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coming and going
Objective information 

independent, transferable, interpreter neutral,  
“true to nature,” autonomous …
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what then of “making” information?
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the hard work of creation

 "An immense amount of physical and intellectual 

work is needed to create even the most simple 

statistical fact--indeed, the simpler a fact is, 

the more refinement, and therefore the more 

effort, is necessary.  This aspect was noticed 

early on in the history of statistics, not least 

by Charles Babbage: facts have to be manufactured"

--John Agar, The Government Machine, 2003
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Giddens
accumulating/storing

Scott & Co
making visible, standardizing, reducing 

uncertainty

pull to push
from accumulating to providing information
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informational state



state making

515 CofI15 State

 48. incorporation of towns
 53. weights & measures
 55. limited partners
 59. recorder's office
 64. officers of health
 67. surveyors
 69. librarian
 72. register of wills
 89. marks & brands
 90. reporter
 93. conveyances
 95. common law
117. incorp. of colleges
123. assayer

Statutes of California, 1849-50

An act concerning...
 1. public archive
 2. state printer
 3. pilots for SF
 4. comptroller
 5. treasurer
 6. Sec. of state
 8. translator
11. AG
14. Supreme Court
30. incorporation of cities
36. commissioner of deeds
41. notaries
49. lawful fences
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state sanctioned?
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feet ’n’ inches

yards (rods, poles/perches)

furlongs

acres

miles

nautical miles

ounces

pounds (both lbs & £s)

stones

hundredweights

tons

pints

Fahrenheit

dates 6/7

shoe sizes …

“Weights and measures, once established, 

survive the greatest revolutions.” 
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states of information
Bethlehem

Domesday

surveying

registering

storing

pull & push 
citizenship, taxation, recruiting, property
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 "the permanent patronym would take its place beside ... other 

'optical technologies" ... weights & measures ... legal 

code ... cadastral maps ...property registers .. tax code, a 

common currency ... standard dialect,”           —Scott et al
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invisible chains 
"sailors ... trace their family .. .names upon the 

wrist ... If it were possible for such a practice to 

become universal  ... Who are you? ... no room for 

prevarication in the answer ... men were thus held as 

it were by an invisible chain.”         -- Jeremy Bentham,

Principles of Penal Law  [1843]
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“The use of computer-generated bar codes on the 

wrist- bands and identity cards, read by laser guns, 

allow camp officials to monitor the refugees and the 

distribution of rations more efficiently.”                       

— Scott & Co
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"papermongers"
Philip II 1527-1598  
el rey papelero  

Jean-Baptiste Colbert 1619-1683

"the information master"

erudition d'état

1648, Westphalia & Staatkunde to statistics
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The plague is much in Amsterdam, and we in fears of it here. 

Pepys, Dec. 31, 1663 
The talk upon the 'Change is, that De Ruyter is dead, with 

fifty men of his own ship, of the plague, at Cales 

June 30, 1664
We were told to-day of a Dutch ship ... where all the men were 

dead of the plague, and the ship cast ashore at Gottenburgh

Sept. 24, 1664
Thence to the Coffee-house ...  where all the newes is of the 

Dutch ... and of the plague growing upon us in this towne

May 24, 1665
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slow progress

15 CofI15 State
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from pull to push
data mongers: John Graunt, William Petty

1603: regular bills of mortality

1611: incorporation of parish clerks 
counting by "searchers"

1629: other deaths

1728: age of deceased

1837: last bills
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tracing trade

customs  & excise

merchant interests

"apprehension of the wrong balance of 

trade, appears of such a nature, that 

it discovers itself wherever one is 

out of humour with the ministry, or is 

in low spirits."

--David Hume,  
 "Of the balance of trade," 1758
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great expectations
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“the proper method of calculation … would 
give the precise law according to which human 
life wastes … and thus supply the necessary 
data for computing accurately the values of 
all life annuities and reversions.”



pushing and pulling
Society for Constitutional Information
"great advantaged might be derived from a collection of well 

authenticated facts ... in order that the community may be 

possessed of the means of judging for themselves ... With a view 

of procuring the proper materials for such information ... 

country correspondents should be requested to supply ... [number 

of electors, number of resident electors, houses, diminution of 

voting ... what tenure ... corrupt usage]”                         — SCI, 1783

"the duty of every man to furnish himself … with political 

information … public Ignorance is in the interest of Oppressors, 

and public Information the interest of the people"     — SCI, 1795

15 CofI15 State
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statistics

15

Statistics: a word lately 

introduced to express a 

view or survey of any 

kingdom, country, or 

parish

— Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1797

"Statistics should reveal the quantum of happiness in 
a population [and] the means of further improvement."

—John Sinclair
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Scots &  
Statistics
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opinionated statistics
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Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge 1826

Royal Statistical Society, 1833

"the first and most essential rule of its conduct 

to exclude all opinions"            — Richard Jones, 1833

Social Science Association 1857

"volunteer legislators of Great Britain .. brings 

together persons of all opinions consistent with 

the profession of a desire for social improvement"

--J.S. Mill
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official competition
the "incontinent printer"

Parliamentary Commissions & "Blue Books"

wars, colonies, trade

"moral statistics"
poor law
child labour
factories acts
mines
sanitary conditions
Welsh education ...
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unintended 

"Leonard Horner was one of the Factory Inquiry 

Commissioners in 1833, and Inspector, or rather 

Censor of Factories till 1859. He rendered 

undying service to the English working class. He 

carried on a life-long contest, not only with the 

embittered manufacturers, but also with the 

Cabinet, to whom the number of votes given by the 

masters in the Lower House, was a matter of far 

greater importance than the number of hours 

worked by the 'hands' in the mills."

--Karl Marx, Capital
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push & pull
"Our most practical check upon existing abuses; 

and small is the error of giving too much 

information, in comparison of the guilt of 

withholding any."                    — Times, 1828

”It was not wise to give too much information 

with regard to the business they had in hand, 

as it might not be to the advantage of the 

company."                                     — Times, 1867
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government records
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taxpayers 

military eligibility 

aliens 

racial groups 

the poor 

professions 

midwives 

prostitutes 

cars 

'National Insurance' 

social security
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not forgetting
“Here’s my current thought: in some sense money is 
a really weird thing, which can look to 
individuals like a real asset — cold, hard, cash — 
but is ultimately, as Paul Samuelson put it, a 
“social contrivance” whose value is more or less 
conjured out of thin air. Mainstream 
macroeconomics acknowledges the weirdness — in 
particular, makes heavy reliance on the ability of 
central banks to create more fiat money at will — 
but otherwise treats money a lot like ordinary 
goods. But that intellectual strategy doesn’t come 
naturally to many people, so there’s always a 
constituency for monetary cranks.”    — Paul Krugman
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back to government

28

483

1495

2000

Clerks

Spain: 1787  

US: 1790     

UK: 1801     

Year Population Gain

"[An] Enumeration shall be made within three Years after 
the first Meeting of the Congress of the United States, 
and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in such 
Manner as they shall by Law direct."
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tabulating
Hollerith
Electronic Tabulating Machine 

1890 Census 
"This apparatus works unerringly as the mills of 

the gods, but beats them hollow as to speed."

 –The Electrical Engineer,  11 Nov 1891

the punch card
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Herman Hollerith  
1860-1929
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government & business
Hollerith

Tabulating Machine Company

CTR: 
Computing-Tabulating-Recording Company

Thomas Watson
NCR to CTR  to ...
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a new deal
Social Security Act, 1935

"the world's largest bookkeeping job"
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controlling numbers
controlling people
The Nazi Census --Aly & Roth, 2004

IBM D11

Census, 1933, 1939

Labor Book, 1935

Health Pedigree book, 1936

Registry of the Populace, 1939

Blood (high, average, acceptable, inferior), 1940

Personal Identification Number, 1944


