traditional superstition and more as 
class hostility. It was in urban areas that enumerators expected to meet the 
most antagonism. In 1841, the census commissioners requested police to 
protect enumerators in Manchester and other towns, “in a few low neigh-
borhoods where the object of the Enumerator might be misunderstood and 
subject him to interruption and annoyance.”8 One enumerator, complaining 
to the Times in 1841 about the failure of the government to pay him his wages 
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promptly, described his “duties in some parts of the districts of Whitechapel, 
Spitalfields, Bethnal- green, St. Giles, Westminster, etc., . . . [as] anything but 
enviable, from a variety of painful circumstances.”9

Ignorance and opposition to census- taking also could be humorous. 
Instructions were often printed in the press ahead of census day, and census-
 taking technologies were widely publicized. But not everyone understood 
or followed the instructions. After the census had been taken, newspapers 
printed amusing anecdotes about the event, such as the letter from a “per-
plexed householder” whose family was so large that there were not enough 
slots on the census form (see cover image).10 In 1843, Punch explained that 
“the last census made several omissions; amongst whom was our boy, who 
did not go to bed at all on the night of the fifth of June, 1841, and conse-
quently slept nowhere.”11

Some people also expressed suspicion of the census or actively resisted its 
intrusions into their lives. One anecdote involved a servant who thought that 
the form was a “censure” paper and became very distressed.12 A man wrote a 
letter to the Morning Chronicle complaining that his servants were unwilling 
to answer: “I shall have a mutiny below stairs if I try to enforce answers on 
these tender points.”13 Crucial in these instances was the question of privacy, 
and those who were suspicious of government motives were less likely to will-
ingly provide the information requested of them. The woman who did not 
wish to betray her age to the census enumerator was a particularly recurrent 
humorous figure. In an article about the census of 1851, Charles Dickens 
mentioned a man who sent his schedule directly to the office in London 
instead of giving it to his local enumerator, because he did not want his wife’s 
age to be gossiped about in the town.14 In 1851, the Morning Chronicle told 
of suspicious people who “in not a few instances . . . committed the papers 
to the flames or tore them up before the eyes of the enumerators, vowing 
that they would not state their ages to please any government whatever.”15 
Women who inserted themselves as “head of the household” even when their 
husbands were present also provoked amusement (figure 7.1). Finally, journal-
ists laughed at those who had not understood the questions on the form. In 
1841, the Hull Advertiser joked that “some of the papers, of course, required a 
little correcting. In the column headed, ‘profession, etc.’ one good man had 
placed opposite to the name of his better half—Methodist.”16 The results, or 
the data, could also be funny. Newspapers related strange or extreme census 
results, such as the parish that had had one inhabitant at the time of the last 
census, and had now doubled its population because of the marriage of the 
sole man.

These examples suggest that there were several ways in which gathering 
and interpreting data could be amusing. The technicalities of census- taking, 
which insisted on certain norms such as identifying the head of a household 
or counting all the people sleeping in a particular house on a given night, 
could be viewed as absurd because they did not apply to every situation. 
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People who did not understand the technical jargon or the true intentions of 
the statisticians could be mocked for their ignorance. Meanwhile, those who 
more deliberately subverted the intentions of the authorities, or asserted their 
right to privacy and therefore rejected the ability of the authorities to gather 
data about their lives, could also be taunted by those who had embraced such 
government intervention.

An even more extensive humorous treatment of the census can be found 
in a play called The Census: A Farce, in One Act that opened at the Adelphi 
Theater in London on April 15, 1861 (a week after census day), ran for 65 
performances as an afterpiece, and was well received by a reviewer for the 
Observer.17 The play focused on the household of Mr. Peter Familias, who 
takes his “most important duty . . . as the head of this family . . . [and as] a 
citizen of a free and constitutional country” very seriously (figure 7.2).18 As 
Peter says,

This is the sacred duty of every man who loves his country. Let foreign 
nations, groaning under despotisms, dread conscriptions; let bygone 
ages tremble at the thought of a poll- tax . . . but our consolation in happy 
England, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, . . . is, that a paternal 
government only wants to know how many there are on us.19

Figure 7.1 “Filling up the Census Paper,” from Punch xx, 1851.
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Peter’s intention to fill out the census form in an accurate and timely manner, 
however, is hindered by the various events of census morning. He encounters 
not only servants who refuse to state their ages but also an intruder who com-
plicates the number of people who slept in his house on census night.

The use of humor as a response to statistics demonstrates one of the ways 
in which people adjusted to an age that was replete with new technologies. 
Humor could make something that was not entirely user- friendly more famil-
iar and accessible, and could also challenge the assumption that statistics 
worked as a complete descriptive mode. Statistics was a novel and exciting 
technology. But while it could describe the society in fascinating ways, it 
also fragmented the society, dividing it up into categories and abstract fig-
ures. Statistics could therefore be funny for the same reasons that it could be 
frightening or offensive: it was abstract, vast, and anonymous at the same 
time that it asked for specific and intimate details about individual people. 
The statistics- gathering process and its results could also be amusing because 
of its limitations: the answers it provided almost never displayed a full view 
of the subject, and some topics could not be adequately described by statistics 
at all. Thus, even those who accepted statistics used humor to acknowledge 
its confines.

The government and its advocates tended to downplay the opposition to 
the census that existed, even as they simultaneously viewed that opposition 
as a source of amusement and a marker of ignorance. The Times wrote in 1841 
that while the census for the most part had been taken successfully, “a few 
individuals, influenced by the most strangely ridiculous motives, obstinately 
refused to fill up the ‘return paper,’ but the number who so insanely acted was 

Figure 7.2 Cover page and cast list for the play The Census: A Farce, in One Act, 
written out in the form of a census form.
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so insignificant as to be undeserving of a moment’s consideration.”20 Anxiety 
about the state of national support for the census is evident here despite the 
dismissive claim; in fact, the newspaper’s emphasis on precisely that which it 
claimed deserved no emphasis betrays a more complicated state of affairs.

Although we know little about the real motivations for working- class oppo-
sition to the census, it can certainly be understood as a form of political 
protest, and the Times’ anxiety is explainable in that context. Nineteenth-
 century Britain, we know well, saw large- scale social antagonism, and if the 
census was associated with the government, political economy, and the mid-
dle class, then we should not be surprised to find that members of the work-
ing classes were suspicious of it. The census also represented government 
intervention and control, and was linked to other forms of surveillance. The 
fact that clergy and others with local influence often served as enumerators, 
and then distributed the information that they had acquired on a local and 
informal basis, suggests that the census can be understood as part of a multi-
layered, cooperative, and at times coercive project of gathering information, 
primarily in cities, about the poor. As such, it may well have been understood 
as an intrusive and even a hostile act.

It is impossible to determine how many people accepted the census and how 
many rejected it. While we should not necessarily trust the census commis-
sioners’ claim that opposition was so negligible as to be almost nonexistent, 
we also have no reason to assume that the majority, or even a sizable minor-
ity, was opposed to the census. We do know that elements of the working 
class used the census when it suited them. Chartist newspapers, for example, 
cited census results in order to educate their readers about the conditions fac-
ing the laboring classes and to call for a more equal distribution of represen-
tation. However, we can infer that the frequent public calls for cooperation 
assumed a potential lack thereof. When William Farr sent a memorandum to 
the newspapers before the 1861 census, he emphasized the fact that the cen-
sus was democratic, that it counted all people equally, and that it would not 
be used for purposes such as taxation. Such a focus suggests that the working 
classes, already suspicious enough of government and ruling- class intentions, 
may in fact have seen the census as anything but democratic.

Opposition to the census, however, also came from those who found its 
democratizing tendencies all too evident; these were the more direct descend-
ents of the 1753 landowners who had refused to be counted. Just as pro-
census people associated the census with material progress and modernity, 
conservatives who harkened back to a hierarchical and rural society often 
thought that the census was a threat to traditional ways of life. They believed 
that it neglected the emotional and the interpersonal aspects of life, and that 
it did little toward improving either the lives of the poor or the relations 
between classes. By transforming people into numbers, it also threatened 
the traditional political system that had been based on interests. This sort of 
 anticensus sentiment can be thought of as part of a much broader movement 
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that questioned the materialism of modern life and celebrated the past, a 
movement that encompassed such diverse groups as Young England and the 
Pre- Raphaelites, and such diverse individuals as Carlyle, Disraeli, Dickens, 
and Ruskin. But it was more specifically political conservatives who found 
the lack of poetry in modern life to be closely linked to democratization, 
industrialization, and government centralization. The census, because of its 
implications for government bureaucracy as well as issues of political equal-
ity, served as a useful site for the articulation of broader societal ills.

Those who were opposed to the census were often those who failed to gain 
any political or social power from it. The nineteenth- century census consist-
ently demonstrated that the rural and agricultural portion of the population 
was decreasing while the urban and industrial segment was growing at an 
astounding rate. The census served to triumphantly justify, both emotionally 
and practically, those who identified themselves with the modern economy 
and the modern state. Those who associated themselves with a way of life that 
was disappearing most likely gained no such satisfaction from the perusal 
of the census reports. Furthermore, when the census shifted in 1841 from 
counting local communities to counting people as first and foremost mem-
bers of the nation, it contributed to what many elites considered a dangerous 
trend of centralization and standardization that threatened to destroy local 
power structures. Yet even if there were practical and self- interested reasons 
for conservatives to be opposed to the census, the arguments that they used 
to make their case are significant. Their emphasis on government bureauc-
racy and the intrusiveness of the census combined rhetoric and theoretical 
assumptions inherited from an earlier century with complaints based firmly 
in the modern age.

Politicians who opposed or dismissed the census were, by the 1850s, seen 
as almost quaintly old- fashioned. When James Caird said in 1860 that “no 
single improvement had been adopted in the mode of taking the census in 
England since 1801,” his fellow MPs ignored him.21 Lord Ellenborough simi-
larly argued that all the details that had been added to the census since 1831 
could be discarded: names and personal details were expensive and irrele-
vant. “If they got a statement of the number, sexes, and ages of the people,” 
he insisted, “they had all that, as a Legislature, it was possible for them to 
require.”22 He then betrayed his ignorance of how the census was actually 
administered, and again, MPs paid no attention. At a time when the Home 
Office and the Census Office were being bombarded daily with requests for 
a yet more extended census, Earl Granville could comment wryly, “It was 
refreshing . . . for the Government to find themselves asked to omit details for 
which hitherto the pressure had been all the other way.”23

More articulate opposition to the census on the grounds of conservatism 
certainly did exist, mainly in the pages of periodicals. In 1854 and 1855, after 
the 1851 census report had been published, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 
published a series of articles titled “Civilisation—the Census.” The first article 
was an extended satire of the notion that the census could depict the society 
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scientifically. The author poked fun of political economy and what admin-
istrators and liberals lauded as modernization and progress. He or she raised 
old arguments about government control and intrusion, as well as the lev-
eling effects of the census. Far too much information was required, the writer 
insisted, and individuals were turned into nothing but names and numbers:

There is something frightful in the idea that no class of men, no indi-
viduals, can henceforth escape the eye of this Great Inquisitor- General—a 
Census commission. There is no conceivable thing belonging to man, 
woman, or child that may not come under this inspection, and be in the 
books, of this great Gargantuan Busybody . . . With a thirst for domestic 
knowledge, he insisted upon knowing who were married and who not. He 
would burst in upon a family at their prayers, and note what religion they 
were of.24

The emphasis upon the domestic circle is significant. The writer portrayed 
the census as a threat to the private life of the family and the home: “It is 
not pleasant to know that the pure, chaste secrecy of your house has been 
invaded, taken possession of, and is no longer exclusively yours.”25 By evok-
ing ideas of both privacy and domestic virtue, the writer appealed specifi-
cally to middle- class sensibilities: “It is something monstrous that every one 
should be obliged to give an account of every inmate in his house, their ages, 
conditions, and their relationship.”26 The writer also suggested that the cen-
sus would not always be flattering, and people ought to have the right to keep 
their darker secrets private: “Must foibles, frailties, and follies all be registered 
in damnatory schedules?”27

The alleged fear was about what the government might do with this private 
information. “How do you or I know,” asked the writer, “what use will be 
made of all these registered particulars about us? It would be far pleasanter to 
be let alone. I have an antipathy to curious questioning people.”28 The writer 
found the question about religion to be particularly offensive, despite the 
fact that the 1851 census had counted church attendance rather than asking 
about individuals’ religious identity. Finally, “Census is perpetually knock-
ing at every man’s door, to ask impertinent questions.”29 This personification 
of the census (or its representation in the body of the enumerator) brings 
an added level of fear. The image of the census taker as an intruder and as a 
threat to the sanctity of religious life and domestic tranquility also turns the 
census- takers’ argument about the regulation of health and morality on its 
head.30 While those involved with the census tended to argue for regulation 
of private and civic life in order to avoid regulating economic life, the writer 
in Blackwood’s suggested that private life should remain especially free of gov-
ernment regulation. And while it was members of the new, urban, middle 
class who served as the census’s greatest supporters, the writer suggested that 
it was middle- class values of privacy and domesticity that were at stake.
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The other argument that anticensus conservatives used was that the cen-
sus was simply useless. It cost a great deal of public money, and “it is a very 
curious and pretty plaything; but of what imaginable use?”31 In other words, 
the census gathered a great deal of information but was not going to solve 
anything. One had not only to count criminals, after all, but also to do some-
thing to stop crime. As the author wrote

[The census] is the Great Humbug and Deceiver, cajoling silly ones into a 
belief in the marvel of his arithmetic; that all the commonest things of life 
must be done by his mystical numbers, or will be done ill; that they must 
count and think of how many joints, bones, muscles and sinews they have 
in their toes, before venturing their feet a single step. . . . When I see such 
glib statistical calculators boasting of their practical knowledge, I bethink 
me of the learned dog in the show, who with perseverance has acquired 
the trick of putting his paw upon letters and numbers, and of arithmetis-
ing required ages.32

And, “will the world be better . . . for all these statistics; will civilisation be one 
jot advanced?”33

This is an old British argument, one about the superiority of experience over 
theory, an argument that had found its clearest articulation in the writing of 
Edmund Burke. And as for Burke, it was the whole concept of civilization 
that was at stake, hence the title of the article. Did civilization mean material 
progress, organized and efficient government, state regulations about health, 
education, and municipal planning, and a complete statistical understanding 
of the population? Or did it mean religion, social cohesion, ties between peo-
ple and the land they lived on, arts and culture? If the census takers claimed 
the authority to depict and to improve the society, some of those opposed to 
the census advocated a return to a civilization based on romance, art, and 
virtue rather than materialism.

The notion that the society needed more than numbers was also devel-
oped explicitly in a humorous Monthly Magazine article of 1841 titled “The 
Census and the Non- Sensus for 1841.” The writer began by proclaiming that 
“this periodical taking of stock—that is, of the live- stock of the nation—is 
a laudable and useful practice.”34 But the article went on to become increas-
ingly ironic, suggesting that the census could be used by Malthusians as a 
way to control the lower classes. Finally, the writer arrived at the title point, 
which was

our regret, that when parliament in its wisdom provided for this enu-
meration of the people, it did not extend its parental care to erecting a 
similar machinery for collecting and displaying the non- sensus of the 
nation . . . There is nothing more influential on the happiness of a nation, 
than the flourishing condition and wide diffusion of its popular non-
sense.35
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After poking fun at the famous statistician Adolphe Quetelet, the writer ended 
with the assertion that society was under an obligation not only to educate 
people but also to make them happier.

The census, as we have already seen, provoked humor, and there was a fine 
line between the rejection of the census and a harmless making fun. It did 
seem to many that that the great faith some had in the census could be dep-
recated and laughed at, for ultimately, it was only a mound of numbers. Even 
such a procensus newspaper as the Manchester Guardian found the census a 
useful target of humor and satire. An ironic article of 1854 pointed out the 
potential that the census had for giving the government a clear view of how 
to tax the public as much as possible. Before the census had begun, the article 
explained, the government had no idea how to tax its population efficiently, 
but now the British have the

proud and expensive honour of being the best- paying nation in the 
world. . . . Increased statistical knowledge is the secret of their success in 
the art of screwing. The tax gatherer visits us unerringly, because we are 
every one of us numbered, ticketed, and pigeon- holed in the office of the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer. There is, therefore, a melancholy appropri-
ateness in the circumstance that just while the second income- tax assess-
ments for the year are circulating in all directions, we are furnished with 
by far the most complete classification of the people of Great Britain that 
has ever yet been published. If it be thought desirable to tax a man for his 
age, his sex, his birthplace, his religion, his occupation, for being mar-
ried, or unmarried, blind, deaf, dumb, a criminal, a lunatic, or a pauper, 
Registrar- General Graham has furnished the means of fixing his liability 
on any of these grounds.36

Finally, the paper admitted that

to guide and assist the designs of the Chancellor of the Exchequer against 
the pockets of her Majesty’s lieges is not, however, the sole use of these 
curious official returns. They have an appreciable utility to the legislator, 
the social reformer, the historian, and the divine,

and they were full of general interest too.37 The article then moved on 
to analyze census results and praise the skills of the census takers. The 
potential for humorous jabs at the census along with more serious anticen-
sus remarks indicates that inherited skepticism and suspicion about the 
census remained strong. Even those who had accepted it as an important 
aspect of modern life and the modern state saw the potential for misuse, 
and they recognized that information gathering was inherently intrusive. 
Many also recognized that ultimately, the census did not find out the real 
truth about human nature or social relations, but simply gathered data. 
This data might be enlightening or useful, but it was only data, and it 
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assumed that people could be understood as members of groups rather 
than as individuals.

The Limitations of Statistics

Thomas Carlyle, one of the era’s most influential social critics, believed that 
knowledge was essential for the society to be at peace: “All battle is misun-
derstanding; did the parties know one another, the battle would cease.”38 But 
Carlyle found statistics relatively useless. He mused that “tables are like cob-
webs, . . . beautifully reticulated, orderly to look upon, but which will hold no 
conclusion.”39 He accused statisticians of attempting to fool the public into 
believing that “perfect clearness on [a problem] were equivalent to remedy of 
it.”40 People who, like Carlyle, had other means at their disposal for describing 
society and making their voices heard were often willing to dismiss statistics 
as a mode of description with no active power. Although such critics may not 
have been explicitly opposed to the census, they did believe that statistics was 
a limited method of describing society.

Carlyle argued that even when numbers were gathered carefully and effi-
ciently they should not be trusted without question. This was particularly the 
case when statisticians declared economic or social victories, thus excusing 
further action. Statistical data might indicate that mortality was decreasing, 
for example, but walking through the streets of one of Britain’s industrial cit-
ies revealed that the numbers did not tell the full story. And even those most 
faithful to statistics agreed that it was easy to manipulate numerical data for 
party purposes. As Thomas Macaulay once said, “Figures are like mercenar-
ies: they may be enlisted on both sides.”41 A writer for the North British Review 
agreed that “statistical Tables afford invaluable materials to the statesman 
and the economist, and occasionally offer hints of great significance to the 
moral philosopher; but few materials are more misleading when dealt with by 
inexperienced or unskillful hands.”42 At stake here is the notion of statistical 
expertise. On the one hand, statistical societies suggested that even amateurs 
could do statistics, but at the same time, if unqualified people tried to inter-
pret the data gathered then serious mistakes could be made. It is also evident 
that even those who trusted statistics as a discipline and method did not nec-
essarily trust the government. The North British Review reminded its readers 
in 1855 that “now even official statistics are not always to be relied upon, and 
seldom comprise all the information which directly or indirectly bears upon 
the subject.”43 Clearly some of the high enthusiasm about statistics that had 
been voiced in the 1830s had been lost. It was no longer enough to simply 
gather data: statistics required interpretation, and political conflict had not 
ended with the acquisition of accurate, supposedly unbiased statistics about 
the nation.

But even when statistics were accurate and complete, they were not 
necessarily enough. Even the greatest enthusiasts of statistics tended to 
combine their numbers with personal observation, theory, and visual 
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descriptions in order to support their arguments. It was probably only a 
small minority, in fact, who would have agreed with the following state-
ment in the Times:

It would not be easy to exaggerate the value of a mass of figures which, 
although they may not at first sight interest the general reader, present a 
more faithful representation of the social position and prospects of this 
country in its various departments than could be presented by the pen of 
the most graphic writer.44

To suggest that statistics was in fact more interesting than literature or philos-
ophy was probably further than most were willing to go, and the notion that 
numbers could not express everything always held current, even by statisti-
cians themselves and those whose arguments were based largely on statistics. 
In 1816, the Quarterly Review described poverty

as far as it can be expressed by numerical figures; the sum of existing 
wretchedness is not to be numbered . . . The solid, substantial, permanent 
welfare of a nation is not to be estimated by extent of dominion, or great-
ness of population, or amount of revenue, or of national wealth.45

What mattered, in other words, was the state of people underneath the sta-
tistics. The Journal of the Statistical Society of London admitted that the qual-
ity of education “can be conveyed by no census,” and James Kay believed 
that the sexual habits that he encountered among the poor could not be 
captured by statistics. 46 He instead described in his most flowery language

a licentiousness capable of corrupting the whole body of society, like 
an insidious disease, which eludes observation, yet is equally fatal in its 
effects. Criminal acts may be statistically classed—the victims of the law 
may be enumerated—but the number of those affected with the moral lep-
rosy of vice cannot be exhibited with mathematical precision. Sensuality 
has no record.47

Hector Gavin, in his statistically oriented survey of housing in London, 
insisted that not only numbers but also “words, written or spoken, can-
not convey to the mind the whole state of things; there must be sight and 
smell to aid and inform the imagination. The pen of the novelist never yet 
depicted such a depth of utter wretchedness.”48 Census Commissioner Horace 
Mann, in his report on the education census, wrote that his knowledge of the 
deficiency of education in the kingdom came not from statistics but “from 
certain prominent facts in every day experience, illustrating the actual con-
dition of large classes of society.”49 Most people would perhaps have agreed 
with the North British Review that “some facts which cannot be arithmetically 
expressed are more eloquent by far.”50
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Furthermore, despite the role that the census played in describing the 
population, numbers could be misleading or insufficient. Scottish “natives 
in England are not so conspicuous in numbers as they are in other respects,” 
Farr wrote in the 1861 census report.51 On the learned professions, Farr 
stressed that “their importance cannot be overrated; yet in point of mere 
numbers they would be outvoted by the tailors of the kingdom.”52 And the 
rapidly growing population itself was difficult to conceptualize merely with 
numbers. An author for the Quarterly Review described London, as it might be 
viewed by a spectator, as “the congregated habitations of two millions and a 
half of his species—but how vain are figures to convey an idea of so immense 
a multitude.”53 It was therefore common for journalists as well as the census 
commissioners themselves to make the huge population more understand-
able to their readers through visual descriptions. After the 1851 census, for 
example, the report explained that since 100,000 people could fit into the 
Crystal Palace exhibition hall at a time, the entire population of Britain could 
pass through the building in 211 days.54 The use of such images reminds 
us that statistics as a new way of knowing and envisioning was emerging 
simultaneously with a larger and more mobile population than people had 
ever imagined. Paradoxically, the very modernity of Britain’s towns and cities 
was too difficult to understand using modern ways of knowing. In order to 
conceive the quickly growing millions of the country, prestatistical modes of 
knowledge were needed.

Alternatives to the Census: Nonstatistical 
Examinations of the Social Body

Statisticians and census takers often claimed that it was only through gath-
ering and disseminating information about the nation as a whole that the 
different elements in the society could come to understand one another, 
sympathize with one another, and help one another. According to this view, 
social harmony would arrive with the help of impartial, unbiased statistics 
and “self- knowledge.” While many novelists of the mid- nineteenth century 
shared with the statisticians a deep concern about the challenges of modern 
industrial society and agreed about the need for a resolution of class conflict, 
they also may have believed that the census was not as successful as it ought 
to be in representing the nation. In different ways, these novelists argued that 
in order for those from different walks of life to sympathize with one another, 
people had to be represented and understood not as members of an aggregate, 
but as individuals. The census needed to be supplemented by other types of 
social examination.

Novelists’ responses to statistics therefore underline a tension regarding the 
census and society during the nineteenth century. This tension was not sim-
ply a stylistic dispute between writers and statisticians. Rather, the bifurcation 
between literary and statistical attempts to address pressing social problems 
reflected a larger ambivalence among many elite intellectuals regarding the 
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increasing anonymity of society. While the census offered a much- needed 
method for understanding a large and mobile population, it also arose from 
and possibly even contributed to one of the major problems facing modern 
society: the gradual effacement of the individual and the small- scale commu-
nity. The census, by making the anonymous society visible through the lan-
guage of numbers, was an attractive tool, but it was one that had to be wielded 
with caution lest it exacerbate the very problems that it was meant to solve.

Fiction writers and other social commentators maintained a powerful voice 
during the nineteenth century. While anticensus writers in Tory periodicals 
had an air of desperation to them, widely read novelists mounted a successful 
challenge to the notion that census- taking was the best or the only way to 
depict the nation. They suggested, sometimes directly and sometimes indi-
rectly, that the process by which individuals were abstracted into numbers 
was ultimately detrimental to the cause of social cohesion. The census turned 
people who had problems into a problem for the society as a whole, and 
took away their identities as individuals. Paradoxically, the need to print cen-
sus results without names and particulars for the sake of people’s privacy 
hindered the mutual understanding and sympathy that the census takers 
claimed to create.

The literary disagreement with the census was in part based in a more 
general antiutilitarian critique that influenced many nineteenth- century 
writers. Even some of those with great faith in numbers, such as James Kay, 
believed that

the social body cannot be constructed like a machine, on abstract princi-
ples which merely include physical motions, and their numerical results 
in the production of wealth. The mutual relation of men is not merely 
dynamical, nor can the composition of their forces be subjected to a purely 
mathematical calculation.55

Dickens, in his famous antiutilitarian satire Hard Times as well as in his other 
writings, made the same point. The notion that literature was needed both 
because “facts” could not explain everything and because fiction could serve 
as a healing force was thus far wider than statistics. Novelists themselves, 
while not necessarily opposed to statistical commentary per se, did often see 
utilitarian modes of thinking as operating in competition with fiction.

But while the “Facts . . . nothing but Facts” of Dickens’s Mr. Gradgrind were 
often condemned as detrimental to human society and as neglectful of the 
poetry and romance of human interactions, nineteenth- century fiction writ-
ing does not have to be understood in opposition to statistics.56 This was 
the era of the realist novel, and the conception of truth as an authority was 
applied to both statistics and literature. Furthermore, many Victorian novel-
ists emphasized their commitment to social change and the improvement in 
people’s lives. Like the statisticians, then, fiction writers tended to focus on 
truth and knowledge as impetuses to an improved society. As Anne Brontë 
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wrote in the Preface to the second edition of her novel The Tenant of Wildfell 
Hall,

My object in writing the following pages was not simply to amuse the Reader; 
neither was it to gratify my own taste, nor yet to ingratiate myself with the 
Press and the Public: I wished to tell the truth, for truth always conveys its 
own moral to those who are able to receive it . . . Let it not be imagined, how-
ever, that I consider myself competent to reform the errors and abuses of 
society, but only that I would fain contribute my humble quota towards so 
good an aim; and if I can gain the public ear at all, I would rather whisper 
a few wholesome truths therein than much soft nonsense.57

Here, the commitment both to realistic description and a moral and social 
aim is concisely summed up. Morality would be taught simply by telling the 
truth, or through the spread of information about the society and the human 
condition.

The social novelists of the mid- nineteenth century understood them-
selves to be active participants in many of the political and social debates 
of their day.58 Gaskell admitted after the 1848 publication of her novel Mary 
Barton, “A good deal of its success I believed was owing to the time of its 
publication,—the great revolutions in Europe had directed people’s attention 
to the social evils.”59 And in the Preface to the book, she pointed out that 
her own analysis had received “confirmation from the events which have so 
recently occurred among a similar class on the Continent.”60 About her novel 
Ruth, which details the plight of a young, unprotected woman who is seduced 
by a wealthy man, Gaskell wrote that it “has made them talk and think a little 
on a subject which is so painful that it requires all one’s bravery not to hide 
one’s head like an ostrich and try by doing so to forget that the evil exists.”61 
Like statistics, Gaskell suggested, novels could reveal the problems of the soci-
ety, and force people to think about possible solutions. The tendency among 
many Victorian novelists to insert their own narrative voices in their fiction 
to make political and social judgments confirms their own understanding of 
the public nature of their work.

Realism was not the only tool available to novelists, however, and other 
contemporary literary forms indicate the limitations of realism. The sensa-
tionalist novel, as well as the tendency toward melodrama and other nonre-
alistic forms even within realist novels, suggest that bringing people together 
sometimes required unrealistic modes. Unlikely chance meetings, long- lost 
relatives, and sudden inheritances were as significant in a society torn apart 
as the realism. Charlotte Brontë wrote

I hold that a work of fiction ought to be a work of creation: that the real 
should be sparingly introduced in pages dedicated to the ideal. Plain house-
hold bread is a far more wholesome and necessary thing than cake; yet 
who would like to see the brown loaf placed on the table for dessert?62
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It was this potential tension, between the useful and the emotional, the real 
and the ideal, that influenced many mid- nineteenth- century novelists to 
question the absolute authority of statistics.

The most well known of the social novelists, including Disraeli, Gaskell, and 
Dickens, emerged from different backgrounds and proposed different solutions 
to the nation’s problems. But they all emphasized the need for better commu-
nication between people and social classes, and they tended to describe the 
evident hostility between employers and laborers as failures of communica-
tion rather than as a result of fundamentally opposing interests. As Raymond 
Williams argues, the mid- century “industrial novelists” tended to find solu-
tions to industrial problems outside British society itself, often by sending their 
characters to the colonies.63 Their focus on individual human relations deliber-
ately ignored emerging group identities based on class, and suggested that any 
kind of group- based solution (often some form of worker “combination”) was 
dangerous. But the fictional focus on individuals was not only a defense of a 
certain kind of capitalism but also a critique of statistical method.

Like statisticians, novelists often argued explicitly that more knowledge 
would bring more sympathy, but they tended to emphasize the isolating 
nature of modern society rather than its role in bringing people together. 
According to their way of thinking, modern technologies, including statistics, 
were more likely to separate people than to unite them. The census may have 
helped people understand their nation as an aggregate, but it also differenti-
ated people, dividing them up into numerous overlapping groups and encour-
aging them to identify more with some groups than others. It also encouraged 
definition based on social, economic, or other easy- to- count characteristics. 
Fictional forms of commentary often sought to show these differentiated 
groups interacting with one another. Dickens and Eliot, for example, in their 
attempts to portray entire diverse communities, from the very poor to the very 
rich, suggested that society had to be understood as a single unit, not sim-
ply a conglomerate of distinct groups. All of the fiction writers I will discuss 
emphasized the disunity that tormented their society, and in many cases, they 
blamed that disunity in part on statistical modes of reasoning.

In the advertisement to his novel Sybil, or the Two Nations, Disraeli explained 
that his inspiration came from the sad fact that British people knew “so lit-
tle . . . of the state of our own country.”64 Disraeli, who wanted a moral revival 
and an end to what he saw as an obsession with money and materialism, 
believed that only through better knowledge could the society improve. The 
novel is explicitly about class conflict and the lack of unity in Britain, a lack 
that to Disraeli seemed so extreme that it could be described only as “two 
nations.” Disraeli’s language, significantly, was that of statistics, and he was 
explicit about the dual process by which modern technologies resulted in 
both aggregation and differentiation. Early in the novel, the sympathetic 
Chartist leader Walter Gerard, who of all the characters most closely rep-
resents Disraeli’s own views, explains to the aristocratic Egremont, “There 
is no community in England; there is aggregation, but aggregation under 
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 circumstances which make it rather a dissociating than a uniting principle.”65 
In the modern nation, and primarily in the modern city, Gerard suggests, 
people live in close physical proximity to one another without sharing any 
genuine sense of community or mutual sympathy. Like statistics, which 
abstractly aggregated people yet did not produce unity, industrial society left 
individuals isolated and unhappy in the midst of great numbers. It was not 
enough, Disraeli implied, to describe the society as an aggregate. Real associa-
tion would come not from statistics but from individual interactions.

Like Carlyle, Disraeli was skeptical about the authority that statistics 
had gained in the public sphere, and he tried to challenge what he saw as 
unthinking use of numerical evidence. As Egremont innocently says, “I was 
reading a work the other day that statistically proved that the general con-
dition of the people was much better at this moment than it had been at 
any known period of history.”66 He is corrected by the wiser Gerard: “Ah! 
yes, I know that style of speculation,” who goes on to aver that “the peo-
ple were better clothed, better lodged, and better fed just before the War of 
the Roses than they are at this moment.”67 Yet Disraeli, despite his skepti-
cism about statistics, used them as well. The characters in his novels ask one 
another to compare mortality rates and other statistics of working condi-
tions, and many of Disraeli’s descriptions of working- class life came directly 
from widely read government bluebooks.68 But if numbers could serve as 
evidence of the problems that the society faced, they seemed to Disraeli to 
be an utterly unhelpful solution. To provide confirmation of the all too vis-
ible disunity that existed, statistics could be useful. But it was not what could 
change that disunity into harmony, and it should not, according to Disraeli, 
be used to encourage complacency.

Elizabeth Gaskell, although she came from a very different political milieu 
than Disraeli, also used her novels to emphasize the society’s need for knowl-
edge, sympathy, and harmony. Gaskell, the wife of a prominent Unitarian 
minister in Manchester, was firmly based in the liberal dissenting life of the 
town. She was also closely involved in charitable work, and had far more 
first- hand knowledge of the lives of the urban working poor than Disraeli 
did. When Gaskell was accused of choosing unpleasant topics for her fiction, 
she, like Anne Brontë, claimed truth as her defense and emphasized her desire 
to alert readers to societal evils. Her novel Mary Barton, which is about class 
conflict in Manchester, was condemned by some factory owners as provok-
ing further hostility and even encouraging the poor to revolt. “Some say the 
masters are very sore,” Gaskell wrote to a friend after the book was published, 
“but I’m sure I believe I wrote truth.”69 And again,

My poor Mary Barton is stirring up all sorts of angry feelings against me in 
Manchester; but those best acquainted with the way of thinking and feel-
ing among the poor acknowledge its truth; which is the acknowledgement 
I most of all desire, because evils being once recognized are half way on 
towards their remedy.70
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In her Preface to the novel, Gaskell described the process by which she 
had chosen its subject. After beginning a story based in the countryside, “I 
bethought me how deep might be the romance in the lives of some of those 
who elbowed me daily in the busy streets of the town in which I resided.”71 
The novel was therefore an attempt to take what was closest yet most difficult 
to understand—urban working- class life—and describe not the statistics of 
urban poverty, with which any bluebook or newspaper reader would already 
be familiar, but the “romance” of people’s lives. At least one of Gaskell’s stated 
goals was to demonstrate to both masters and workers that they were “bound 
to each other by common interests, as the employers and the employed must 
ever be.” 72 She explained that she had been struck by the hostility between 
social classes that was visible in Manchester, and in the midst of the novel, she 
inserts her own narrative voice to note that “the most deplorable and endur-
ing evil that arose out of the period of commercial depression to which I refer, 
was this feeling of alienation between the different classes of society.”73 So, 
while Gaskell had deep sympathy for the poor because of the physical condi-
tions in which they lived, she here implied that bad feelings between peo-
ple—misunderstandings or ignorance about each other’s problems—and the 
resulting lack of social cohesion were worse than the conditions themselves.

In order for these mutual interests to be realized, Gaskell’s novel suggests, 
people had to stop seeing one another as members of groups and start see-
ing them as individuals. At the climax of the novel, when the murderer John 
Barton is confronted by the father of his victim, such understanding is finally 
reached. John Barton suddenly realizes that “the mourner before him was no 
longer the employer; a being of another race, eternally placed in antagonistic 
attitude. . . . no longer the enemy, the oppressor, but a very poor and desolate 
old man.”74 The moment of reconciliation represents the goal of the novel. 
While statistics might capture mortality rates, average wages, and living con-
ditions, Gaskell intimated, it could not describe the alienation that people 
were feeling, and it could only arouse the most abstract kind of sympathy. 
Mary Barton, while criticized at the time for its attack on factory owners, did 
not condone trade unions or other forms of worker “combination.” The novel 
suggests that combination is less useful than the sympathy that the charac-
ters eventually come to feel for one another.

Gaskell, at times, called liberal political economy into question, and agreed 
with Carlyle and Disraeli that the less quantifiable aspects of life had to be 
examined in addition to statistics of death rates. “Though it may take much 
suffering to kill the able- bodied and effective members of society,” she wrote, 
“it does not take much to reduce them to worn, listless, diseased creatures, 
who thenceforward crawl through life with moody hearts and pain- stricken 
bodies.”75 Yet Gaskell was also based firmly in a milieu in which political econ-
omy was accepted and dominant. Her oft- quoted claim in the Preface to Mary 
Barton is therefore significant. Again evoking “truth” as her only authority, she 
wrote “I know nothing of Political Economy, or the theories of trade. I have 
tried to write truthfully; and if my accounts agree or clash with any  system, 
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the agreement or disagreement is unintentional.”76 Yet as Gaskell scholars 
have repeatedly pointed out, Gaskell was in fact well- read in political economy 
as in other social and scientific theories, and the narrator’s statement later in 
the novel, “distrust each other as they may, the employers and the employed 
must rise or fall together,” is clearly capitalist theory.77 So, why the claim of 
ignorance? This was a conscious marketing decision on Gaskell’s part, a reflec-
tion of the way in which she chose to present herself to the public. By insist-
ing that she was entering the battle between workers and employers from a 
neutral, unknowing perspective, and that her information was based purely 
on observation, she claimed the power to speak to and for both sides equally. 
She would stand over and above the warring factions that she represented in 
her fiction, she suggested, and would identify not with the groups in question 
but the individuals. Gaskell, who often chose to present herself as a wife and 
mother who wrote fiction only on the side, explicitly renounced “politics” and 
turned to the domestic as the road to social reconciliation.78 So while statistics 
also claimed the authority of neutrality, Gaskell claimed a lack of not only bias 
but also theory. She was interested not in positions, but in people.

While Gaskell at times inserted her own voice to describe economic or polit-
ical developments, she always returned eventually to the characters at the 
heart of the novel: “So much for generalities,” the narrator says after describ-
ing the effects of a strike in Manchester, “let us now return to individuals.”79 
The emphasis on individuals did not mean that Gaskell was completely disre-
garding group identities or issues. Gaskell once wrote to Florence Nightingale, 
“One can’t be strongly interested in individuals without learning to care for 
the class to which they belong.”80 Yet it was exactly the fear that people would 
care only for the “class” that inspired Gaskell’s literature. In response to one of 
many attacks on Mary Barton, Gaskell promised that people would have every 
right to condemn the book “if I had misrepresented, or so represented, a part 
as the whole, as that people at a distance should be misled and prejudiced 
against the masters, and that class should be estranged from class.”81 But, she 
wrote to another correspondent,

I believe what I have said in Mary Barton to be perfectly true, but by no 
means the whole truth; and I have always felt deeply annoyed at any-
one . . . who chose to consider that I had manifested the whole truth; I do 
not think it is possible to do this in any one work of fiction. . . . the utmost 
I hoped from Mary Barton has been that it would give a spur to inactive 
thought, and languid conscience in this direction.”82

Gaskell again, here, made her understanding of fiction’s role explicit: by 
focusing on individual stories, fiction worked to create sympathy on the 
interpersonal level, not to represent group identities or propose group- based 
solutions to problems.

Perhaps the most consistently realist of the Victorian novelists was George 
Eliot. Eliot, like Gaskell and others, was interested in finding a peaceful 
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 solution to class conflict, and she believed that society needed to be rep-
resented accurately and realistically for understanding to be reached. Her 
interest in positivism and other forms of scientific thinking gave her great 
faith in personal observation and rational thought as means of coming to 
conclusions, and she was not opposed to statistics. But Eliot argued that 
through novels, “More is done towards linking the higher classes with the 
lower, towards obliterating the vulgarity of exclusiveness, than by hundreds 
of sermons and philosophical dissertations. Art is the nearest thing to life.”83 
The specific advantage of novels, in Eliot’s opinion, was that they allowed 
the reader to understand the individual, and thus to show the exceptions to 
types. In speaking of the clergyman Mr. Irwine in her novel Adam Bede, Eliot 
asks the reader to

see the difference between the impression a man makes on you when you 
walk by his side in familiar talk, or look at him in his home, and the figure 
he makes when seen from a lofty historical level, or even in the eyes of a 
critical neighbour who thinks of him as an embodied system or opinion 
rather than as a man.84

The problem that novels could overcome was that of stereotyping. History, 
sociology, and statistics, Eliot thought, divided people into groups: the gen-
try, the clergy, the urban bourgeoisie, the rural poor. In her novels, Eliot dem-
onstrated that within each of these groups there were individuals who had 
both virtues and flaws, and she argued that people ought to be examined 
and evaluated as individuals, not simply as members of groups. When peo-
ple came to know others on an individual and personal level, she believed, 
they also came to love them better and could thus judge them more fairly, 
more indulgently, and with more sympathy. Eliot claimed that art “is a mode 
of amplifying experience and extending our contact with our fellow- men 
beyond the bounds of our personal lot.”85 Selfishness and narrowness, then, 
which contributed so much toward the social problems of the contemporary 
world, could be obliterated or lessened by art.

Dickens, in his novels, often made the same point: that individuals ought 
to be judged by their merits rather than by the labels attached to them.86 
The novel form could make this point because readers came to know the 
individual character with all of his or her positive and negative qualities, 
and came to their own conclusions about what sort of treatment he or she 
deserved. Dickens’s novels, like Gaskell’s, are often divided between those 
who can judge others accurately and those who are too rigid in their cat-
egorizing. But Dickens demonstrated the novelist’s skepticism about statistics 
most dramatically in an article devoted directly to the census. When the 1851 
census report appeared, much of the public was fascinated by it. Cheap, con-
densed versions sold tens of thousands of copies, and newspapers and jour-
nals devoted pages and pages to analysis and results. People were especially 
proud of the great technical feat taking the census had been.
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But Dickens did not express the same enthusiasm. In an article in Household 
Words titled “Numbers of People,” he expressed the same distrust of govern-
ment machinery and bureaucracy that comes through in many of his novels. 
He dwelt on the huge public expense of “vast official blue- books.”87 Tongue 
in cheek, Dickens pointed out that it used to be only members of the gov-
ernment who were interested in such returns, “recently, however, public 
attention has been called to the vast amount of useful and interesting infor-
mation that has lain perdu in these prodigious pamphlets, which have for 
so long a period been wasting their sweetness on the dusty shelves of public 
libraries.”88 Bluebooks were now available to everyone but “still a blue- book is 
but a blue- book—a dreadful unreadable folio for a’ that.”89 These bluebooks 
contained such “armies of figures,” “interminable tables,” “the grim marginal 
references, the endless repetitions” that “so can I imagine many a nervous 
reader preferring, in the long run, a month on the treadmill to the thorough 
perusal of a blue- book.”90 Dickens also emphasized the grim bureaucracy 
of the census- taking process itself. An “army of enumerators” went to every 
house in the kingdom, he explained, and “it rained schedules, hailed sched-
ules, snowed schedules.”91 The technology of census- taking, Dickens had to 
admit, was impressive, but was it useful? What was the point of all this?

Finally, Dickens arrived at his central point: the census did not succeed 
in counting everyone. On the one hand, the census takers were presumptu-
ous to think that they could convince everyone to share their secrets with 
the government. “If the Truth could in all cases have been told and made 
manifest, what awful secrets those thirty- eight thousand enumeration books 
would have been able to disclose!”92 But “it is not reasonable to suppose that 
people would tell the enumerator all.”93 Dickens also emphasized the aspects 
of the census machinery that did not work very well. People were bound to 
make mistakes, fill in the wrong columns, or provide erroneous information, 
“which descriptions, being obviously absurd, had to be amended.”94

Most important, the census failed at representing those who most needed 
to be represented, those who most needed recognition, assistance, and under-
standing: the outcasts of the cities. “What destitute wretches were manifest, 
were counted,” Dickens explained, “but how many hundreds—may I without 
exaggeration say thousands—must have remained unrecorded in the enu-
merators’ schedules.”95 He then provided a vivid description of “houseless 
poverty” in London; of those who

must have been cowering in the black tenebrae of dark entries, crouching 
behind ambuscades of lath and plaster on the bare joists of unfinished 
houses; in the dank shadows of railway arches, and under the dry arches 
of bridges; under the lee of tilted carts and timber stacks; rolled up like 
hedgehogs before the deadly warmth of brick and lime kilns . . . huddled 
up stealthily in or under baskets in the London markets, with potatoes 
for a pillow and a tarpaulin for a counterpane; snatching a surreptitious 
quaking, waking, shivering sleep—a sleep disturbed by nightmares of 
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stern policemen with strident voices and loudly creaking boots, of violent 
market- gardeners with pails of water, of the testy market- beadle with his 
cane. Were these enumerated?

There is a sad contradiction here, for those who needed to hide from one 
agent of government (the police) were the ones who also most needed to 
be represented by another agent of government (the census). If the census 
brought people privileges, representation, and perhaps even identity, the out-
casts’ necessity for hiding had left them unrepresented, unidentified, non-
members of the society. Dickens continued in this vein, describing

the poverty- stricken rogues forlorn, who clambered into haystacks and 
coal- barges and empty waggons; the masses of wretched rags that should 
have been children, lying huddled together, round, a- top of each other, 
gathering a scanty warmth by close contiguity; the miserable heaps of 
utter worn- out poverty cast upon remote doorsteps, motionless as sleeping 
dogs, and which, but for the larger size and the bartered bonnets, might 
have been dogs for any human kindred that acknowledged them. Who 
counted the phantoms in the street, that should have been young and 
beautiful, and women?96

The prostitutes and “masses of rags,” who as Dickens said should have been 
women and children, had fallen so low that they were unrecognizable as the 
beings that they were; they had lost their identity. Uncounted and unde-
scribed, they were “nameless, sexless, friendless, foodless, penniless, despair-
ing, drunk and dying.”97 These were “phantoms,” and part of “that phantom 
world which we see gibbering in the gaslight; flittering in the shadows of 
Westminster Abbey and among the trees of the Queen’s Park; cowering in the 
bays of the bridges. . . . ”

Dickens’s critique was in part a practical one: the Census Office had to find 
a better mechanism for counting the homeless. It was true that no satisfactory 
solution to this problem had been found, and in dense urban areas the census 
takers simply estimated homeless people. Counting the homeless remains a 
problem for census takers in many countries today.98 But more significant was 
Dickens’s assumption that the poor homeless waif and the prostitute wanted 
and needed to be counted. If they were not counted, their interests could not 
be looked to and they could not be represented as members of the society or 
as an interest group in the society. The census, Dickens had accepted, was 
a means to represent people, both politically and in the other sense of the 
word: to describe. But the census, he believed, was not doing a good job of 
representing everyone.

So, was it simply a technical problem? Or were there better means for repre-
senting all members of society than the census? As a novelist and journalist, 
Dickens had other means at his disposal, means that he was making use of 
in his very critique of the census. Through vivid descriptions of real people, 
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he suggested, far more could be learned about the elements making up the 
society than from the census. Dickens was not entirely anticensus; his article, 
in fact, turning more generally to census results, began to follow much the 
same form as other press analyses of the census.99 But for him, as for Gaskell 
and Eliot, the overarching goal of social reconciliation had to be addressed 
by something more personal and ultimately more descriptive than statistics. 
People’s lives could not be captured by numbers, and the census could not 
capture the truth about the nation.

In modern, industrial society, novelists suggested, the population was too 
large, diverse, and shifting for easy understanding or knowledge. On the one 
hand, only statistics could describe such overwhelming numbers and types 
of people. But statistics could also result in stereotyping, and stereotyping 
was already all too easy in the context of modern life. In their novels and sto-
ries, writers such as Gaskell and Eliot often suggested that one of the greatest 
challenges of life was overcoming one’s own prejudices, and by telling stories 
about individuals, they hoped to help their readers overcome theirs.

Opposition to the census was complex and multifaceted. Taken together, 
however, opponents of the census and those who found its utility limited 
raise questions about privacy and individuality that go beyond the census 
itself. Many who questioned the census saw it as a threat to private life, but by 
abstracting individuals into numbers, the census also made people, in some 
sense, too private. The census taker entered the home and asked questions 
about domestic and personal life that were often understood as intrusive. But 
the census, through its insistence on group rather than personal character-
istics, also failed to alert the society to the problems that individuals faced. 
In other words, by the time the results were abstracted and tabulated, there 
was nothing personal about the census anymore. The dilemma is indica-
tive of a larger paradox. Opposition to the census as it was expressed during 
the nineteenth century drew on centuries- old notions of liberty, but it also 
responded directly to modern state- building and modern capitalism, both of 
which could be oppressive and alienating. For those who had wholeheartedly 
embraced the modern, the census was an exciting technology with the capac-
ity to describe the nation as a single unit and to create social harmony within 
that nation. But if the nation was disunited as a result of modern values and 
practices, then so modern a technology as statistics was not the tool that 
could bring it together.
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Conclusion

By the 1860s, the census had been transformed from a purely government 
project to a public and national one. Its transformation happened in dia-
logue and in parallel with the rapid changes arising from industrialization 
and other forces, and it was therefore both the society and the census itself 
that looked very different by the middle of the century. It may seem para-
doxical that the anticensus writers whom I discussed in the last chapter were 
worried about the census’s inability to describe individuals, while, as I have 
suggested, the census after 1841 focused primarily on individuals. But the 
process of interpreting and abstracting the census results made it clear that 
individuals were important not as individuals but as members of aggregates, 
both national and subnational. The shift whereby the individual replaced the 
local community, yet was then made anonymous and abstract as a member 
of various other groups, is symbolic of the great changes that British society 
underwent during the first half of the nineteenth century. In 1801, many 
people envisioned their country as one of geographically defined local com-
munities, even if they were also aware of hierarchical estates or groups that 
crossed physical boundaries. By the 1850s, in a society that was more urban, 
more mobile, more politically represented, and more global in its outlook, 
individuals could see themselves and others as members of groups that were 
not geographically defined, even if they also continued to hold strong local 
or regional identities. The process whereby individuals were abstracted into 
groups could be alienating and intrusive, but people also embraced the cen-
sus precisely because it could help them find others like themselves. The 
paradox was true not only of the census but also of industrial society more 
broadly. It could be alienating and impersonal, but it could also create new 
solidarities.1

The most important solidarity that the census emphasized was the national 
one. From the moment of its origin, the census had been associated with 
national strength and national pride. John Rickman, in his 1796 article pro-
posing a census, had equated the study of political economy and the acquisi-
tion of statistics with “patriotic speculations.”2 But the nation in question 
looked very different in the 1860s. Urbanization and the extension of the 
railroad had made large, condensed populations and geographic mobility 
the norm, and had altered the ways in which people imagined the national 
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 population and the relationships between people. Furthermore, the politi-
cal system of the eighteenth century, which had been understood to revolve 
around property and interests, had been replaced by a system that, while 
not democratic, appealed to public opinion as a final arbiter and focused on 
numbers as the primary basis for representation. By the 1860s, therefore, a 
new, dominant vision of Britain had emerged. It was an optimistic vision of a 
nation in which a large population brought military, industrial, and imperial 
strength, and the institution of the family brought moral strength. The cen-
sus returns of the mid- century period brought pride to readers and stimulated 
satisfaction about the purportedly stable and productive nature of British 
society. The census showed evidence “of improved communication, and con-
sequent intelligence and mutual understanding among the town and country 
people, the Irish and the English, and the various ranks in each class.”3

Mid- nineteenth- century discussions of strength emphasized British differ-
ence from its neighbors and rivals, just as eighteenth- century discussions had. 
The categories of superiority, however, had changed. The reason that Britain 
was stronger than other nations, the census takers wrote in 1863, was that the 
British “have followed an entirely different policy; they have married, worked 
with increasing industry, skillfully struck out into new fields of employment, 
and peopled cities and colonies with millions of their descendants.”4 The 
emphasis on the combined strength of marriage, industry, and empire relied 
heavily on statistics. But observers also believed Britain’s economic and impe-
rial greatness to be firmly based in its less quantifiable tradition of moral fam-
ily life, just as eighteenth- century British identity, according to Linda Colley, 
had relied upon a notion of Protestant morality.5

According to census administrators and others, ensuring Britain’s greatness 
also relied on the ability of the state to intervene in the society in order to 
improve and control people’s lives. The census helped people visualize the 
national economy as well as the social body, and served to justify those who 
were contributing to the economy and who could therefore be understood 
as necessary to the society. Census analysts often labeled those whom they 
considered economically unproductive as “surplus” or “redundant.” Over the 
years, the government added questions to the census that while not neces-
sarily designed to help determine productivity were immediately understood 
by analysts to have the capacity to do so. Debates about controversial issues 
such as urban growth, race and migration, and the health of the empire all 
tended to revolve around notions of productivity and surplus. Was the ideal 
nation predominantly industrial or agricultural? Urban or rural? Were Irish 
immigrants becoming too large a proportion of the British population? Was 
the white landowning population of Jamaica large enough to maintain order 
after the emancipation of the slaves? Such questions of demographics relied 
on the notion that certain elements of the population were more productive 
members of the social body than others were. A healthier nation (or empire) 
could be created, however, if those who were “redundant” were eliminated, 
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or, alternatively, helped to become useful. In 1832, the statistician and physi-
cian James Kay wrote that in a society and economy that worked as one, every 
“order” was made “immediately conscious of the evils affecting any portion 
of the general mass, . . . thus rendering their removal equally necessary for the 
immediate ease, as it is for the ultimate welfare, of the whole social system.”6 
Because the society was a national one, Kay suggested, everyone would be 
affected by the unproductive, and those who had problems were also a prob-
lem for the society as a whole.

In regard to theories of economy and population, the nineteenth century 
was an aberration. In the eighteenth century, most people believed that a 
large population was crucial to national strength and that government con-
trol of the economy was obvious. The early nineteenth century saw the rise 
of laissez- faire economic theories, as well as the notion of surplus population. 
By the twentieth century, although free trade remained an ideal for many, 
overpopulation was no longer considered a problem, and a new emphasis on 
the collective had emerged. Even when surplus was considered a problem, 
however, analyses of the census always relied on the notion that population 
was the most important resource of the nation and the empire. If imperialism 
was at least partly about finding markets for British products, and particularly 
for those products that could find no market in Britain itself, then population 
was simply another such product. Malthusians believed that the British were 
overproducing people, or overreproducing. Those superfluous people could 
be sent to the colonies where there was a market for them, or a need for their 
labor. Nation and empire cannot be separated then, even though the census 
counted the national and imperial populations separately and in different 
ways. Furthermore, reproduction, and therefore the family, was always closely 
linked to nation, empire, and surplus. And despite the self- congratulatory 
words of census takers and journalists, the censuses of the 1850s and 1860s 
were not all about success. The census could be mobilized in the service of 
eugenics, and the mid- century censuses hinted at the pessimistic fears of the 
late nineteenth century about the decline of the race.

Sending people to the colonies, however, was not the only way to solve 
the problems of industrial society. The census was also, administrators con-
sistently argued, capable of improving social harmony in Britain itself. This 
conception relied on the assumption that the census would be public: that 
it would disseminate information about the nation to a wide swath of the 
population. One journalist wrote that because of the census, “we are sensible 
of our faults—of a good many at least; and we are, as a nation, resolved to 
amend them.”7 The census thus awakened pride in response not only to what 
it revealed about the nation but also to the process of census- taking itself. The 
notion that the census would not only help the government legislate for the 
population but also would be a model of rational, scientific inquiry was also, 
therefore, a product of the nineteenth century. By mid- century, numbers 
had become so widely accepted a mode of description that public  arguments 
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about the economy or the society that did not employ statistics were rare. 
Even many of those who criticized the census used it as well, for they realized 
that if they refused to do so, they would be entirely excluded from the politi-
cal and social debates in which they wished to intervene.

As the census developed over the years, its proponents and administrators 
began to understand its role to be one of far more than simple counting. The 
expansion of the census, therefore, involved not only additions to the ques-
tions asked but also a dramatically expanded understanding of its purposes. 
The census had not only to count but also to divide, classify, and interpret, 
and the result would be a description of the entire society within which peo-
ple could identify and locate both themselves and others. The process would 
be a public and a national one. The census, as both a tool of surveillance and 
an exciting new technology that allowed people to assert their own identity 
and power, was central in the development of British understandings of their 
nation.
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