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And Moses and Eleazar the priest spake with them in the plains of Moab by Jordan near Jericho, saying, Take the sum of the people, from twenty years old and upward; as the Lord commanded Moses and the children of Israel, which went forth out of the land of Egypt.


—Numbers 26:3–4, King James Version

















PROLOGUE



WHERE COUNTING REALLY COUNTS


IN THE FAR NORTH of the West Bank, just outside the village of Faqqu’a, Mohammed Atari stands in the generous shade of an olive grove. These trees, he tells me, are Roman—an extraordinary claim, but one corroborated by their gnarled trunks, two or three arm-spans in circumference. Mohammed is dressed in a black shirt, zip-off trousers, a wide-brimmed cloth hat, and a black-and-brown keffiyeh. He watches the trailing members of our group descend the hill toward us, counting them wordlessly as they approach. He does this with his right hand, middle and index fingers extended, marking out each pair as they settle amid the trees. In total we are eighteen: fourteen Swiss tourists and their Swiss guide; me, the Australian interloper; Mohammed, Palestinian; and his colleague, Ahmed, also Palestinian, who leads a donkey named Casimiro.


One day’s walking ahead of us is another, larger party, of thirty Norwegians. Their guide, Nedal, does not count them directly. Instead, he has divided them into six groups of five; when they stop, each group quickly enumerates itself to check that nobody is missing. This efficient procedure is necessary because unlike us they stop often, to sing a hymn or read from the Bible. The Norwegians are pilgrims, whereas the Swiss, for the most part, are just regular tourists—albeit intrepid ones—here to enjoy the landscape, the culture and the history, as well as the physicality of traveling by foot.


Both Mohammed and Nedal watch carefully, each in his own way, over their respective flocks. We’re all following the Nativity Trail, a long-distance walking route from Nazareth in Israel to Bethlehem in the West Bank, and our guides don’t want us wandering off. This ancient landscape is shot through with modern lines, not all of them visible: the unhealed wounds of an unsolved conflict.


But today, under the olive trees, all is peaceful. The sun is shining, the path is relatively smooth, and the walking is easy. Mohammed’s group is happy and relaxed. This is what they came for. My interest in this place is different. Though these adventurous Swiss retirees have kindly adopted me, I relate more strongly to the pious Norwegian group. Though religion is not my motivation, I too am embarking on a pilgrimage.
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In fifth grade—1991—my parents transferred me to a well-regarded Anglican school. We weren’t particularly religious, but it was a good school, and I soon got used to the weekly rhythm of chapel services. One day, in the final school week of that first year, I sat on a wooden pew, stewing in the heavy, listless air of a Brisbane summer. A boy stood and took his place at the eagle-winged lectern. “A reading from the book of Luke,” he began, “chapter two, verses one to seven” (New International Version).




In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to their own town to register. So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them.





He stumbled over Quirinius. I marveled at the exotic sound of Galilee and Judea. And of census, a word new to me.


Had I been a more attentive child, it wouldn’t have been, for Australia had conducted its own census just a few months earlier, on August 6, 1991. Though I evidently took no note of it, it duly noted me among nearly seventeen million others. I imagine that my mother filled out the orange-tinted form on our kitchen bench, amid the usual pile of half-opened mail. (I was probably watching television in another room.)


Years later, now living in the United States, I found an archived blank of the 1991 Australian census form online. “The Census is like a stocktake of our nation,” it begins. That’s a favorite description of census takers, one that goes back more than century. I think I understand why they keep using it: whereas the suspiciously sibilant census comes from Latin, stocktaking is reassuringly Anglo-Saxon. Stocktaking suggests counting boxes on the shelves of a warehouse: this many of product A, that many of product B. A stocktaking is routine: nothing to worry, or even think particularly hard, about.1


But counting people is quite different from counting boxes. People do not sit still, waiting inertly to be tallied, as boxes do. People do not come in simple varieties—“zero percent fat” and “low carb”—although statisticians sometimes like to pretend they do. There is a method to counting people, a science even, but it’s not accounting. Boxes are unaffected by being counted, whereas the act of counting people can oppress or empower them, or even change their self-identities. People may embrace, or resist, being counted.


Today, the vast majority of the world’s nations conduct a count of their populations at least once every decade: a decennial census, the adjective another Latin import. Between the words we use to describe it and Luke’s account of the nativity, quoted above, you could be forgiven for supposing the Romans started all this, but they did not. As with laws, taxes, and religion, counting people is an institution of community that goes back as far as community itself, in ancient China, the Fertile Crescent, and probably everywhere else that people began to live together in large numbers.


Nor does the modern census look much like the Roman one. Like any long-lived institution, the census has had many different, conflicting functions over its history. It arose to satisfy the administrative needs of despots yet eventually developed a crucial role in supporting democracy. It drew the attention of statisticians before they called themselves that, and then flourished, as an instrument of scientific inquiry, once they did. As nations and empires coalesced, it served to define and support them. More than once, it was coopted for protest and dissent against those empires.


The idea of a census is not limited to nations and empires: smaller communities, cities, and provinces, hold them too. Even Black Rock City, a temporary town in the Nevada desert, rebuilt from scratch every year for the anarchist-inspired Burning Man festival, has a census (2018 population: around seventy thousand). But the census of nations is the focus of this book. That procedure is heavy with symbolism. It delineates boundaries no less than a map or border wall does. It is a moment of communal self-reflection: a stocktaking only if you imagine that cans of beans could decide to count themselves.2
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I’ve come to the Holy Land, and specifically to the West Bank, to try to understand this ancient institution more deeply. I want to retrace the steps of that famous biblical account of the institution’s Roman ancestor; that is my pilgrimage. But this is also a revealing part of the world in which to examine the modern census. Palestine is an unfinished state. Like the jumble of pipes, wires, and elevator shafts visible in a building under construction, the infrastructure of a modern state—which includes the census—lies exposed in Palestine.


There’s a further reason I’ve come here in particular: in the narrow strip of land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River, demography is a battlefield. According to its latest count, Israel has around nine million inhabitants, of whom seven million are Jewish and the remainder mostly Arab Israeli or—equivalently but not identically, in a region where terms are never neutral—Palestinian Israeli. Adjacent to Israel lie the Palestinian territories: the West Bank, sandwiched between coastal Israel and Jordan, and Gaza, a tiny sliver of land adjacent to Egypt, in-cut to Israel’s coast. They are home to around five million people, who by ethnicity if not citizenship are the siblings of those two million Arab Israelis. Here, seven million Jews and seven million Arabs lie on either side of an arithmetic knife-edge.


The land comprising Israel and Palestine, around the size of Belgium, is the subject of two incompatible claims to sovereignty. That conflict has simmered for decades, exploding into violence with deadly regularity. It looms disproportionately large on the global stage, a byword for complex, intractable problems. The history of the region is vigorously contested. Even present facts rarely escape dispute—including the populations I quoted above. There is, however, one thing that people generally agree upon. The conflict, if it is resolved, will be resolved in one of two ways: a “two-state solution” or a “one-state solution.”


The two-state solution was formalized in the 1947 United Nations partition plan for what was then the British Mandate of Palestine. This proposal, a state of Israel alongside a fully realized state of Palestine, has long been favored by the international community. It has been consistently popular among ordinary Israelis and Palestinians. Its high-water mark came with the mid-1990s Oslo accords, a series of agreements that established a working relationship between Israel and the Palestinians and gave form to Palestine’s embryonic government. Not long afterward, the Israeli prime minister, Yitzhak Rabin, was assassinated at a peace rally by one of his own citizens. Prospects for a two-state solution have been receding ever since.


The alternative one-state solution imagines the two groups, Jewish and Palestinian, living harmoniously within a single set of borders, sharing sovereignty and power in government. Israel today is already de facto a binational state by virtue of its substantial Arabic-speaking non-Jewish minority. But if the West Bank and Gaza were formally incorporated, this minority would be much larger, a numerically coequal nation within the shared state. This makes the one-state solution unimaginable to many Jewish Israelis, who hold foundational the principle that Israel should be a refuge for the Jews.
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Challenging demography is nothing new to Israel. The 1947 UN partition plan was based on population data drawn from the British censuses of 1922 and 1931. Muslims, Jews, Christians, and others were cleanly separated in the columns of the census report, but on the ground they were mixed. Under the UN plan—under any possible plan—a substantial minority of Arabs would be included in the proposed Jewish state. “That is the demerit of the scheme,” the official report noted drily. The Jewish majority, in fact, would be barely 50 percent: hardly a comfortable margin to maintain a purportedly Jewish state. For Israel’s founders, this was not merely a demerit but an existential threat.3


Conflict broke out sporadically starting in late 1947 and in earnest after Israel’s declaration of independence in 1948. The demographic situation changed rapidly. As many as three-quarters of a million Arabs fled their homes in the territory designated for the Jewish state (the figures, again, are contested). It was, at least in part, an intentional campaign of expulsion. Palestinians call it the Nakba, the catastrophe. Today it is the defining event in their national story, their own Exodus.


On the demographic battlefield, the census was quickly weaponized. The first enumeration of the state of Israel occurred quickly, on November 8, 1948, at the height of the war. From a statistical perspective, this was absurd: for accuracy, censuses should be timed with periods of stability. Current international recommendations state that “a time should be chosen when most people are staying at their place of usual residence…. Traditional festivals, pilgrimages and fasting periods are… unsuitable times for census work.” The midst of war is so obviously unsuitable that it doesn’t even make the list. Nevertheless, a seven-hour curfew was imposed to ensure residents remained at home, enumerators were given military escorts, and it was done.4


At the time, the Palestine Post opined disapprovingly that the government was exploiting “a time of emergency to saddle on the people a permanent system of surveillance.” The Post was half right. Though Israel’s government was exploiting a time of emergency, it was not building a system of surveillance but defining something far more foundational: the citizenry of the new state. Each resident of a household was issued a registration number as they were enumerated, and this became his or her record of citizenship. People absent from their homes—not least, several hundred thousand displaced Arabs—were not counted, did not receive a registration number, and did not become Israeli. Literally overnight they lost the chance to become citizens in the state that now claimed their homes. This was no stocktaking. The first Israeli census did not so much count a population as create one, making permanent a favorable demographic balance.5


It worked. By the time 1948 was over, the Jewish population of Israel exceeded 80 percent, a far more convincing guarantee of the Jewishness of the state. For hundreds of thousands of Palestinian refugees, the census turned short-term displacement into long-term exclusion, creating a humanitarian calamity, a permanent refugee problem, and a major obstacle to peace.6
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International recommendations for census taking specify far more than just timing. The UN Statistics Division, custodian of such things, defines a population census as:




the total process of planning, collecting, compiling, evaluating, disseminating and analysing demographic, economic and social data at the smallest geographic level pertaining, at a specified time, to all persons in a country or in a well-delimited part of a country.7





These words come from the bible of enumeration, Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses. For a long, technical document written by committee, Principles and Recommendations is a model of clarity. At least I thought so, when I first paged through it near the UN’s headquarters in midtown Manhattan. Now, in the West Bank, it seems riddled with ambiguity, full of terms that are suddenly ill-defined: citizen, resident, territory, legal authority, country.


Palestine in 2019 is not quite a country. In 1988, the Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat declared, from exile, an independent Palestinian state. As I write this, Palestine is recognized as such by 137 out of 193 UN member states. Israel is not among them, but it does recognize and deal with Palestine’s government, the Palestinian Authority. Palestine claims all of the West Bank, although in practice the Authority governs only an archipelago of enclaves amid areas controlled by Israel. It also claims the Gaza Strip, although that has been ruled by a competing Palestinian faction, Hamas, since 2007. Palestine claims Jerusalem as its capital, and some of the city’s residents as citizens, but the Palestinian Authority is forbidden from operating there.8


Within the West Bank, two communities live in superposition. The Palestinian state exists, practically speaking, in regions designated Areas A and B. These are the areas that, when the Oslo accords were being negotiated in the 1990s, had substantial Palestinian populations—people who are now effectively citizens of Palestine. The rest of the West Bank, designated Area C, is under Israeli control, beyond the jurisdiction of the Palestinian Authority. It contains some six hundred thousand Israeli citizens living in more than one hundred settlements, built progressively since Israeli occupation began in 1967. The UN Security Council considers these settlements a violation of international law.9


As my Swiss companions and I walk each day, we encounter scattered physical signs of this complex geopolitical landscape. The most prominent is the so-called Separation Barrier, which the government of Israel has built to control movement between its territory and the West Bank. The barrier (at its most imposing, a twenty-six-foot-tall wall) generally follows the 1949 armistice line, but in places it detours deep inside the West Bank, in order to wrap around larger settlements and draw them back in to Israel proper. We had crossed it soon after leaving Nazareth, at a checkpoint near Jenin. The internal boundaries that separate the Oslo accord areas are less obvious, though I soon realize that’s partly because our route is designed to avoid them. Settlements are ever-present, dotting the hills that surround us, but always some distance away.
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According to the Bible, Mary and Joseph traveled from Nazareth to Bethlehem to register for a Roman census. The Nativity Trail, a modern tourist route, loosely retraces the biblical journey across a complex political landscape. (Map data credit: Natural Earth, UN OCHA oPT, Imbach Reisen.)




















In the central part of the West Bank, in the vicinity of Jerusalem, the official frontiers are especially convoluted. Walking through here would be difficult, so instead our route veers southeast, toward the Jordan Valley and Jericho. The Norwegians’ guide, Nedal, explains that Mary and Joseph may have taken a similarly circuitous route two thousand years ago, as they answered the call of the Roman census. An ancient road known as the Way of the Patriarchs connected Nazareth and Bethlehem directly, but it passed through the territory of the Samaritans, a group related to, but sometimes hostile to, the Jews. There’s no clear consensus on this; other evidence suggests that Jewish travel through Samaritan lands was routine. But even this best case meant a journey of around eighty miles. The terrain in this region is beautiful but often stony and unforgiving. At times Ahmed has to cajole Casimiro, the donkey, into continuing. It would be an unpleasant trip, I imagine, for somebody in the final days of pregnancy—infuriating, even, given that the purpose of the census was Roman tax collection.10


Modern censuses are not used for collecting taxes. Nor do they require such arduous journeys of those they count. Each of the Palestinian Authority’s three censuses of the West Bank and Gaza—1997, 2007, and 2017—was conducted in accordance with the UN recommendations. Two thousand years ago, Roman census records would have been recorded onto papyrus scrolls at central locations. Today, Palestinian enumerators travel to the homes of the people they are tasked to count, armed with paper forms and tablet computers. In richer countries, people often enumerate themselves, receiving and returning a census form by mail or completing it online. In a handful of countries, censuses are now virtual, compiled from a register of the entire population that is kept continuously up to date.


Palestine is not there yet. Even in 2017, its tablet-toting census takers followed a fairly traditional process, first mapping out the areas where people were thought to live and then traveling door-to-door, collecting information about each person in every household they encountered. It was the enumerators, and not those being enumerated, who had to contend with the complex topology of the Palestinian proto-state: the manned and unmanned checkpoints, the walls, gates, ditches, and barbed wire. Census taking everywhere involves more logistics than statistics, but in Palestine it involves diplomacy as well.
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I meet the census team from the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) at their office in Ramallah, the administrative capital of the Palestinian Authority. Ramallah is located to the north of Jerusalem, just off Highway 60, the modern-day equivalent of the Way of the Patriarchs. Mary and Joseph might have passed here on the way to Bethlehem, which is only sixteen miles further south. Today that distance seems much greater, stretched by the tangled frontiers that surround Jerusalem. Since our nativity route took us west to avoid all that, I have circled back afterward, on my own.


Once I find the right building, I’m joined by four senior officials from the bureau, a man and three women, some of whom have been involved in Palestinian census taking since its modern reintroduction in 1997. Tea is brought, and we start to discuss the complexities of conducting a census in Palestine.11


The greatest challenge for each of the three censuses has been East Jerusalem. After the 1948 war the city was split: Israel in the west and Jordan in the east (a UN plan for an international city came to nothing). After Jordan’s defeat in the 1967 war, the eastern part came under Israeli control. At that time, a census was taken by Israel, and Palestinians present were given a status of permanent residence in Israel. Today they are issued with Israeli identity cards and can in theory apply for full Israeli citizenship. Most—reportedly 95 percent—have not. Their status remains somewhat precarious.


The Palestinian Authority views East Jerusalem as occupied Palestinian territory, an integral part of the future Palestinian state; the people living there, then, should naturally be included in the census of Palestine. At the first census in 1997, the Authority set out to do exactly that. It was an act of open defiance against Israel, a continuation of Palestinian resistance by statistical means. The then-head of Palestinian statistics called it “a civil intifada,” borrowing the word given to the period of unrest that had been brought to an end with the signing of the Oslo accords. Israel argued that the Authority’s actions violated the accords, moving to outlaw Palestinian census taking in East Jerusalem. There was at least one arrest, and the census of East Jerusalem was halted.12


In 2017, seventeen arrests were reported of people associated with the Fatah Party, which rules the Palestinian Authority. Israeli police accused them of “taking part in activity related to a population census.” At the time, the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics denied operating in East Jerusalem and claimed the arrests “had nothing to do with the population census.” And yet there in the final census report are census counts for East Jerusalem.13


I ask the Palestinian statisticians about this. Their response is one of calculated vagueness, echoing the official denials. (I infer that the enumeration was undertaken by Fatah affiliates already living in Jerusalem, rather than employees of PCBS.) While enumerators used electronic tablets for the rest of the West Bank and Gaza, paper forms were used in East Jerusalem. The questionnaire was shorter than elsewhere in Palestine. These strategies seem designed to avoid drawing too much Israeli attention. Needless to say, this is not a situation addressed in the 299 pages of the UN’s Principles and Recommendations.


Two other major logistical difficulties confronted the 2017 census takers. The first was the Separation Barrier, which did not exist in 1997 and had grown substantially since 2007. Travel to and from some Palestinian communities is restricted to people who are registered as living there, which makes staffing a census harder. “Mostly we recruit people from the same governorate, from the same locality, especially for localities behind the separation wall,” they tell me. The electronic tablets allowed data to be transmitted wirelessly to the head office in Ramallah, reducing the amount of paper shuffling required and eliminating the possibility of seizure by Israeli soldiers. A similar situation held with respect to Gaza: travel back and forth was minimized by hiring local staff and using videoconferencing and other technology. Even with such measures, the 2017 census required, they observe, “emergency plans, all the time.”


When the interview is finished, I take the number 218 public bus back to Jerusalem. It passes through the famous Qalandiya checkpoint, which divides Jerusalem from the West Bank. While we wait at the checkpoint, I skim through the official Palestinian census report once again. I make note of the population totals: 2.9 million in the West Bank, including 281,163 furtively enumerated in East Jerusalem; 1.9 million in Gaza; 4.8 million altogether. In many respects it is a typically dry, technical document, replete with obligatory discussions of statistical arcana such as nonsampling error, coverage percentages, and Whipple’s index.14


But politics is never far away. The census is a “pillar of state building” and “a genuine expression of national sovereignty.” Enumeration was impeded by “the procedures of the Israeli occupation and obstacles including the Annexation Wall and settlement expansion.” That wall, which looms over the bus as we leave the checkpoint and reenter Jerusalem, “suffocates those living behind it.” Even the usually soporific methodology section notes “instability resulting from continuing Israeli aggression, confiscation of land and isolation of the population in Palestinian Localities.”15


While I do not doubt the statistical rigor of the Palestinian census, its parallel geopolitical purpose is unmistakable. Even the now-predictable arrests play into that: there is no imminent prospect that the Palestinian Authority will actually govern East Jerusalem, so—official denials notwithstanding—its purpose in counting people there seems less administrative than symbolic: to publicly assert its territorial claim. As we pull into the bus station near the ancient Damascus Gate of the old city of Jerusalem, I note, before closing the report, one more potent symbol: fieldwork was completed on December 24, 2017—Christmas Eve.16
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Census taking makes sense as a tactic of nation building. The conventional definition of a state under international law requires a permanent population, a defined territory, a government, and the capacity to enter into relations with other states. A census is surely the most direct way to demonstrate a permanent population. It’s also evidence of a functional government.


In 1993, in a critique of the first Oslo accord, the Palestinian-American scholar Edward Said called for an immediate census: “not just as a bureaucratic exercise but as the enfranchisement of Palestinians wherever they are… an act of historical and political self-realisation outside the limitations imposed by the absence of sovereignty.” Said’s qualification—or rather lack of qualification—“wherever they are” was significant. Today there are around thirteen million people who might be considered Palestinian, by virtue of having once lived in historical Palestine or being born to parents or having grandparents who had lived there. Around half live in the West Bank, Gaza, and Israel, with the balance spread between Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and elsewhere. In holding a census, Said argued, they would “come close to constituting a nation rather than a mere collection of people.” But the census that followed four years later in 1997 did not count Palestinians wherever they were. Instead it conformed to international norms, counting people only within the defined territory the Palestinians claimed. It reinforced a particular, concrete assertion of statehood, at the expense of Said’s vision of national self-realization.17


Census takers are constantly grappling with lines of citizenship, nationality, ethnicity, and race. Citizenship is the clearest of these, while the other categories are much fuzzier, grounded in shared history, culture, and ancestry. Israel itself illustrates this complexity. In 2013, a group of activists petitioned Israel’s Supreme Court to allow them to record their nationality as “Israeli” in the state population register. The court declined, concluding that the state of Israel contains within it people of Jewish, Arab, and other nationalities, but nobody of Israeli nationality. It allowed that such a nationality may one day come to exist, but upheld the lower court’s ruling that “technical-statistical registration” was not a process that could have this effect.18


Arguably, the court was wrong as a matter of fact: history abounds with examples where nationality, race, and ethnicity—far from emerging organically—were assigned, or even created, precisely by “technical-statistical registration.” Prior to the widespread use of self-enumeration in 1960, an American’s race, on the census, was largely determined by the enumerator—who was, in all probability, a white person. That is no longer the case. Censuses in many countries increasingly treat nationality, race, and ethnicity as a matter of self-identification, refusing to arbitrate or second-guess such slippery categories. Of course, that’s not quite right either. A person cannot simply arrive in Israel and successfully self-identify as Jewish. These concepts may not be objective, but neither are they completely subjective.


While I was in Israel, a debate erupted following a statement from the prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, that “Israel is the nation-state of the Jewish People—and them alone.” Netanyahu was on firm legal ground, having passed a law to that effect in 2018. Israel is now a state in which the Jewish nationality is paramount; there is no Israeli nationality because, by law, the Israeli nationality is Jewish.19


That doesn’t leave much room for a viable one-state solution, but as we discussed this over long days of walking, I found my Swiss companions more optimistic. As they reminded me, national identities are not fixed. In a continent that spent much of its history bloodily rearranging its constituent states along ethnic, religious, and linguistic lines, Switzerland stands as an exception, with four official languages. Roberto, a retired English teacher, German-speaking, but with a name that recalls his family’s Italian origins, taught me a word the Swiss use to describe themselves. Willensnation: a nation brought into being, and held together, by sheer force of will. It’s a hopeful story.






[image: image]








The Church of the Nativity, in Bethlehem, is the endpoint of the Nativity Trail, by tradition the site of the stable where Jesus was born. To my (and nobody else’s) disappointment, Luke doesn’t elaborate on how or where the Roman census was taken, or whether the family even made it to be registered, given Mary’s presumed state of indisposition and the challenge of caring for a newborn baby. So I too ended my pilgrimage here.


It was unlike any place of worship I had ever visited, not so much a church as a set of interconnected churches—Greek Orthodox, Armenian, and Roman Catholic—all sharing one site. This arrangement, known as the Status Quo, dates back to Ottoman times. It is replicated in miniature in the holiest part of the complex, the Grotto, supposedly the exact place where Mary gave birth. This subterranean space is lit by fifteen hanging oil lamps, whose numerical configuration is specified precisely by the Status Quo: six are Greek, five Armenian, and four Roman Catholic. These proportions have no contemporary meaning that I can discover: they were simply frozen in place, in 1852, by a Turkish sultan tired of religious squabbles. As I read these facts, by the lamplight of the Grotto, I was reminded of another status quo, holding tenuously 150 miles to the north.


Lebanon is the prodigal son of global census taking. Its last full count was in 1932, under French rule. When independence came, in 1943, power was divided between various religious sects on the basis of those decade-old statistics. No individual group—Maronite Christian, Sunni, Shia, and on down a list of seventeen officially enumerated—dominated, though Christians overall just outnumbered Muslims. So Lebanon created its own status quo: top government positions were allocated in proportion to the 1932 population, and the parliament and civil service were established with an exact ratio of six Christians for every five Muslims.20


Over time, the ratios between these groups in the population began to drift, even as the 6:5 agreement remained fixed. Quantifying the change and revisiting the agreement was considered too destabilizing, so successive governments, from 1943 until 1975, chose instead to ignore it, refusing to count the people of Lebanon. At the conclusion of the civil war that lasted from 1975 to 1990, the ratio was amended to 1:1, Muslim and Christian parity, reflecting the belief—almost certainly correct, but untested by official data—that the Christian proportion had declined.21


You could, reasonably, see this new arrangement as a mere political compromise, divorced entirely from demography, just as every American state receives two senators, regardless of population. But that’s not how the people of Lebanon see it: they subscribe to the democratic ideal that political power should reflect numbers. Since in practice it cannot—at least not without the risk of violent conflict—a fresh census would be a provocation. An official, complete count of Lebanon’s estimated six million people does not seem likely any time soon.


As I exited the Church of the Nativity and stepped, blinking, into Manger Square, I wondered whether the proponents of a one-state solution for Israel and Palestine imagine that it would turn out more like Switzerland or like Lebanon.
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I return from the Holy Land to the United States on April 1, 2019—exactly one year before this country’s next census day. In most decades, by this point, the main parameters of the enumeration—and certainly the questions that will be asked—have been decided. Not this time. A debate is raging over a late order from the secretary of commerce to add one more question to the census, against the near-unanimous advice of Census Bureau experts: Is this person a citizen of the United States?


As tends to happen in this litigious nation, the debate has become a lawsuit—actually, multiple lawsuits—appealed all the way to the Supreme Court. The plaintiffs argue that this last-minute addition will dissuade noncitizens, especially undocumented people, from participating in the count. Oral arguments in Dept. of Commerce v. New York are scheduled for April 23. In an editorial, the New York Times bills it the highest-profile case of the court’s term. While I’ve been looking elsewhere for the story of the census, it has found me in my adopted home.22


April 23 arrives, and I read the transcript as soon as it is released. In their attempts to interrogate the legitimacy of the proposed question, the justices grapple with historical and international comparisons. In the first minute, the solicitor-general, presenting the case for the Department of Commerce, declares that such a question “has been asked as part of the census in one form or another for nearly 200 years.” He is interrupted by Justice Sotomayor, who contends (correctly) that this is an oversimplification. Later, Justice Kavanaugh observes that many other countries ask about the citizenship of respondents and that the UN includes citizenship among its recommended census topics. “The question,” he says, is does “international practice, that UN recommendation, that historical practice in the United States, affect how we should look at the inclusion of a citizenship question in this case?”


This book’s answer is yes. A historical and international perspective is essential, not just to understand the issues that were at stake in that now-resolved case but to understand the meaning of the modern census more generally. The census did not appear fully formed in some particular time and place but developed in a slow, continuous interplay of ideas from around the world. The belief that vexes Lebanon, that each census should be followed by a redistribution of political power, is an essentially American idea. The notion that people should be enumerated individually, rather than simply as anonymous members of a household, is Scandinavian. The modern method of testing census accuracy was trialed first in India. Intellectually, the census extends beyond borders, across oceans, and back through centuries, even if individual censuses occur in one place, at one time.


In the chapters that follow, I argue that the census is not just a collection of separate national projects but a human project. My aim is to tell this larger story: to show how the institution of counting people has evolved, how it has changed as societies changed, and how it has sometimes changed those societies in turn. In doing so, I draw on a scholarly movement that, since the late twentieth century, has begun to treat the study of statistics as an object of study itself. This has produced some illuminating academic accounts of census taking in particular countries, but none that attempts, as I do here, to sketch the global history for a nonexpert reader.


Scholars have often cast the census as an instrument of power: as a mechanism of “state formation” and control, following the influential French philosopher Michel Foucault; as an attempt to make society “legible,” in the terminology of political scientist James Scott; or as a top-down project of nation building by the “classifying mind of the colonial state,” as the anthropologist Benedict Anderson put it. There’s a great deal of insight in these perspectives: even the simplest, most essential result of a census—the knowledge of a population’s size—can have a kind of power, as the Malthusianism of the nineteenth century and its twentieth-century echo illustrate.23


But the census can be a tool, too, of the powerless. It has been embraced, appropriated, and even subverted by those being counted. It has served as a medium for individual and minority self-expression. Even under the strictest regimes—Nazi occupation, for example—people have found, in enumeration, a canvas for protest. Granted, a census is never a blank canvas, but more like a paint-by-numbers in which authorities define, by setting the questions and sometimes the possible answers, both the outline and the palette. Still, by answering questions against expectation, by writing—sometimes quite literally—between the lines, or in the last resort, by absenting themselves entirely, otherwise disempowered people have conspired to reject these impositions. All this is possible because the census has a fundamentally democratizing character: it requires mass participation. It is neither wholly of the state nor of the people but exists as a continuous negotiation between them.24


Perhaps the most important phase in that negotiation, achieved in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was the separation of the census from the individual obligations of taxation and military service that so often characterized it earlier. This happened at first casually, almost by accident, but eventually evolved into something closer to a promise. For all the tablet computers and wireless transmissions, this is the innovation that most fundamentally divides the Palestinian census of 2017 from the census of Quirinius on the same terrain, two thousand years earlier. Today the census is something unique: a way for the state to see the people, without seeing any individual person.


That may also be the greatest threat to its continuation, for while the traditional census has shed its role in mediating the relationships between individual citizens and their governments, those relationships have only deepened. Over the twentieth century, individual obligations were joined by individual entitlements arising from the centralized welfare state. As a result, the census today competes with many other sources of information: applications, returns, registrations, records and disclosures, each facilitating some direct relationship between the citizen and the state, each a way to render the citizen “known.”25


For now the population census still sits at the center of that constellation. But this does not guarantee its future. In a world of driver’s licenses and passports, tax returns and benefits checks, fingerprints and retina scans, hourly social media status updates and minute-by-minute location tracking, the traditional census seems increasingly anachronistic—as one group of sociologists put it, “an outdated high modernist invention.” It is infrequent, expensive, and bound by strict privacy rules.26


Some countries have now abandoned the decennial enumeration altogether. Instead, they maintain population registers, databases of their citizens and visitors that are kept continually up-to-date, so accurate and current as to render a special, once-a-decade enumeration superfluous. This started in the Nordic world and is now spreading to other countries in Europe and beyond. It’s very likely that population registers represent the next phase in the long history of counting and classifying people.


For now, though, the traditional census still rules, and it is the heart of this book. There is something special about an actual enumeration, with its proverbial army of canvassers. In 1882, Leo Tolstoy enlisted in one such army, going door to door in Moscow’s Khamovnitcheskiy quarter to count its residents. He took his job seriously, coming face to face with every type of working-class Muscovite: “master-artisans, bootmakers, brush-makers, cabinet-makers, turners, shoemakers, tailors, blacksmiths… cab-drivers, young women living alone… female pedlers, laundresses, old-clothes dealers, money-lenders, day-laborers, and people without any definite employment.” The census, he wrote, “furnishes… a mirror into which, willy nilly, the whole community, and each one of us, gaze.”27


Far from a dry statistical exercise, the census is ultimately about people; it is a form of quantitative social history. In 1867, then congressman James Garfield noted that




till recently the historian studied nations in the aggregate, and gave us only the story of princes, dynasties, sieges and battles. Of the people themselves—the great social body with life, growth, sources, elements, and laws of its own—he told us nothing. Now statistical inquiry leads him into the hovels, homes, workshops, mines, fields, prisons, hospitals, and all places where human nature displays its weakness and its strength.28





This is the story, too, of people: those who were counted but also and particularly those who did the counting. You probably imagine this latter group to be like Charles Dickens’s character Mr. Gradgrind, “a man of facts and calculations” who cared for little else. Popular culture has not, on the whole, embraced the 2009 prediction of Google’s chief economist Hal Varian, that statistician would be “the sexy job in the next ten years.” If statisticians have failed to dispel their unsexy image, then government statisticians have done even worse in the popular imagining. They are the grayest of the gray-suited bureaucrats, armed with notebooks, punch cards, calculators, or laptops, as the era allowed. (Arguably they should shoulder some of the blame: in a move entirely worthy of Dickens, the US Census Bureau has been located, since 1942, in a suburb outside Washington called Suitland.)29


But the census has always been a vast and intrepid undertaking, and so its agents could be found not only besuited in government offices but crossing the North Atlantic, canoeing up uncharted rivers in the wilds of Alaska or driving for days across the Australian outback. As the function of the census has changed, so have the people behind it; it has drawn in soldiers, clergy, civil servants, scientists, international bureaucrats, and sometimes, today—too often, perhaps—lawyers.


That said, there are Gradgrinds. The census invites a kind of obsession, a compulsive drive to count everyone. There is a certain kind of person, recurring in this story, who seeks to arrange the world in neat, numbered boxes. I don’t want to leave them out because—and here I confess my lack of objectivity—I empathize with such people. I may even be one. As an economist I have long used census data, and while I’ve never been involved in running a census, I’ve spent many hours with the people who have. Still, I’ve tried my best to climb outside my box, not shrinking, for example, from the abuses and crimes that census takers have abetted.


This is only one story of the long history of counting people, out of many that could be told. In attempting to cover such a broad swathe of history and geography, I have had to be selective. Like the census itself, this book is a series of snapshots, highlighting important moments in the evolution of an underappreciated idea, tracing it backward from its present incarnation: an attempt to count everyone, everywhere. I cannot include every evolutionary step, so instead I have chosen a handful of moments, digressing where necessary to examine the people, ideas, and technologies that shaped them, and the effect, in turn, that they had on the people counted.


Ultimately, it is the distilled essence of the census—the simple idea of counting everyone—that most intrigues me. There is something almost romantic about it. To count is to have value, to matter. To be counted is to be included and, perhaps, to be known. Two thousand years ago, the emperor Augustus decreed “that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.” A count of the entire world: by this standard, the story of the census is one of failure, a story as much of those not counted as those counted. And yet we keep trying. As I write this, the peak years of the next census decennium, 2020 and 2021, are approaching. Across more than two hundred countries, we are attempting, once again, to count every one of our kind. That we will fail is a certainty, but in failing, we may come closer than ever before.


This is the story of how we got here—and where we might go next.















CHAPTER 1



THE BOOK OF NUMBERS


IN 2020, the human population will be just shy of 8 billion, a milestone we’ll probably reach in 2023. One century earlier, in 1920, we numbered 1.8 billion. In 1820, just over 1 billion—though the further back we go, the less certain we can be. On sheer numbers, Homo sapiens is one of the most successful animal species on Earth. Today even Antarctica, the most inhospitable of places, usually has a transient population of over 1,000. Not quite the most inhospitable: as I write this, there are 3 people located to my north-northeast, 51 degrees above the horizon, about 250 miles above the surface of the planet, aboard the International Space Station.


It wasn’t always this way. Homo sapiens first emerged under the African sky around three hundred thousand years ago. Up until ten thousand years ago, our ancestors probably never numbered more than about ten million, but what they lacked in numbers they made up for in adaptability. From Africa they dispersed into Eurasia, Australasia, and finally the Americas. Of course, not one of those ten million knew anything of this intercontinental flourishing.


In Genesis, God promises to make Isaac’s descendants “as numerous as the stars in the sky” (26:4, New International Version), a metaphor that seems straightforward but is actually as puzzling as it is ancient. The number of stars that are visible to the naked eye is surprisingly small: only around nine thousand. A Stone Age astronomer, looking skyward, would have had no way of knowing there were any more. Before the invention of the telescope, the vastness of the stars in the sky was more an impression than a verifiable truth.


Still, the heavens were teeming compared with the Earth. In the prehistoric world, people were rare. Early humans lived as hunter-gatherers in small groups. No person ever encountered more than a few hundred others over a lifetime. The basic social unit, a band, comprised ten to fifty people, related by ties of kinship. Larger communities, in turn, were composed of several bands, who lived closely and cooperated in activities like hunting. The evolutionary psychologist Robin Dunbar famously observed that humans can maintain only around 150 meaningful relationships. This limit, Dunbar argued, is hardwired in the human brain’s neocortex. The amount of gray matter we have dictates the capacity of any of us to maintain close relationships. Dunbar’s number is a natural, self-regulating population size, the largest that communities of early humans would have grown without more elaborate social structures. In these tight-knit communities, there was no need to formalize membership or to quantify it. Each person knew each other person. Without much conscious effort, they could keep track of the mutual obligations that are an inevitable part of social living: she shared her berries with me; I made him a spearhead.1


Indeed, strict quantification was probably impossible. Some of the most ancient languages lack words for numbers, including those still spoken by the Pirahã of the Amazon and the Warlpiri of Australia’s Northern Territory. In an interview for the BBC documentary The Story of 1, a younger Warlpiri man, Leo Jampijinpa Wayne, questions an older man, Japaljarri.


“How many grandchildren do you have?” he asks, in Warlpiri.


“Many. Bajan, Parun, Jamarai, Jangan,” Japaljarri replies, his right forefinger tracing a stroke in the red desert sand for each name. “Many.”


For perhaps 290,000 years this is as close to a census as Homo sapiens came.2







[image: image]









Eventually things began to change. Larger tribes formed: collections of bands sharing culture and language, governed by a social hierarchy. In Mesopotamia, people domesticated crops and learned to farm, exploiting the fertile topsoil that was deposited by annual flooding of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Around six thousand years ago, the earliest agrarian civilizations arose, the independent city-states of Sumer. After another thousand years or so, one of these cities had grown to house more than fifty thousand people within its walls. That city, now vanished, was located midway between modern Baghdad and Basra. It was called Uruk and gave us the name Iraq.


Today, a population of fifty thousand is often used as a lower bound for what is considered a city. For humans alive five thousand years ago, it must have been an almost unimaginable number. But many modern cities are far larger. Fifty thousand people can, after all, be contained in just one structure in a modern city: Yankee Stadium, for example.3


In the last few decades, cognitive scientists have begun to study “number sense,” our ability to judge numerical quantity. We seem to have a range of cognitive mechanisms available to make such judgments: one for very small numbers (three or four), one for medium quantities (up to perhaps one hundred), and one for larger numbers. But these studies typically focus on how we count simple objects or abstract shapes. Because humans evolved as social animals, it’s reasonable to suspect our number sense for people is different than for dots on a screen.4


In this specialized case, there’s not much research, but introspection is illustrative. It’s easy to visualize five to ten people: a sports team, say. Twenty-five people fill a classroom: few enough for a quick estimate of numbers, but not to immediately identify who is present and who is absent (there’s a reason teachers take attendance each day). A large movie theatre holds a greater number, a hundred to two hundred fifty people—obviously more than a classroom but still in the realm of a reasonable estimate. Many concert halls are at least ten times larger than that. From the stage, you could probably distinguish the two thousand people in Milan’s La Scala opera house from the five thousand filling London’s Royal Albert Hall, but any innate sense of quantity you have is now being stretched to its limits.


At the next order of magnitude, the size of Uruk, the scale of stadium crowds and beyond, even our roughest number sense seems to break down. Attendance estimates for Donald Trump’s 2016 inauguration ranged from two hundred thousand to nine hundred thousand (setting aside his own inflated claim of over one million). At the battle of Thermopylae, in 480 BCE, it was said one million men marched in the Persian army, although modern scholars believe it was closer to a hundred thousand. Eyewitness accounts of such crowds aren’t that useful, because as an observer, you can’t directly experience a hundred thousand people. It’s a struggle even to fit that many people in your visual field. Whether from the bird’s-eye view of the observation deck of the Washington Monument or a mountain overlooking an ancient battlefield, the more distant figures would blur into one uncountable mass. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors simply never needed, so never evolved, the sensory or cognitive capacity to directly grasp such large numbers. We can only do it by shifting from sensing to reasoning: intentional, abstract, methodical counting.


Groups of people at the city scale pose problems not just of comprehension but of coordination. Every society is built on a web of mutual obligations. Among hunter-gatherers, these obligations may be maintained directly, person-to-person. Everyone knows everyone else’s business. Debts are self-enforcing. This system of mental bookkeeping can be extended for a while through social substructures—families within a tribe, tribes within a kingdom. But beyond a certain point, more elaborate, abstract, and formal social conventions and institutions are required.


The Sumerian city-states grew prosperous because they enabled specialization and trade: a potter could barter an earthenware dish for grain from a farmer. But certain necessities fall outside this barter structure: things we can’t purchase individually but must agree on jointly, like a system of justice, collective self-defense, or the construction of a temple to appease a vengeful diluvial deity.


Everybody in a community benefits from such things, which economists call public goods, whether they contribute or not. But if nobody contributes, they won’t be produced. In a village, peer pressure might work to enforce voluntary contributions, but with the city comes the possibility of privacy. In cities, one can hide among the crowd, avoiding purely voluntary civic obligations without fear of rebuke. Instead, governments throughout history have levied compulsory taxes, demanding by threat of force some part of each citizen’s product. Taxes might take the form of money or grain or—understood more broadly—the citizen’s own labor, as, for example, in the case of military conscription or corveé labor, a kind of civilian conscription for the building of roads, canals, and pyramids. To enforce these formal civic duties at scale, people had to be enumerated, their obligations assessed, and the discharge of these obligations recorded and audited. Effective administration required that the ruler know the ruled, the subjects of the realm. And so the census was born.
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Were there censuses at the dawn of civilization, in the earliest days of Sumer, at the start of the fourth millennium BCE? Sumerian society enjoyed public goods, including levees and canals for irrigation, so clearly large labor forces were assembled and coordinated. An accurate headcount of residents would have helped with this task. But any such census would have been literally prehistoric, since writing itself was not developed until perhaps 3200 BCE.


Like almost everything in modern society, the census today depends on writing. But a simple kind of headcount is entirely possible without writing. Herodotus, the Greek “father of history,” relates a story of the Scythians, nomadic warriors who lived in Central Asia in the first millennium BCE. “Because their king, who went by the name of Ariantas, wished to know how many Scythians there were, he gave orders that each one of them was to bring an arrowhead; and that should anyone fail to do so, then the penalty would be death. A huge number of arrowheads were duly brought, and the king”—presumably having first counted them—“decided to fashion a monument out of them that he could bequeath to posterity.” Similar methods were known in precolonial Africa—for example, the use of cowrie shells in the Kingdom of Dahomey (present day Benin) or yams among the Igbo people (of today’s Nigeria)—where this object-counting approach also served to avoid a taboo on counting people directly. Such methods of enumeration require no writing.5


In fact, proto-literate societies could conduct censuses of great complexity. The Inka, who dominated Andean America at the time of the Spanish conquest in the fifteenth century CE, recorded elaborate census statistics in connection with taxation, despite lacking what we would recognize as writing. Instead they used knots tied in complex bundles of colored strings called khipu to encode information. Of the thousand khipu that exist in museums today, two-thirds contain numerical data, and at least fifty are thought to pertain to censuses. Unfortunately, our understanding of them is fragmentary. We know how numbers were represented: a decimal system in which a knot with three turns, for example, represents a three (or a thirty or three hundred, depending on position). But we have no understanding of how nonnumerical attributes—for example thread material, spinning technique, color, and left-or right-handedness of knots—should be interpreted. So confirming that any individual khipu contains census data is generally impossible.6






[image: image]

The Inka empire used khipu, arrangements of knotted cords, for recording census results. Although hundreds of khipu survive, most have not been decoded, including this one, which dates from between 1430 and 1530 CE. (British Museum Am1907,0319.286)







Much of what we know of Inka census-taking procedure comes from later colonial accounts. Martín de Murúa, a seventeenth-century chronicler of Peru, wrote:




They sent every five years quipucamayos [khipu-keepers], who are accountants and overseers, whom they call tucuyricuc. These came to the provinces as governors and visitors, each one to the province for which he was responsible and, upon arriving at the town he had all the people brought together, from the decrepit old people to the newborn nursing babies, in a field outside town, or within the town, if there was a plaza large enough to accommodate all of them; the tucuyricuc organized them into ten rows [“streets”] for the men and another ten for the women. They were seated by ages, and in this way they proceeded….7





If the Inka did not require writing to enumerate their population, believed to be ten million when the Spanish arrived, why should the Sumerians? Indeed, many of the earliest preserved examples of Sumerian record keeping relate to accounting. Even before 4000 BCE, clay tokens were used to count, record, and communicate quantities of goods. It doesn’t seem such a leap to apply methods of accounting to people.


Yet without written evidence, such early censuses remain highly speculative. (In particular, one oft-repeated claim, dating the “first census” to 3800 BCE in Babylon, seems to have resulted from a misinterpretation by an overzealous early twentieth-century statistician.8) Censuses are inherently abstract and—the Inkan quipu notwithstanding—needn’t leave much in the way of physical artifacts, so archaeology can only take us so far. To confirm the invention of the census, we have to await the development of writing—of history itself. Even then, the earliest reports of censuses come not in contemporary accounts but in later (though still ancient) histories, written centuries after the events they narrate.
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The earliest censuses suggested in writing come not from Mesopotamia but from another wellspring of civilization, China’s Yellow River valley. Like Mesopotamia, it provided ideal conditions for settled agriculture, with similar rich alluvial soil. But the floods that gave life could just as easily take it. In Chinese legend, the defining battles of the nation’s first dynasty were against nature itself: the mighty Yellow River. The war was finally won around 2100 BCE, under the emperor Yu, a mythological figure awarded the epithet “the Great” for his efforts. Whereas his predecessors had tried and failed to dam the river, Yu succeeded by diverting its waters into irrigation channels. Yu is also credited, in Han era (206 BCE–220 CE) histories, with the first census of the Chinese people. It’s quite plausible that the massive earthworks required for early Chinese flood control did demand some sort of headcount, but Yu’s census, and its traditional total of 13,553,923 people, is almost certainly a later embellishment. Modern estimates put China’s population in that era at no more than 4–5 million.9


By the time of the Zhou dynasty in the first millennium BCE—moving from the period of myth to verifiable history—we find the census an established institution of Chinese government. It was a vital part of the machinery of a state that, influenced by Confucianism, emphasized good government, peace, prosperity, virtue, and justice, principles that were given force by a hierarchical bureaucracy and elaborate record keeping.10


Confucius himself was said to deeply respect the census. The Analects record that, when passing “one bearing the tables of population” upon the road, he would bow forward, in veneration, “to the crossbar of his carriage.” Similarly, the emperor himself was said to receive the tables kneeling. Confucian philosophy held that good government would attract citizens through migration, and so the census count was a judgment on not only the prosperity of the state but also the quality of the administration.11


While premodern censuses are sometimes dismissed as simple exercises, focused solely on enforcing obligations of taxation and conscription, the Chinese counts were used for more than this. Xu Gan, a philosopher in the Confucian school, wrote an essay on population around 200 CE and included taxation and conscription among a longer list of census uses that included “apportioning land for fields and dwelling areas,” “manufacturing implements and utensils,” “regulating emoluments and salaries,” and “raising numbers of people for hunting and corveé service,” as well as legal and ritual practices. These functions—allocation of land, planning of manufacturing, regulation of the economy—go beyond individual obligations and echo the broader purposes described in modern justifications of the census. “Does the significance of population figures, then,” Xu asked, “lie just in checking the numbers of people?” (Clearly not.)12


These early Chinese censuses appear also to have been remarkably inclusive. Most ancient censuses counted only adult male citizens. But according to one early twentieth-century researcher, the Zhou census counted everyone “from the babe who has teeth up to the man.” And it seems to have included both men and women, with documents reporting sex ratios for various provinces.13


What the earliest Chinese censuses did not produce—or at least, did not leave to posterity—is reliable population counts. Totals range up to thirty million in 333 BCE and back down to five million in 200 BCE. Since the census was linked to tax collection, underreporting is supposed to have varied as the tax burden rose and fell. Ancient China’s vast expanse—not as great as its modern extent, but still around one million square miles—required decentralized governance, and this created opportunities for misreporting. A local official might, for example, downplay the number of households in his purview, submitting only a fraction of the tax collected and pocketing the rest.14


This sort of problem was not unique to China. Formal civic obligations became more complex as states grew physically larger and more populous. While population data was used for many purposes, as Xu Gan observed, it tended to be these individual obligations that determined the structure of census taking. Taxation, in particular, was a complex business. Even in a preindustrial economy there were many choices: a direct tax could be assessed on headcount, on the value of land and other property, or as a share of output (what we would today call a poll tax, wealth tax, or income tax respectively). Assessment of a tax liability and collection of the tax itself might be separated, occurring on different cycles. Collection might be delegated to regional leaders or sold as a concession to private interests. These choices were constrained by and, in turn, influenced the political structures a state adopted.


Perhaps the only common feature across ancient censuses is that they were not constructed for the benefit of historical demographers, who now struggle to make sense of the population totals they reveal. Statistical accuracy, in the modern sense, was not the point.
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Back in Mesopotamia, Sumerian culture continued to dominate for over two thousand years. Eventually it gave way to other civilizations, first to the Babylonians and then, in 911 BCE, to the rising Neo-Assyrian Empire. Over the two centuries that followed, the Assyrians swept across Mesopotamia, eventually reaching the Dead Sea and a pair of western kingdoms where a new, distinct ethnic group was taking shape, possessed of its own census mythology: the Israelites.


This was not a happy meeting. The Kingdom of Israel was destroyed, while its twin to the south, the Kingdom of Judah, survived as a client state of the empire, a fragile preserve of Israelite culture. A century later, Assyria itself collapsed, and around 600 BCE Judah fell to a new Babylonian empire. Its people were driven into exile, where they began to document the stories of their early history. These tales would eventually become the Torah—or, for Christians, the Old Testament Pentateuch books: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.


That, at least, is the modern historical consensus; the Torah itself tells a rather different story. After the familiar drama of Creation subsides, its main narrative is the Exodus, the foundational myth of the Jewish people, traditionally dated to around 1500 BCE. The Israelites had taken refuge from famine in Egypt, invited by the Pharaoh. There, an original band of seventy had grown to a population of perhaps a few million—a nation—over the span of just 430 years. This very rapid population growth—comparable with the early American colonies or parts of sub-Saharan Africa today—did not go unnoticed by the Egyptians. Feeling threatened, they enslaved the Israelites. It fell to a new leader, Moses, to lead his people to freedom in the Sinai wilderness.15


Rather than recounting in detail the presumably monotonous desert journey, the authors of Exodus and Leviticus use this period as an opportunity to establish laws and customs for Jewish life, including most famously the Ten Commandments, and somewhat less prominently, instructions for taking a census. Unfortunately for modern interpreters, and to the confusion of later religious authorities, these instructions lack the straightforward clarity of the Commandments. A census, Exodus notes, should be of those age twenty and older. Each person should pay, as a “ransom for his life,” a sum of half a shekel, so that “no plague will come on them” (30:11–16, New International Version). This money should go to the Tabernacle, the portable shrine that God instructs the Israelites to construct in the desert.


Does all this imply, as it was later interpreted, that numbering a population is innately sinful, or the prerogative of God alone, with the tax an atonement in place of punishment? Or is the collection of this tax actually the reason for the census—prudent fiscal management, a balanced-budget measure to defray Tabernacle construction costs? (Crimson fabric and gold clasps could not have come cheap in the desert.) But if so, was it permitted to take a census for purposes less sacred? These ambiguities would have far-reaching consequences.16


The interpretive difficulties then compound, because the earliest counts actually described in scripture seem to ignore the Exodus prescription entirely. The first appears in Chapter 1 of the aptly named Book of Numbers (1:2–3, in the lyrical translation of the King James version):17




Take ye the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, after their families, by the house of their fathers, with the number of their names, every male by their polls;


From twenty years old and upward, all that are able to go forth to war in Israel: thou and Aaron shall number them by their armies.





The census is taken, and the counts reported, by tribe. It is taken not as a tax measure but as a military census, a muster, preparation for anticipated resistance as the Israelites moved into the Promised Land. This rather earthbound purpose stands in stark contrast with the description in Exodus; moreover no atonement or ransom is made. And yet no plague follows. But then this census was a direct command to Moses from God, perhaps overriding the law.


Whatever its legal status, the Numbers census is certainly a historical—and statistical—fiction. The population total given is highly implausible: 603,550 men over the age of twenty, implying a total population of 2 to 3 million. By comparison, the Sinai peninsula today, part of Egypt, supports a population of around 1.4 million. It would not have been easy for millions of people to spend decades there without leaving any archaeological evidence. While a distinct Israelite people may just about have existed by 1500 BCE, they were likely living near the Jordan river, unmolested by Egyptian slavers.18


Suppose we dismiss the Exodus story—Moses, after all, seems no more a historical figure than Yu the Great—but optimistically imagine that the census took place in the region of the future Kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Even then, two or three million is far too high a number; modern demographers estimate a Jewish population of perhaps ten thousand at that time. What then, explains this ostentatiously exact yet wildly inaccurate passage of Judeo-Christian scripture?19


The Old Testament is, of course, prone to numerical exaggeration. By its account, the world was made in six days. Methuselah lived 969 years. Moses himself lived to a generous 120. Scholars and adherents alike have invented theories to rationalize these numerical oddities: errors in interpretation, erroneous transcription, symbolic rather than literal significance.


In the case of the Numbers census, the most enticing theory assumes a mistranslation. The Hindu-Arabic numerals we now use, including the crucial digit zero, had not yet been invented when the Torah was written, so the numbers in Numbers were spelled out: six hundred and three thousand, five hundred and fifty. In Hebrew, as in English, a word may have multiple meanings, distinguished by context. And Torahic Hebrew—like modern Arabic—did not record vowels, increasing the scope for confusion. Taking all this into account, some scholars believe that, for the word translated above as thousand, a better translation would be contingent or troop. Under this interpretation, the tribe of Reuben would comprise not 46,500 men, as usually translated, but 46 troops totaling 500 men. Applying this reasoning to each of the twelve tribes produces a total of around 600 troops containing 5,550 adult men—for a total population in the tens of thousands.20


This theory, while elegant, does not resolve all the internal inconsistencies, and it remains entirely possible that the numbers are simply ahistorical: symbolic at best and meaningless at worst. The Torah was written at a time with looser standards of numeracy, and a few questionable census results are hardly the least plausible element in a story that involves parting seas and rivers of blood.21


Indeed, rather than having absolute significance, this first biblical population total is probably meant to be read in relation to the second recorded census, which comes forty years later and gives—unexpectedly—a slightly smaller count. Previously so fruitful, Israelite fertility has collapsed. But in narrative context, it makes sense. The generation of Moses, lacking in faith, have been condemned by God to die in the desert; only their children will be permitted to reach the land of milk and honey. The demographic stall, echoing the physical stranding of the people, is a somewhat nerdy object lesson in disloyalty.22


The census law of Exodus, so far forgotten, does finally resurface, during the reign of King David, some five hundred years later. The story is told twice—in 2 Samuel and in 1 Chronicles—and the two versions agree in almost all the details. David, king of a now-united Israel and Judah, instructs his commander, Joab, to count the people, once again in order to raise an army. Joab, perhaps wary of the Exodus law, objects but is overruled. After traveling the kingdom for nine months, he returns with a tally of 1.3 million able-bodied men. On hearing this pronouncement, David, suddenly and inexplicably enlightened about his sin, begs forgiveness. God, improvising somewhat, offers David a choice of punishments: three years of famine, three months of defeat by enemies, or three days of plague. David chooses plague. Seventy thousand people die. On all this, the two versions concur. But there is one important disagreement: in the first, it is God who inspired David’s census, making the divine retribution seem rather arbitrary and unfair. But in the second, the instigator is revealed to be not God but Satan.23


This catastrophic count drew, for the first but not the last time, a dark cloud over census taking. With the Torah itself offering no definitive guidance, religious authorities developed various hair-splitting interpretations to avoid direct headcounts. If one followed the Exodus instructions precisely, some argued, it would be the half-shekels, and not the people, that were counted. A variant of this argument allowed the counting of body parts—noses, for example—ostensibly in place of the individuals to whom those parts were attached.


But with so many layers of often contradictory guidance on when enumeration was and was not permissible, many Jewish—and later Christian—communities prudently treated the census as taboo. The example of King David was not forgotten: if a census may actually be the devil’s work, then it is probably best avoided altogether. Over the next millennium, “the number of the children of Israel” grew to be “as the sand of the sea,” as God had promised Hosea (and Jacob before him). But as they multiplied, they remained safely uncounted, like the sand itself, “which cannot be measured nor numbered” (Hosea 1:10).24
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Another account of an ancient census in the Near East, less detailed but more believable for that, comes again from Herodotus. According to his Histories, Egypt conducted an annual census under the pharaoh Amasis II, in the mid-sixth century BCE, around the time the Torah was being written down. Amasis, who reigned for over forty years, “laid it down as a law of the land that each Egyptian, every year, should make a declaration before the governor of his province as to how he derived his living.” Omitting to make the declaration was punishable by death. Herodotus applauded these measures, observing that Egypt had reached the height of its wealth under Amasis’s rule. The shine of this gilded age rubbed off on the census law itself: Herodotus claimed that Solon of Athens, a reforming lawmaker, took the Egyptian law and imposed a similar one upon Athenians. “Long may it remain in force,” Herodotus wrote, “for, as a law, it can hardly be bettered.”25


Greek philosophers, too, were interested in issues of population, with Plato and Aristotle both writing on the topic in the mid-fourth century BCE. Plato argued that the ideal city-state should have 5,040 citizens (that is, male heads of household): large enough for economic self-sufficiency and defense but small enough for constitutional government. He chose 5,040 exactly because it contains “the greatest and most regular and unbroken series of divisions,” meaning that it can be divided evenly in many different ways (modern mathematicians call this a highly composite number). Of these, Plato dwelt particularly on the twice-possible subdivision into twelve (5040 = 12 x 12 x 35). He saw this as useful for social organization. Moreover, the number 12 had special significance to the Greeks, as it did in many ancient cultures. (We retain some of this today: for example, 12 hours on a clock and 12 months in a year.) Presumably he would have approved of the modern reinterpretation of Numbers, which counts 5,000-odd adult male Israelites arranged in 12 tribes. Plato’s reasoning is a good reminder that mystical, numerological concerns probably distort many early population counts.26
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If Amasis’s Egypt was, as Herodotus claimed, an exporter of the census idea, then the most important importer was a city-state on the banks of the Tiber, in central Italy. Romans adopted the census late in the city’s regal period, shortly before the more familiar republic was declared in 509 BCE. They gave the procedure the name we now use (from the Latin cēnsēre, “to assess”), made it fundamental to their social order, and spread it yet further as their territory grew.


Rome then was not yet the vast empire it would become. At the dawn of the republic, there were around a hundred thousand Romans (excluding slaves), mostly practicing agriculture outside the city, with perhaps twenty-five thousand true city-dwellers. Later Romans gave credit for the invention of the census, as they knew it, to the penultimate king, Servius Tullius. But if the census began in regal times, it was probably as a simple enumeration of military-age men, not unlike the Israelite censuses. It took centuries to develop into the elaborate ritual that marked the height of the republic. By the second century BCE, the census—and the two censors who performed it—had a place of power and centrality unmatched in any civilization before or since.27


A twenty-first-century aspirant to the American presidency might serve in the military or join a school board before rising through state politics, and perhaps a US Senate seat, and then finally making a tilt at the highest office. Similarly in the Roman Republic, an aspiring politician would occupy a sequence of public offices known as the cursus honorum (course of offices). It too began with military service, passing through successively senior positions before finally reaching consul, the most powerful executive office in the Republic. But the cursus did not end there: the most senior office, generally held only after the consulship, was that of censor.


The censorship was not directly powerful, as the consulship was; censors did not hold imperium, the power of military or judicial command. Nevertheless, it was the most highly esteemed of the ordinary offices of state. We might think of it as an emeritus position, as today former presidents or prime ministers occasionally lend their moral and political weight to diplomatic efforts or special commissions.


But the censors’ role was not merely advisory. They determined each Roman citizen’s position in an elaborate class hierarchy. This, in turn, dictated how that citizen and his family lived: how he could dress, how the law treated him, and how he could exercise political power. Over time, as Rome evolved, the old ancestral division between patricians and plebeians grew less important, largely supplanted by an economic hierarchy assessed during the census, with rank determined by the value of a man’s property. This was originally assumed to reflect his ability to contribute militarily, but even as the connection to military service weakened over time, the system of property qualifications remained.


The highest classes were senators and equites (knights), who had to demonstrate property worth something like five hundred years of wages for a foot soldier. Then came five classes of commoner, the highest of whom might also serve as cavalry, and the lower four, with diminishing wealth requirements, as infantry. At the bottom was the proletariat, the capite censi, literally “those counted by head” and not by wealth, of which they had little or none. (Below even those were foreigners—which in 200 BCE meant mostly Italians living outside the immediate vicinity of the city of Rome—and slaves. Neither group was counted in the census.)


In principle, this stratification of Roman society was performed every five years. The two censors, once appointed, would assemble in a building on Rome’s Field of Mars. Their dress, the toga praetexta with its broad purple stripe, would distinguish them from the masses, as would the ivory-clad curule chair upon which each sat, a symbol of office. First the auspices would be read, to confirm that the census had divine approval. Then each head of household would be called upon, in turn, to make his declaration. He would give his full name, that of his father—or patron, in the case of a freed slave—and his age. He would report his marital status and, if applicable, the name of his wife and the number, names, and ages of his children. He would then move on to an account of his property. This would proceed by tribe until it was complete. Reported penalties for absence vary from imprisonment through stripping of citizenship, sale into slavery, and even death.28
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The Domitius Ahenobarbus relief is believed to date from about 100 BCE and to depict the taking of the Roman census. The full relief is nearly twenty feet long and shows, in addition, the lustrum (the animal sacrifice that marked the close of the census). (Musée du Louvre, LL 399 / Ma 975. Photo credit: Marie-Lan Nguyen / Wikimedia Commons.)







The censors were appointed for an eighteen-month term, and sheer logistics suggest the count must have taken most of this. At its close a total would be announced, and an animal sacrifice—the lustrum—performed for the purification of the Roman people. Over time, the word lustrum came to refer to the whole census procedure and eventually to the five-year period itself. While lustrum did not enter modern English as its Latinate siblings—decade, century, millennium—did, the “quinquennial” (also meaning five-yearly) censuses of countries like Australia, Canada, and New Zealand reflect these classical origins.


The census assessment was far from perfunctory. Romans’ fortunes could, and did, rise and fall based on the censors’ discretion. As well as fiscal assessors, the censors were moral arbiters in all aspects of Roman life, a potentially intrusive role from which the modern meaning of “censorship” derives. Gellius, a Roman writer in the second century CE, recounts an anecdote in which an unnamed, especially humorless, censor interviews a citizen:29




The man who was to take the oath was a jester, a sarcastic dog, and too much given to buffoonery. Thinking that he had a chance to crack a joke, when the censor asked him, as was customary, “Have you, to the best of your knowledge and belief, a wife?” he replied: “I indeed have a wife, but not, by Heaven! such a one as I could desire.” Then the censor reduced him to a commoner for his untimely quip, and added that the reason for his action was a scurrilous joke made in his presence.





This may have been the first recorded joke at a census, but it was not the last. In 2001, in one of the earliest examples of a viral internet phenomenon, people all over the world listed Jedi, a monastic order from the fictional Star Wars universe, as their religion on population censuses: twenty-one thousand in Canada, fifty-three thousand in New Zealand, seventy thousand in Australia, and over four hundred thousand between England, Wales, and Scotland. For some, this reflected a genuine objection to the census or the religion question in particular (although in Australia and Britain the question was optional, and New Zealand provided a specific option to “object to answering this question”). But most participants presumably saw it as a harmless stunt. In response, statistical authorities around the world could do little but issue warning press releases and feign annoyance. More than a few national statisticians may have wished they retained the punitive powers of their Roman predecessors.30






[image: image]








Over the next two centuries, the territory controlled by Rome continued to grow, incorporating most of the Mediterranean coast. While living under Roman rule, the inhabitants of these newly incorporated provinces did not automatically become citizens, although citizenship did expand gradually. But even as Rome’s power abroad grew—adding Gaul and Egypt in mid-first century BCE—the republican political system at home was in crisis. In 27 BCE Octavian—soon to be styled Augustus “the Illustrious”—took sole power, inaugurating a new regime: the Roman Empire.


Governance of the empire remained relatively decentralized. Romans tended to preserve local administrative practices in conquered territories if possible. So while the reign of Augustus saw census taking spread across the empire, it varied in form. It probably bore little resemblance to the elaborate ritual conducted in the capital, focusing primarily on tax collection rather than social hierarchy. Some provinces—Egypt, for example—had conducted headcounts before Roman conquest, and these were coopted to collect Roman taxes. In some places, taxation was based primarily on population; in others it reflected wealth or income. These different taxes likely resulted in different census-taking procedures. Nor is it certain that every province had something like a census.31


Consequently, there is no record of the complete population of the Roman Empire during the reign of Augustus. There are, however, partial counts. Prior to his death, Augustus left a list of his achievements, to be inscribed and distributed throughout the empire. It was titled Res Gestae Divi Augusti—“Deeds of the Divine Augustus.” Although the original has been lost, many contemporary copies were made, and some remain, including an almost-complete inscription on the walls of a temple in Ankara, Turkey. It lists many diverse achievements of the emperor, but early among them, that he ordered three censuses, in 28 BCE, 8 BCE, and 14 CE, recording growth from 4,063,000 to 4,937,000 over the period. (As in the Confucian tradition, we can assume that Augustus thought this increase a reflection of his wise rule.) The text makes it clear that these were censuses of citizens only, but the first of these totals is four times higher than the last such totals reported under the republic, only forty years earlier. To explain this, some scholars have argued that adult women must now have been included, though there is no direct evidence for this. Other explanations include the expansion of citizenship that had occurred in the intervening period, as well as better counting, a result of the decentralization of the citizen census procedure in the final years of the republic. Either way, it was still only a fraction of the total population of the empire. Including children, slaves, and—especially—all of the noncitizen residents of outlying provinces, the Roman Empire is believed to have ruled over 40 to 50 million people by 14 CE.32


This was one of the largest populations ever to have fallen under the control of a single government in the ancient era, but it was not the largest, even at that moment. In 2 CE, while Augustus was consolidating his legacy, the Han dynasty government was conducting a census of China, now considered the first reliable count in Chinese history. The official total was 59,594,978 people, a number well within the range of modern estimates of 45 to 70 million. It confirmed China’s numerical supremacy, a demographic and political reality that had probably already existed for two centuries and would continue to hold, almost without break, for the next two millennia.33
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Augustus’s forty-year reign spanned the years traditionally marked “BC”—before Christ—and those marked “AD”—anno Domini, “in the year of our Lord.” (In this chapter, as is increasingly conventional, I use BCE—before the common era—and CE—common era—instead.) It is no coincidence that probably the most famous census of antiquity is supposed to have occurred on this threshold, for it appears as the backdrop to the event that gave us this division. Chapter 2 of the Gospel of Luke, in the New International Version translation, begins so (verses 1–2):




In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.)





The translation as “census” is not universal. The original language of the New Testament is believed to be a dialect of Greek, rather than the Hebrew of the Old Testament. The word given in the Greek text, apographesthai, is generally translated as “copy,” “enroll,” or “register,” and a direct translation in grammatical context is “that the whole world should have itself registered.” The King James version uses “tax,” while some modern translators choose “registration” or “listing.” But as the reference is to a Roman procedure, the use of “census” seems as reasonable as any.34


Luke continues (2:3–7):




And everyone went to their own town to register.


So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them.





That son, of course, was Jesus of Nazareth. Logically, this event should have taken place in the year designated 1 AD or CE—Jesus being the Dominus of anno Domini. In fact, Dionysius Exiguus, the sixth-century monk who designed the BC/AD system, seems to have confused his dates, and most scholars today date Jesus’s birth to some time between 6 and 4 BCE. To do so they rely on the 4 BCE death of King Herod, which is assumed to be reliable. Since Herod plays a prominent role in the subsequent story, he must have been alive at the time of the nativity. But resolving this problem creates another, because there was no Roman census in those years.


The Kingdom of Judah had followed a winding path to Roman occupation via Babylonian collapse, Persian conquest, a cameo in Alexander the Great’s empire, and a period of autonomous rule. The latter ended in 63 BCE, when Judah was swept into the ever-expanding fringe of Rome. The political chaos in the capital at that time meant that Roman rule was not fully consolidated until 37 BCE, when Herod the Great, a Jew, was made king of the now-Latinized client state of Judea.


This delegated rule is one reason it seems unlikely that a census would have occurred during Herod’s reign: in Jewish law and culture, the memory of King David’s disastrous census still loomed large. Other parts of the story also fail to hold up. There were no single simultaneous censuses “of the entire Roman world.” Combined with a policy that required registration in one’s ancestral hometown, this would have created chaos across the empire. The consensus of historians is that Luke, in placing the nativity at the time of a census, is simply mistaken. Quite possibly, the story of Jesus’s birth was entirely invented, crafted to explain how a man known commonly as Jesus “of Nazareth” could be the messiah, whom prophecy stated would come from Bethlehem, a village some seventy miles away.35


That said, there was a “census of Quirinius,” a decade later in 6 CE. After Herod’s death in 4 BCE, his son Herod Archelaus was appointed in his place, but the latter man was unpopular, and Augustus eventually replaced him with a direct administrator. The emperor placed the province in the hands of Publius Sulpicius Quirinius, who was already governor of adjacent Syria. On taking over, one of Quirinius’s first actions was to call a census of the province to raise a tax.36


The move was not welcomed by the Judeans. Tribute to a remote imperial government is never popular, but in Judea it was doubly incendiary, since it also violated the ancient prohibition on numbering the Jews. A revolutionary, Judas of Galilee, led a movement in dissent, encouraging people to resist registration. The protest would cast a long shadow. The first-century historian Josephus credited Judas with founding the Zealots, a sect whose antitaxation protests eventually led to the First Jewish-Roman War, which ended in 73 CE, with the fall of Jerusalem. That war in turn began a conflict that erupted intermittently until around 136 CE, when Roman legions finally killed or drove from Judea almost the entire Jewish population. Once again, census taking had led, albeit this time by a long and indirect path, to disaster for the Jews.37
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The story of the nativity, with its time-shifted census, became firmly established in Christian theology as that religion spread. In 337 CE, the emperor Constantine converted on his deathbed, and in 380 CE his successors declared Christianity the official religion of the empire. Virtually overnight, lands as distant as the great wall of Hadrian, on the northern border of Roman Britain, became nominally Christian. The western Roman Empire fell in 476 CE. While population censuses continued elsewhere—in the Islamic world, for example, under the reforming caliph Umar I, who reigned from 634 to 644 CE—Europe witnessed many centuries without them.


Christianity survived the collapse of its imperial sponsor, and while it waxed and waned in the post-Roman period, it retained a tenacious grip on the British Isles. So it was that in 1066, when William of Normandy crossed the English channel to press his claim, he did so as a Christian duke invading a predominantly Christian nation. He was crowned king, symbolically, on December 25, the date the Roman Church had retrospectively fixed as Christmas Day. We know a great deal about William’s England, for twenty years later, in 1086, he commissioned a survey of its land and people. The survey or “inquest”—some historians are reluctant to call it a census, although it is popularly understood as such—was unique in Europe at that time. Its results were summarized, and have been preserved to this day, in a contemporary record that became known as Domesday Book.38


There are, to be more accurate, two books, Great and Little Domesday, as well as a number of related documents scattered through the state and ecclesiastical archives of England. But despite this wealth of documentary evidence, there is no consensus on exactly how and why the survey was undertaken. Historians do not even agree on whether the books were the intended outcome of the survey or an afterthought. The text itself provides few direct clues, and the mystery has energized scholars ever since.39


After the conquest, William was quick to consolidate his rule. He built castles, seized land, and created a new Norman nobility. He carried on the geld, the land tax that the Anglo-Saxon kings had imposed for the defense of the realm. He showed little restraint in quashing rebellions: his northern campaign is traditionally blamed for over a hundred thousand deaths and is reflected in the many manors described as “wasted” in Domesday Book.40


But despite, or perhaps because of, these measures, his grasp on England remained uncertain. In 1085, King Cnut of Denmark threatened invasion, and William readied mercenaries to defend the realm. These men would have required payment, leading to the longstanding theory that the Domesday inquest was—in time-honored fashion—a tax collection exercise. But the invasion never eventuated, and that it would not was probably clear by the time the inquest got underway. An alternative hypothesis holds that Domesday was a feudal settlement, a renegotiation of rights and responsibilities to recognize and reinforce the changes that resulted from William’s own invasion, twenty years earlier: a belated attempt to freeze, in writing, the new “facts on the ground.” More recently it has even been described as a kind of reconciliation process, albeit a harsh one, resolving—or cementing—injustices done over the previous two decades.41


There is contemporaneous evidence—tantalizingly brief—for the survey’s genesis. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the most important historical record of the period, notes that William spent midwinter 1085 in Gloucester, a former Roman city. He spent Christmas Day in “very deep consultation with his council, about this land; how it was occupied, and by what sort of men.” Nothing more of this discussion is recorded. William’s council may have discussed, with relief, the now receding prospect of a Danish attack. Or perhaps the king was besieged by complaints from his advisors of ongoing land disputes, motivating an effort to tie down tenure once and for all. There is simply no way of knowing.42


The yuletide timing, however, exactly twenty years after William’s coronation, is intriguing. Wander into a church on Christmas Eve, and you may well hear the words of Luke 2:1–7, quoted above. Perhaps on Christmas Eve 1085 that same story, told in carefully enunciated Latin, echoed in the chapel of Gloucester’s Kingsholm Palace, itself built upon Roman foundations: “factum est autem in diebus illis exiit edictum a Caesare Augusto ut describeretur universus orbis.” Perhaps William—born the Bastard, lately the Great, and eventually remembered as the Conqueror—spent a restless night thinking about Octavian, who became the Illustrious. Perhaps William, a man of illegitimate birth and uncertain inheritance, who nevertheless conquered a territory four times larger and more populous than that to which he was born, dreamt that night of the Roman Empire, its rise to greatness, and the ever-present reminders of its fall. Perhaps he woke the next day with thoughts of consolidation—and even of legacy.43


Regardless of the motivation, the speed and thoroughness with which the king’s wishes were enacted were impressive. By mid-January 1086, the survey was underway. England was divided into at least seven circuits, and commissioners were appointed to supervise collection of information from each circuit. Existing records were likely used, including listings to collect the geld. Then the commissioners held special sessions of county courts, during which jurors (half English, half French) were summoned to verify, correct, and augment the information under oath.44


The list of topics that the courts aimed to investigate and record was extensive. Ownership of the manor. Population across various feudal categories, from freemen to slaves. Economic resources, from fisheries to mills. Undeveloped resources. All of this was to be assessed at three points in time: the present day (1086) and immediately before and immediately after the conquest (1066). It was exhaustive, and recognized as such. The Chronicle observes, “There was not one single hide, nor a yard of land, nay, moreover (it is shameful to tell, though he thought it no shame to do it), not even an ox, nor a cow, nor a swine was there left, that was not set down in his writ.”45
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