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And yet ... figures, even if they are limited to official staHsHcs (produced and
disseminated with the approval of the authoriHes), permeate all subjects of
research - they are unavoidable ... The challenge of this seminar is to try to
convince people of the need to take hold of them in a criHcal way and to
make them an object of research, to 'make them talk', to use them as
observatories, to shed light on the socieHes that produce them, on the
relaHonships and hierarchical relaHons that are formed within them, the
foundaHons, jusHficaHonsand impactof theirclassificaHonsand topointout
what they do not show or see - knowingly or unknowingly (domesHc work,
for example) - as well as the 'grains of sand', the dysfuncHons of the
organisaHons (the non-responses, what remains ‘unknow') that they reveal.

StaHsHcs, what are we talking about? 

What makes history students run away ... and some:mes others too....



The staHsHcs of the Union of South Africa accompany naHon-building and 
are of great interest for that reason alone. This is parHcularly true for the 
founding period, i.e. the first 40 years of the 20th century. 
The wealth of documents consulted at the NaHonal Archives in Pretoria 
(NAP) has confirmed this intuiHon. 

This seminar begins with the presentaHon of a research program on 
staHsHcs that I am coordinaHng. It conHnues with a few details on the 
subject of staHsHcsand then with a presentaHon of what I found in the 
NaHonal Archives of South Africa in Pretoria, which illustrate the interest of 
studying staHsHcs to deepen our knowledge of the funcHoning of 
contemporary socieHes. 

Work in progress....

Statistics, what are we talking about? 



A Researchprogram:
StaHsHcsof territoriescolonisedby France -

Francophone AfricaXIX-XXth Century

A team spread over two con/nents:

Europe (France, Germany, Belgium, Switzerland)

ANR-21-CE41-0012 Coun/ng in a colonial situa/on: French Africa (1830-1962)
(2021-2024)Four axes: Axis 1) Official colonial sta/s/cs; Axis 2) Banks, currencies
and credit; Axis 3) Labour censuses and sta/s/cs on working condi/ons; Axis 4)
Produc/on and uses of numerical data by economic circles/

Africa (Cameroon, Ivory Coast, Madagascar, Senegal)

An Interna/onal Research Network (IRN) - COUNT financed by the CNRS INSHS
(2023-2027) which aims to found a school of socio-history of quan/fica/on with
partners from French-speaking Africa.

An extension to Anglophone Africa would be very welcome.



We have chosen to take the opposite position to that of a
common one, which consists of bypassing statistics and not
using them on the pretext that they are inaccurate,
approximate and misleading.
Considering that good or bad these statistics exist, that they
have been produced and used, we intend on the contrary to
make them our main object of study, to deconstruct them and
to make them tell us everything they can about the societies
they are supposed to represent.
Statistics appear to us as a particularly rich medium for
illuminating the circulations at the heart of power relations.



The colonial period seemed to us to be the most appropriate :me to
ques:on the sta:s:cal object and to study in detail the image of colonised
socie:es that it reflects and that it partly shapes.

It is a ques:on of examining the rela:onship between sta:s:cs, power,
domina:on and sovereignty during colonisa:on and then during the
transi:on to independences.

It is also a ques:on of examining the con:nuity of sta:s:cal or coun:ng
systems between the pre-colonial and colonial periods and then at the :me
of independence in order to shed light on the legacies and transmission
mechanisms that are at work and to see how these representa:ons shape
colonial imaginaries.

Ini:ally, the research focuses on the period before the Second World War.



A veryshort historiography

The developments of the 1990s, the work of Theodore Porter (1995) and Alain
Desrosières (1993, 2008) have established the socio-history of quan/fica/on.

The analysis of the grip of numbers on contemporary socie/es (Mar/n, 2020) and
that of the consequences of this grip (Supiot, 2015) aim to 'deconstruct' official
sta/s/cs, to clarify their rela/onship with the State ('government by numbers')
and to clarify the rela/onship between sta/s/cs and poli/cal powers (Berns, 2009)
or between sta/s/cs and economic powers (Jerven, 2013).

Since these works, sta/s/cs are no longer approached as simple techniques, or
only through the ins/tu/ons that produce them, but they are understood as
structuring elements of the organisa/ons and socie/es that produce them and
that they influence in return.



… historiography…

The critical approach to classifications provides information both on the uses
of statistics (by the colonial administration and by the colonised when they
take them over) and on the way in which societies are ordered, the intentions
of their sponsors, the recognition and social positions of their producers, the
means at their disposal, the relations between investigators and respondents,
etc.

Through specific fields, some historians clarify the issues at stake in statistics
and point out their partiality. For example, for demographic censuses, see
among others Gerardo Serra and Morten Jerven, "Contested Numbers:
Census Controversies and the Press in 1960s Nigeria". Journal of African
History, or the work of the Nigerian economist Stopler who questions the
relevance of planning without numbers (Planing without number, 1966).

And many others ...



Some clarificaHon on the meaning of staHsHcs

Statistics, not statistic which is a branch of mathematics, are :

• conventions (which imply an agreement on what and how to measure?);
• practices for counting, classifying, anticipating...;
• institutions (financed by taxes);
• People, 'professionals', which raises the question of the foundations of

statistical expertise and the training of statisticians, the positions of the
investigators (missionaries, teachers and gendarmes, pensioners for the
censuses, market control actors for the mercurial, etc.) and their
relationship to power.

Their production pursues specific objectives.



StaHsHcs aim to :
• count inhabitants (to enrol and tax),
• classify (e.g. assets/assets),
• evaluate, control and allocate available resources (e.g. the land register, the

surveyor- one of the oldest professions in the world...)
• monitoring changes in produc:on, living and working condi:ons
• an:cipa:ng and forecas:ng (e.g. demographic projec:ons).

They have been constructed by hybridisa:on, and this was par:cularly true for
the sta:s:cs of South Africa, a Union integrated into the Bri:sh Empire, whose
network was strengthened by the Imperial Conferences and regular mee:ngs
between the Empire's sta:s:cians.



In short, sta:s:cs are figures in the service of the Prince or the government.
In South Africa, the Census and Sta:s:cs Office, and later the department of
Sta:s:cs and Census, was first a"ached to the Ministry of the Interior, and
then to the Ministry of Finance... What does it means?

Sta:s:cs are witnesses and vectors of social and poli:cal organisa:ons, but
also of the pyramidal structure of administra:ons and the hierarchy of
powers. They are indicators of the quality of the transmission of informa:on
and the strength of the hierarchical chain.



The History of South African Union statistics 
(1910-1940)

Presentation of the consulted archives 
Rich archives consulted since my arrival in Pretoria at the beginning of March:
the RSA, TAB, SAB series and par:cularly the sub-series GG (General
Government), SES (Sta:s:cs and Census Service - 395 unclassified files), SKT
(Censuses), MKN (Mines) for the most numerous.

For lack of :me I did not consult the archives kept in Cape Town which relate
the ac:vi:es of the sta:s:cal service of the colony before 1910, but it is to be
done...

It is up to me to convince you of the interest of that study.



The relationship between statistics and power is evident in the British
Commonwealth at the beginning of the last century. Thus, the collection,
production and transmission of data confirmed both the 'submission' of the
Dominions (which were accountable) to the Crown (the symbol being the
standardised Blue Books that had to be transmitted yearly by the colonies to
London) and their resistance, which manifested itself in 1921 through the
refusal of the British proposal to organise a central statistical office for the
Empire that would have centralised all the data in London.

Some general points to start with



A fair amount of correspondence between the director of the Census and
StaHsHcs Office (Pretoria), parHcularly with India, around the imperial
conferences and staHsHcians' meeHngs shows that they make a clear
difference between the staHsHcs of the 'Old' and 'Young' NaHons, the lader
basing their policy on extensive staHsHcal knowledge.



The way in which staHsHcs are produced reflects the dominaHon of the
'centre' over all territorial levels.

From1910andthecreaHonoftheUnion,staHsHcswerecentralised inPretoria
and, to avoid offending anyone, the meeHngs of the Census and StaHsHc
Council were organised alternately in Cape Town, which had a very acHve
staHsHcs service before 1910 (publicaHon of the Cape of Good Hope Blue
Books and StaHsHcal Registers for the period 1821-1909 and organisaHons of
census 1865, 1875, 1891, 1904, 1911) and in Pretoria.



ThreequesHons to the archives 

Firstly: Who makes statistics and how?

Secondly: What do statistics tell us about the economic and social situation in the
Union (non exhaustive …)? What categories are used?

Thirdly: What are the biases introduced by statistics in the representation of facts?

To end with a hypothesis that highlights a paradox. Given the complexity of the
categories used and the lengthy developments devoted to them in all the demographic
surveys and censuses of the 1930s, it would seem that the statistics examined
reinforce the divisions of the population more than they seek to unify it.



The organisa:on was set up by the Sta:s:cs Act of 1914 and its implemen:ng
decrees adopted in 1918. These texts established the principle of compulsory
sta:s:cs. A Census and Sta:s:cs Office was a"ached to the ministry of Interior and
its head reported directly to the Minister.
From 1919 onwards, a Sta:s:cal Council made up of representa:ves of the
administra:ons of the main sectors of ac:vity (agriculture, railways, mines, etc.) and
of the hygiene and public health services met regularly under the direc:on of the
head of the Census and Sta:s:cs Office to define the program of surveys to be
carried out and to determine their methods.
The records of the Council's mee:ngs provide very detailed informa:on on the
program and conduct of the various surveys. The census bulle:ns and survey forms
are a"ached to the council minutes and kept in the archives in the Vital Sta:s:cs
(public health) or SES series, for example.

Who makes the figures and how?



To sumup: 
One Office of Censusand StaHsHcs
adachedto the Ministry of Interior

The StaHsHcal Council             - The StaHsHcal Act 1914 



The organisaHon of data collecHon is partly decentralised: the
Mining Department is responsible for mining staHsHcs, the various
territories for organising censuses ....

The agenda of a Council meeHng in 1930 gives an idea of the scope
of the work.



Statistical Council Cape Town session 2nd April 1930. 
Agenda of the meeting 

2) Chairman ‘Reports
A publications
B Monthly retails sale turnover …
3) Statistics of civil Litigation
4) Agricultural Census Form 1930 and minutes of production Committee
5) Wholesale Price Indexes
6) Retail Price Indexes
7) Statistics of Motor vehicle Insurance
8) Population Census Form - Census 1931 
9) Physical Measurement of citizen force recruits
10) Migration statistics 
11) Fisheries statistics
12) Wine and Brandy Blending Statistics of

Source. AN AS SAB GES 1901 11.32C – 11/32/D (1929-1932) Census 1931 Distribution of native population



Whatdo thesefigures tell us about the state of the 
Union (non exhausHve)?

What is striking is the extreme complexity of the organisa:on of surveys as
soon as they concern the popula:on. Taking racial differences into account
makes the measurement very costly ... without ever being jus:fied.

Thus, in the 1931 census, for example, but also in the agricultural and
industrial surveys...racial ques:ons are omnipotent and rarely discussed
(except in the industrial surveys by the heads of different Companies).

The other point is the difficulty of the par:cipa:on of the territorial
administra:ons in the surveys...



Different questionnaires for  the Census of 1931

Source. AN AS SAB GES 1901 11/32/C – 11/32/D (1929-1932) 
Minutes of the session of the Census and StaGsGcs Council 18-19th March 1935 et suiv.



Where is the NaHonal Unity? 







In addi:on to racial prejudice, weak 
gender considera:ons, outcomes 
related to budget alloca:ons and 
various pressures ... 

Biases



Source. AN AS SAB GES 1901 11/32/D (1929-1932) Minutes of the session of the StaGsGcal Council held on the 
18th and 19th March 1935 

Geographically unequal
knowledge



§ local



Source. AN AS SAB GES 1901 11/32/D (1929-1932) Minutes 
of the session of the StaGsGcal Council held on the 19-20th 
March 1934



Source.  AN AS SAB GES 1901 11/32/D (1929-1932) Minutes of the session of the StaGsGcal 
Council held on the 12-13thNov. 1934



To conlude

Seen from France, one cannot but be struck by the diversity, regularity and quality of
the sta:s:cs produced by the Union of South Africa at the beginning of the 20th

century. It benefited from a rigorous organisa:on, from the emula:on of other
Commonwealth partners and showed the poli:cal will to know, organise and control all
the territories. The French sta:s:cs of the period were much less developed: the
results of the demographic censuses took nearly ten years to be published,
demographic projec:ons were embryonic, and there was no index of industrial
produc:on un:l the 1940s. The General Sta:s:cs of France, created in 1830, had
barely 100 people on the eve of 1940. It had no contacts in the ministries… and I am
not referring to the colonial sta2s2cs of the empire...



To conlude

A paradox, however. While sta:s:cs aim to homogenise and standardise situa:ons
that are by nature disparate, it seems that those of the South African Union do not
aim to unify. Their systema:c presenta:on in two languages is both a sign of a
desire to integrate and to dis:nguish (?)... but above all, by making geographical
origin (Na:ve, European), colour (coloured) or race the pivot of all their studies,
they create categories and hierarchies that separate and divide more than they
harmonise. In this sense, the sta:s:cs reflect the lack of poli:cal will to integrate
what they define as minori:es. They aim to describe an heterogenous na:on.

In the focus on racial differences obscures other inequali:es (social, geographical,
gender, etc.). Am I right?



I hope to have convinced you that what is counted count and that
staHsHcs mader.

Many thanks for your paHence 

QuesHons and comment are welcome

Aker the last slide on  the Stat Sa



https://www.statssa.gov.za/


