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The Global Politics of Census Taking

This book examines in detail the state of the art on census taking to spark a more vivid
debate on what some may see as a rather technical — and hence uncontroversial —
field of inquiry. Against the backdrop of controversy between instrumental and
performative theoretical stances towards census taking, it analyses the historical
trajectories and political implications of seemingly technical decisions made dur-
ing the quantification process by focusing on the 2020 round of censuses, which
have been particularly revealing as activities have been affected by the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing containment policies. Through case stud-
ies of countries from the Global North and the Global South, the book highlights
the consequences of, and innovations and challenges in census taking focusing on
three particular areas of concern — the politics of the census in terms of identity
politics; the institutional autonomy of the census; and significant and transforma-
tive methodological innovations.

This book will be of key interest to scholars, students and practitioners of quanti-
fication studies, and social demography and more broadly to public policy, govern-
ance, comparative politics and the broader social sciences.
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Preface

The idea of this book dates back to 2019, when the International Sociological
Association (ISA) called for session proposals for the Fourth ISA Forum of Soci-
ology, which was originally to be held in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in mid-2020. Soon
afterwards, things developed differently than planned, the COVID-19 pandemic
forced the organizing committee at first to postpone the conference and then to
host it completely online. An initial version of most of the chapters of this book
was presented in one of the overall three sessions on census taking organized by the
editors at the Fourth ISA Forum of Sociology in February 2021. Two sessions were
hosted by Research Committee (RC) 41, Sociology of Population, and RC55, So-
cial Indicators. In addition to these two research committees, the third session was
co-hosted by RC02, Economy and Society, RC09 Social Transformations and Soci-
ology of Development, and RC11, Sociology of Aging. The presentations in these
sessions sparked vivid debate, which may have been even more fruitful in a con-
ventional conference with the possibility of continuing conversations in an infor-
mal setting afterwards. As organizational sociologist Stefan Kiihl once observed:
what people really missed about not being able to attend work-related meetings in
person during the pandemic were informal talks, which are so important for crea-
tive exchange. Looking at the bright side of things, the fact that the Fourth ISA
Forum of Sociology took place in a virtual setting has the benefit that recordings of
the sessions are available online.' The authors of Chapters 4 and 10 presented their
thoughts originally at a session organized by Walter Bartl and Rainer Diaz-Bone at
the annual conference of the German Sociological Association in September 2020,
which was also held online.

The book project benefited from very constructive comments and suggestions
by three anonymous reviewers, based on our proposal to Routledge. Furthermore,
Reinhold Sackmann from Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg, and the
members of his working group, especially, Sten Becker, Jakob Hartl, Katja Klebig,
Melanie Olczyk, Fabian Schmid, Anne Vatter, Oliver Winkler, as well as Katar-
zyna Kopycka from the University of Warsaw, were so kind to comment on early
and more mature drafts of the book proposal, the Introduction, Chapter 10 and
the concluding chapter. We truly appreciate their unconditional openness to some-
times quite specialized ramifications of the topic and the insightful and measured
feedback they provided. We also thank Jon Anson from Ben Gurion University of
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the Negev and Andrzej Kulczycki from the University of Alabama at Birmingham
who generously provided editorial advice during the revision process of one of the
chapters in the book.

There are two types of books: perfect ones and published ones. While the con-
tributors to this volume and we as editors did our best to produce an innovative and
interesting book, it is certainly not perfect. We strived to bring together scholars
from the Global North as well as from the Global South, and we aimed at including
both academics and practitioners. Against this backdrop, we would be happy if it
could be seen as a valuable contribution towards globally more inclusive research
on census taking as well as towards framing this research in a slightly more trans-
disciplinary way.

Furthermore, the idea of inclusive research led us to seek possibilities for mak-
ing the book available in Open Access. This endeavor was finally supported by
funds from the World Society Foundation in Zurich, the publication fund of Martin
Luther University Halle-Wittenberg and the Berkeley Research Impact Initiative
(BRII) sponsored by the University of California at Berkeley Library. We are in-
deed thankful for this encouragement.

Halle, Neuchatel, and Madrid, January 2023

Note

1 https://isaconf.confex.com/isaconf/forum2020/meetingapp.cgi/Session/14810, https://
isaconf.confex.com/isaconf/forum2020/meetingapp.cgi/Session/13695, https://isaconf.
confex.com/isaconf/forum2020/meetingapp.cgi/Session/15368.
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The global politics of census taking
in the 2020 census round

An introduction

Walter Bartl, Alberto Veira-Ramos and Christian Suter

0.1 Introduction

The current slogan of the United Nations Statistical Commission “Better Data,
Better Lives” captures the longstanding and widespread belief that better infor-
mation will lead not only to better collective decision-making but also to better
individual results. In line with this instrumental view, the 2020 World Population
and Housing Census Program of the United Nations (UN) regards nationally im-
plemented population censuses as a primary source of data needed for policy for-
mulation, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. This view has become even
more salient since the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development relies on popula-
tion and housing censuses in order to develop many of the indicators operational-
izing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). While today, more territories
than ever participate in the Census Program, censuses as a political instrument of
information gathering have come under various forms of pressure, which increases
the challenge of orchestrating such a massive global endeavor extending over a
period of ten years. Among the current pressures on the census are:

1 New (and old) political controversies about who should be counted and which
identity categories to apply (if any);

2 The increasing relevance of numbers as part of the indispensable epistemic in-
frastructure of global governance, modern statehood, and public critique, which
has also contributed to making the production of official statistics a target of
political interference, a problem that had never vanished from the UN agenda on
statistical capacity building in the Global South, but has reemerged as an issue
of concern in countries of the Global North as well;

3 Critique directed at the tangible and intangible costs associated with the tradi-
tional census together with new developments in information technology, which
has recently increased the pressure for methodological innovations in census
taking, creating a very open situation, in which the dominant global model is
increasingly facing competition from new forms, which are put to the test in
different parts of the world;

4 The COVID-19 pandemic, which resulted in logistical problems and often the
postponement of national census implementation. The pandemic might prove

DOI: 10.4324/9781003259749-1
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to be a critical juncture for national statistical systems, one that could catalyze
methodological innovations, but also one that could hamper census taking in
significant ways.

While there is little doubt that the census is a principal source of information for
global governance and modern statehood, the instrumental view exposed by of-
ficial UN documents comes up for discussion when we look at the performative
effects of counting populations. By producing key indicators on the populations
to be governed, censuses shape a state’s knowledge in important ways. In fact,
without the cognitive infrastructure of the census and related instruments, the soci-
odemographic reality of a state would not be known, and it would not be “legible”
for policymakers (Scott, 1998). The process of objectifying demographic identities
does not begin when data are published, but already when they are constructed
(Kreager, 2004). The systematic construction and description of standardized fea-
tures of the population transforms the object itself by defining those that are to be
included and those that are to be left out, as well as by classifying subgroups that
might not have previously existed. The numerically generated visibility of other-
wise latent subgroups very often is the starting point for politically contentious
identity politics or affirmative action programs. On the other hand, ignoring exist-
ing social classifications, such as ethnicity, race, or religion, when producing popu-
lation indicators, could contribute not only to a blurring of social boundaries but
also to a neglect of social problems related to particular subgroups. Similarly, while
methodological innovations of census taking are often discussed in purely techni-
cal terms, there is a political dimension to them, since they typically produce new
forms of inclusion and exclusion at the same time. Making these hidden selectivi-
ties of methodological innovations visible is an important aspect of performativity
research. In contrast to this reflexive stance toward census taking, policy formula-
tion and implementation usually treat the results of censuses as black boxes rep-
resenting reality. This paradoxical nature of public statistics led Alain Desrosiéres
(1993/1998) to conceptualize them in a dual way, as constructed and real at the
same time. While situations of reflection and critique emphasize the contingency
of methodological decisions, situations of intervention presuppose their objective
character.

Against this backdrop of controversy between instrumental and performative
theoretical stances toward census taking, the proposed book aims to expose the
current state-of-the-art on the topic and spark a globally more integrative and more
transdisciplinary debate on what some may see as a rather technical — and hence
uncontroversial — field of inquiry. We aim to analyze the political implications of
seemingly technical decisions made during the quantification process by focusing
on analyses of the 2020 global census round from different world regions. Even
though international organizations have promoted population censuses world-
wide since the 19th century and standardization efforts of the UN have increased
since the 1950s (Ventresca, 1995), the census is by no means a global model that
travels without translations. Varieties of census taking can hardly be explained
without careful attention to local practices of categorization and quantification as
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well as social histories of state-society interactions with respect to official statis-
tics (Emigh, Riley, & Ahmed, 2016a, 2016b). Our book highlights the tensions
between international coordination efforts on the one hand and (path-dependent)
trajectories of statehood on the other hand by analyzing controversies and transla-
tion processes mediating these tensions. Therefore, a general research question,
addressed throughout the book, is: How can we describe and explain the trajectory
of national censuses? We follow this general research interest focusing on three
more specific issues that have become particularly salient in the 2020 census round,
and, which, according to our view, make global census taking a more reflective
endeavor than it was some decades ago.

The first issue refers to representing collective identities. While quantifying
populations is known to have important implications for the formation and rep-
resentation of collective identities, the categories of quantification have become
increasingly reflexive and less self-evident. Ethnic, racial, and religious census
categories have become more politicized, and their use or non-use increasingly
requires explicit justifications (Simon, 2015, 2017). A crucial research question
addressed in this respect is: How can we explain the (non-)use of ethnoracial or
religious questions in the census? We analyze the politics of cognition and recogni-
tion as they manifest themselves during the 2020 census round through compara-
tive and historical case studies on Latin America and India in particular (Chapters
1-3), but the cases of Nigeria and Ukraine offer some insight in that respect as well
(Chapters 7 and 8).

The second issue attracting attention during the 2020 census round is the in-
stitutional autonomy of the census in the national statistical system of a country
and the related political culture. Census taking has been considered the backbone
of national statistical systems and as pivotal for democratic politics (Egeler, Din-
senbacher, & Kleber, 2013; Prewitt, 1987). At the same time, there is considerable
variety in the institutional design of national statistical systems (Prévost, 2019).
A crucial research question in this regard is: How can the relative institutional
autonomy of census taking be adequately described and explained? The institu-
tional design of national statistical systems is actually not coincidental with the
politicization or depoliticization of census taking. In many countries — not only in
the Global South but also in the Global North — attempts at political interference
have been made in recent years. The cases covered in our book range from micro
politics of data collection (USA, Brazil, Ecuador, Chapter 5) and outright attempts
at manipulating census data (Nigeria, Chapter 7) to even deciding not to implement
the census at all (Ukraine, Chapter 8). Chapters 4 and 6, in contrast, focus more on
possible ways to deal with a lack of trust in public statistics.

The third salient issue in the current global census round consists of significant
methodological innovations, which rely substantially on new forms of digital in-
formation gathering and processing and are about to transform the classic model of
census taking in forms that have barely been explored systematically. Our guiding
question in this respect is: How can socio-material and methodological innova-
tions of census taking be explained? While scholars in the tradition of world polity
theory emphasize the importance of global scripts and international organizations
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for explaining census taking as a globally coordinated endeavor, this approach re-
mains fairly silent about how methodological and organizational innovations of
census taking can be explained when they do not conform to global standards. In
this respect, more conflict-sensitive and practice-oriented approaches might prove
to be fruitful (Emigh, Riley, & Ahmed, 2020; Diaz-Bone & Horvath, 2021; Didier,
2021; Ruppert & Scheel, 2021a). Our introduction gives an overview of the cur-
rent state of methodological innovations in census taking, as well as problems due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Individual chapters in the third book section analyze
particular challenges, as well as intended and non-intended consequences of the
innovative forms of producing key population indicators through case studies of
countries from the Global North and the Global South. Innovations highlighted by
these case studies range from the transition to a register-based census (Spain, Ger-
many, Chapters 9 and 10), to the utilization of biometric data and mobile devices
(Ghana, Cameroon, Chapters 11 and 12).

With regard to possible consequences of census taking, a relevant question re-
lated to the use or non-use of ethnoracial categories is the way in which it affects
categorical inequality (Piketty, 2022, pp. 175-202; Tilly, 1999). While research on
categorical inequality is crucial for creating an empirical base for debates about so-
cial justice, using data based on census categories might be ambivalent in the sense
that it runs the risk of reifying state categories instead of creating epistemologically
more sophisticated research designs (Monk, 2022). The issues of institutional au-
tonomy and methodological innovation have in common that they both are likely to
affect trust in public statistics, a resource not to be underestimated for democratic
governance (Radermacher, 2020).

0.2  Theoretical approaches and empirical variety of census taking

Social studies of quantification are a growing field (Bartl, Papilloud, & Terracher-
Lipinski, 2019; de Paiva Rio Camargo & Daniel, 2021; Di Fiore, Kuc-Czarnecka,
Lo Piano, Puy, & Saltelli, 2022; Diaz-Bone & Didier, 2016; Espeland & Stevens,
2008; Henneguelle, 2023; Ringel, Espeland, Sauder, & Werron, 2021; Rottenburg,
Merry, Park, & Mugler, 2015; Satnan, Lomell, & Hammer, 2011; Vollmer, 2007).
In a recent review article on sociological approaches to the study of quantification,
Andrea Mennicken and Wendy Espeland observed a parallel growth in and mistrust
of the production of numbers during the last decades (Mennicken & Espeland,
2019). As regards explanations for these phenomena, they cautioned against over-
generalization, but nevertheless came to six conclusions about the nature of quan-
tification processes, which they deduced from different research traditions on the
subject: 1. Quantification is itself an intervention in the world because it constitutes
a new reality that did not exist before. 2. Counting on a large scale, such as in the
census, requires cognitive, monetary, and material investments. 3. Quantification
typically addresses problems of uncertainty, control, distrust, and coordination. 4.
Once created, numbers are often hard to abandon again because they become built
into routine practices and institutions. 5. Quantification is selective and things that
are hard to measure are often left out, which gives the impression that they might
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be less valuable. 6. The observed coincidence of increasing quantification and mis-
trust of it seems to be due to our limited capacity to check the accuracy of numbers,
due to a lack of time, skill or access (Mennicken & Espeland, 2019, pp. 238-239).
While it is certainly true that no unifying theory of quantification processes has
emerged, other authors have called for more rigorous research in order to push
theory development further by conducting research more systematically (Emigh
et al., 2020). An important reservation against attempts at purification comes from
the fact that quantification studies address very different substantial fields. Since
we focus on the narrower field of census taking, in the following, we will high-
light the first steps toward theory building, which often takes the form of develop-
ing typologies for comparative purposes. Against such a background, we will also
discuss the variety of empirical evidence, which has often been gathered without
direct reference to these typologies. Therefore, only a limited degree of consistency
will be possible.

0.2.1 Modern census taking

Since we focus on current census taking as a globally coordinated endeavor, it
seems worthwhile to point out how modern censuses differ from earlier approaches
to counting populations. A starting point for doing so is the typology constructed by
Marc Ventresca (1995, p. 32) (Table 1.1). Examples of historical counts date back
to ancient times. Hence, taking together cases from a very long time period obvi-
ously is a simplification, but it highlights the particular features of current census
activities in an analytical way. Historical counts usually had a practical purpose,
were often extractive, and could be conducted by diverse authorities. When, during
the 19th-century, the census became basically an exclusive activity of the state, it
formalized older social practices of counting, which had provided the numerical
competencies and cultural techniques that predated official state practices (Emigh,
2002). In 19th century Europe, population censuses were increasingly conducted
to gain knowledge about the population itself; they fed into the governmentality
of the state, which began to see the population as the ultimate end of government
(Foucault, 1991). Colonial censuses in contrast imagined the populations to be
enumerated as essentially different from the metropolis, corresponding to exploita-
tive interests in often complicated ways (Appadurai, 1993; Renard, 2021). When
censuses became a separate state activity, it was organized according to formal
rules, and it was conducted by specialized staff of then newly founded statistical
offices (Ho, 2019). These stylized facts should not let us forget that official census
taking required considerable cognitive, material, and organizational investments,
which is, for example, why the first attempts at census taking after the French
revolution failed and could only be realized after the “Adunation” of the coun-
try had been completed, e.g. the metric system had been introduced (Desrosieres,
1993/1998, p. 31). During state-building efforts in other world regions, such as
Latin America, census taking similarly took several attempts before it succeeded
(Loveman, 2014). Furthermore, even if we feel inclined to view census taking as
an evolutionary achievement, the success of census projects is not a given. On the
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Table 1.1 Features of historical counts and modern census activity

Dimension Count Census

Purpose

Purpose Extractive; Monitoring Scientific

Authority Religious; Commercial; State State

Organization

Organization Informal; undifferentiated Formal; specialized
Personnel Non-specialists Professional staff
Content and conduct

Scope Narrow and idiosyncratic Broad and consistent
Population Selective Inclusive, citizen-based
Technique Estimates, samples Individual enumeration
Method Convenience Rational, scientific
Publication

Status of data Secret, private Public

Dissemination Local Global

Source: Ventresca (1995, p. 32).

contrary, examples of contemporary failures (e.g. Pavez, 2020) emphasize the im-
portance of continued investments in form (Thévenot, 1984).

With the official organization of census taking, content and methods changed as
a consequence of the increasing professional and scientific “theorization” of census
taking (Strang & Meyer, 1993). The scope of the census was broadened to include
the entire population of a given territory with experts deliberating about the conse-
quences of employing the concept of de jure or de facto population (e.g. Fabricius,
1868). The dispute of how to deal with temporarily absent persons has not been
resolved yet in a globally standardized manner (Thorvaldsen, 2018, p. 159). An
inclusive perspective on all residents of a delimited territory implied a cognitive
equalization of the population. While individuals had entered population counts
selectively based on certain characteristics before, they were now seen as com-
parable at least in terms of their personhood: “It makes no sense to count people
if their common personhood is not seen as somehow more significant than their
differences” (Porter, 1986, p. 25). From the 1850s onwards, methods of census
taking were increasingly standardized by efforts of internationally active statisti-
cians who began to meet at International Statistical Congresses in 1853 in Brussels
(Ventresca, 1995, p. 61). This professional standardization led to formal definitions
of criteria for inclusion as well as clearly demarcated census districts, and as a
consequence also to more precise census results. During the early 19th century,
the use of census results began to change dramatically as well. Ian Hacking (1990,
p. 2) felicitously captured this aspect of the then new counting practices of state
administrations in the phrase “an avalanche of printed numbers”. While most of-
ficial counting had been kept secret to administrators before Napoleonic times, a
vast amount of it was printed and published afterward. The publicness of statistics
can be seen as a crucial ingredient of trust in a liberal democracy because it al-
lows for public control and critique of policymakers and administrators (Porter,
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1995; Prewitt, 1987; Rose, 1991). The American constitution was the first to make
a census the base of legitimate political representation. Today, the results of census
taking are disseminated at a global scale, implying not only a domestic but also an
international public as a source of state legitimacy (Ventresca, 1995).

This characterization of the modern census can be refined by further distin-
guishing between descriptive and interventionist purposes of census taking (Emigh
et al., 2016a, 2016b). While older forms of counting populations were typically
extractive in purpose, early modern censuses strived to describe the population in a
demographic way, because “populous” territories were seen as inherently advanta-
geous (Curtis, 2002). Descriptive censuses still bore the intellectual traces of sov-
ereignty and mercantilism, the ideologies that attributed absolute political power
to the state and aimed to promote the state’s economic power vis-a-vis other states
based on its population number. However, these early censuses bore little sense that
the governed themselves were changeable through social intervention. Later, in
contrast, state action became linked to the concept of “population” as an aggregate
unit of analyses for which it was possible to identify statistical regularities and de-
sign public policies defining the needs and the welfare of their object (Emigh et al.,
2016a, pp. 49-50; cf. Foucault, 1991). Censuses with interventionist intentions
became effective only after the Second World War, when they were linked to poli-
cies that had broad popular support (Emigh et al., 2016b, p. 52). Comparative case
studies show that censuses vary in their linkage to interventionist public policy ac-
cording to their politicization in public debates, with the cases of the United States
of America (USA), the United Kingdom (UK), and Italy representing a decreasing
order in this sense (Emigh et al., 2016a, 2016b). Broader accounts of the histori-
cal co-evolution of statistical devices and public policy point out that, in the long
run, the relevance of census taking diminished vis-a-vis other statistical techniques
(Desrosiéres, 2011; Radermacher, 2020), an observation that increases even the
need to adequately describe and explain the empirical variety of census taking.

Simplifying an increasingly unsurmountable body of research to more digest-
ible dimensions, theoretical accounts of census taking can be classified as falling
into three main categories, depending on which actors are attributed with crucial
agency': The first are accounts that embed census taking in national projects of
state building or imperial projects of colonization (Anderson, 1983/2006). In these
accounts, census taking is mainly instrumental to the power of the state. Bourdieu’s
notion of the “information capital” of the state is an example of such a perspec-
tive (Bourdieu, 1994) and the Foucauldian framing of census taking has been in-
terpreted similarly, with limits of bureaucratic knowledge having remained rather
unexplored (Szreter & Breckenridge, 2012, p. 7). A second account portrays cen-
sus taking as part of a cultural script of World Society, which developed gradu-
ally since the mid-19th century and became a global standard after the Second
World War (Ventresca, 1995). In this account, international organizations — first
and foremost the UN and their methodological manuals, but later also global fi-
nancial institutions such as the World Bank (Loveman, 2014) — have been decisive
agents of global-local translation of World Society scripts and practices (Mich-
alopoulou, 2016; Thompson, 2016). The third account has been articulated most
recently and was directed against the first two theoretical approaches, which from
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that perspective both appear to be excessively state-centered. Instead, so the argu-
ment goes, it is not possible to explain the historical contingencies of individual
census trajectories without paying due attention to the social history of societies
and to the interaction of asymmetrically endowed societal actors, among which
the state is merely one and not necessarily the most influential one (Emigh et al.,
2020, p. 301). Building upon Boltanski and Thévenot (1991/2006), Emigh and
colleagues argue that actors can construct categories for themselves and can criti-
cize imposed categories. Furthermore, instead of taking the symbolic power of the
state as a given, it is necessary to also investigate the — sometimes contentious —
processes involved in building up symbolic state power (Loveman, 2005). The dif-
ferences between the first two accounts have been leveled maybe too quickly when
they have both been subsumed under the label of a state-centered approach (even
if the didactic intention is understandable). Especially, the manifold translations
of data practices between the global and the national level get lost (Desrosieres,
2000), when the commonalities between the two perspectives are overly empha-
sized. Instead, it seems to be worthwhile to study the “debates, struggles, tensions,
discourses, techniques, material devices, logics, rationalities, values, assumptions”
involved in the international data practices of census taking (cf. Diaz-Bone & Hor-
vath, 2021; Ruppert & Scheel, 2021b, p. 15).

We will bear these three types of theoretical accounts in mind when we dis-
cuss coordination efforts and controversies around census taking in the early 21st
century. The following subsections will address more specifically the issues of
ethnoracial categories, institutional autonomy, and political interference in census
taking, as well as socio-technical innovations.

0.2.2 The use and non-use of ethnoracial categories

Official statistics, and especially censuses, reflect legitimate representations of the
population of the societies in which they are conceived and produced. There are at
least three elements of categorization through which the census constructs group
identities. In the first instance, the enumeration of people requires a (seemingly)
clear setting of social boundaries for inclusion as well as for further distinction
of subgroups. A second aspect is that census enumeration reveals a community’s
size, growth, and often also socio-economic characteristics. Knowledge of these
attributes enters public discourse and shapes relations between social groups (Alba,
2020; Bhagat, 2022; Morning & Rodriguez-Muiiiz, 2016). Thirdly, this aspect can
be further stepped up in a democratic political system, in which group size indicates
power and access to social and economic resources. Then, the knowledge generated
by the census allows not only for quantitative comparisons, but might also fuel for-
mal political competition between communities (cf. Maktabi, 1999; Weiss, 1999).
Like other passive technologies for governing populations, such as registers or
identity cards, the census draws boundaries of belonging. The baseline of census
taking is the definition of the national population as a community of equals as
distinct from other state populations (Anderson, 1983/2006, pp. 164—170). While
social boundaries of subgroups might not be clearly defined or might overlap in
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mundane interactions (Brubaker, 2006/2008), the census enables neat social and
geographical boundaries to be drawn, especially if it uses mutually exclusive cat-
egories that are claimed to be an inherited feature of individuals. In these cases, the
census not only sets quasi-natural social boundaries over time and space but also
contributes to the creation of communities. By creating particular sets of categories
for classifying the population, the census shapes our shared experience (Watson,
2005, p. 249, 329). In order to highlight the constructedness of the categoriza-
tion process of populations that census taking performs, we follow Mara Loveman
(2014, p. 37) in using the umbrella term ethnoracial categories for “any categori-
cal distinction that names or delimits sets of human beings who are construed to
belong together naturally, as a collectivity or community, due to some source of
heritable similarity”.

Despite repeated efforts to standardize the content of censuses in guidelines
promoted by the UN, some topics remain country-specific. Of this data, ethnic-
ity, and race stand with religion as the most controversial and least standardized
categories in population censuses (Bennani & Miiller, 2021). Countries can be di-
vided into those that collect colorblind statistics and those that produce ethnoracial
statistics. The strategies behind the choices of whether or not to collect ethnoracial
statistics can be linked to ideologies of equality and diversity, which are grounded
in national histories and political mobilization. One of the first attempts to capture
the use and non-use of ethnoracial categories in census taking from a comparative
perspective observed quite a variety of categories across nation-states. In order
to systematize this variety, Rallu, Piché, and Simon (2006, p. 534; Simon, 2015)
distinguished six ideological frameworks legitimizing the form and content of eth-
noracial categories in censuses.

* First, “not counting in the name of national integration” emerged in the context
of West European nation-states that imagined their populations as monoethnic
and assumed that existing ethnic identifications would inevitably be assimilated.
Furthermore, many postcolonial states, such as in western Africa, tried to mo-
nopolize the modernization of their societies by negating ethnic awareness.

» Second, “not counting in the name of multiculturalism” counterintuitively de-
scribes reasons for not gathering ethnoracial statistics that are grounded in a
positive valuation of cultural mixing and multiculturalism.

* Third, “counting to dominate” mainly originated in colonial settings in Asia,
Africa, and the Soviet Union, where the imperial power strived to dominate
subjugated groups, but also in large immigration countries, such as the USA
and Canada, where Blacks and Asians were to be excluded from full citizenship
rights until the 1960s.

* Fourth, “counting in the name of multiculturalism” is associated with the in-
creased appreciation of cultural diversity and ethnoracial mixing. This ideol-
ogy is particularly present in Latin America, where positive race relations are
emphasized.

« Fifth, “counting for survival” refers to relatively small national minorities us-
ing ethnic statistics to demand more power and support for maintaining their
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cultural specificity. This type was particularly strengthened through the global
institutionalization of the category “indigenous people” (Bennani, 2017; Walter,
Kukutai, Carroll, & Rodriguez-Lonebear, 2020).

+ Sixth, “counting to justify positive action” refers to the political aim of compen-
sating socio-economic disadvantages of ethnoracial groups; it can therefore be
seen as an outright reversal of the discriminatory perspective of the third case.
Social demand for ethnoracial statistics for the purpose of positive action has
been greatest in the USA, Canada, and the UK.

Despite noticing various contradictions in state practices, the authors were able to
assign particular countries and historical periods to each type (Rallu et al., 2006,
pp. 534-536). However, this should not lead us to expect overly homogeneous na-
tional cultures using quantitative data in the public sphere. For example, although
the USA uses ethnoracial statistics in the census, these coexist with color-blind
explanations of racial inequality (Beaman & Petts, 2020). As a consequence, oth-
ers, who build on the typology of Rallu et al. (2006) as well as on Desrosieres’
(2000) notion of a “statistical production chain”, suggested paying closer attention
to policy fields in which ethnoracial data are to be used rather than to national pat-
terns of quantification (Supik & Spielhaus, 2019). In anti-discrimination policy,
ethnoracial statistics are essential (cf. Potvin, 2005).

A different analytical contribution was made by Kertzer and Arel (2006). First,
they proposed an interactionist view on the link between identity categories in the
census and respondents. Second, they outlined three different models of linking the
ethnoracial categorization of the population to political power.

* In the Affirmative Action Model, the state creates an identity category whose
members benefit from special programs, justified as a way of making up for
past discrimination against this group. In this model, census politics operates at
two levels. First, it creates an incentive for political entrepreneurs to get their
favored group category on the list of beneficiaries. Second, individuals tend to
see the census as a site of identity recognition — in the event that their identity
category is offered in the census questionnaire.

* In the Territorial Threshold Model, political power is assigned to members of
a particular identity category based on the group surpassing a given statistical
threshold on a particular territory. Being the majority, for example, might give
rise to claims for devolved political power, or being a significant minority might
legitimate claims for minority-language schooling.

* In the Power-sharing Model, political or administrative offices are allocated ac-
cording to a formula among members of two or more identity categories. Such
a division 1s almost always justified according to a principal of equality or pro-
portionality. Political offices are likely to equate with actual numerical divisions
within a population. This model is inherently unstable because it leads to power
relations being questioned in terms of demographic change (Kertzer & Arel,
2006, pp. 670-673).
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Kertzer and Arel emphasize not only the political choices involved in creating the
repertoire offered in the census questionnaire but also that the affirmation of a cate-
gorical identity by an individual is a matter of choice. In the Soviet Union, the mar-
gin of slack of respondents awakened the suspicion of party officials and attempts
to control (Mespoulet, 2022). More recently, a similar idea was framed in terms of
practice theory as the “subjectivation” of census taking (Cakici & Ruppert, 2021).
The construction of national identity in post-Yugoslav censuses, for example, met
the challenge that many individuals refused to ethnically identify themselves (Bie-
ber, 2015). Despite incentives for standardization from the EU, the politicization of
the census debate led to a delay in Bosnia and to its abortion in Macedonia (Hoh,
2018). Such an interactive approach seems to be particularly well-suited as a lens
for exploring cases of “national indifference” (Labbé¢, 2019) that limit the power of
the census to shape national identities.

Since the 1990s an increasing global pressure to recognize minorities and the
demand for ethnoracial statistics in order to document discriminatory practices
has been observed (Lieberman & Singh, 2017, pp. 15-16; Simon, 2005, 2021).
Based on a global dataset of 141 countries in the 2000 census round compiled by
the United Nations Statistical Division (UNSD), Morning (2008) finds that 63%
of the national censuses studied incorporate some form of ethnoracial enumera-
tion. However, there is substantial variation regarding the content of ethnoracial
categorization (race, phenotype, ethnicity, religion, language, or combinations of
these categories) following world-regional patterns. Nonetheless, Morning con-
cludes that “the variety of approaches can be grouped into a basic taxonomy of
ethnic classification approaches, suggesting greater commonality in worldwide
manifestations of the ethnicity concept than some have recognized” (Morning,
2008, p. 239). In a historical analysis of census questionnaires between 1800 and
2005, Lieberman and Singh (2017) found that ethnoracial enumeration has been
the modal approach across time, used in 74.9% of their cases.

Throughout the nineteenth century, we find a steady climb toward increased
ethnic enumeration, such that in the first four decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, more than 85% of censuses enumerated ethnic cleavages. Following
the Second World War, however, with a proliferation of new states and per-
haps amidst some international resistance to ethnic categorization, we find
a reverse trend, reaching the nadir in the 1990s, when 74 of 113 censuses
(65.5%) asked questions about at least one set of ethnic categories. This trend
was reversed again in the first decade of the new millennium.

(Lieberman & Singh, 2017, p. 15)

Despite this rather broad recent development, monographic studies on ethnora-
cial census categories exist only for a minority of countries or world regions, e.g.
for Nazi Germany (Aly & Roth, 1984/2004), the USA (Anderson, 1988/2015;
Schor, 2009/2017), Brazil and the USA (Nobles, 2000), the UK (Supik, 2014),
Latin America (Loveman, 2014; Telles, 2014), Rwanda (Tesfaye, 2014), Brazil
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and Colombia (Paschel, 2016), USA, Canada, and UK (Thompson, 2016), USA,
UK, and Italy (Emigh et al., 2016b), Eastern Europe (Surdu, 2016; critical: Mirga,
2018), and India (Bhagat, 2022).

Based on data from the 2000 census round, Kukutai and Thompson (2015) at-
tribute the recently increased use of ethnoracial categorization to the integration of
countries into global civil society measured, first, as the expression of state com-
mitment to human rights instruments on the world stage, and second, as state par-
ticipation in international non-governmental organizations. The Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), for example, has also started
to pay attention to practices of ethnoracial categorization (Balestra & Fleischer,
2018). In terms of national pressures, they identified rights claims by established
ethnic minorities challenging the state as well as structural pressures resulting from
the presence of an ethnic contender group and higher levels of net immigration.
From a world polity perspective, older states were less likely to enumerate by eth-
noracial categories because of historical path dependencies of colorblind census
policies. Also, states with a high Gross Domestic Product may “be less likely to
receive opposition from ethnic groups within their states, given their economic
position and relative lack of deprivation” (Kukutai & Thompson, 2015, p. 59). Yet
historical trajectories are much more complex than the theorem of path depend-
ency suggests. Loveman (2014, p. 4) points out that categorization practices in
one historical period might indeed give rise to political mobilization in order to
achieve a different symbolic order in the census in the next period. The German
“colorblind” policy of census taking, for example, seems hard to explain without
accounting for the “dark side of numbers” during the National Socialist regime in
the Third Reich (Seltzer & Anderson, 2008). In contrast to that policy-turnaround
after democratization, ethnoracial categorizations in many postcolonial states date
back to colonial times (Appadurai, 1993). Rather than representing a simple con-
tinuity of categorization practices, they are sometimes still in use, because they
have acquired new social functions (Balaton-Chrimes & Cooley, 2022). Therefore,
while statistical analyses of ethnoracial enumeration at a global level are valuable
and could still be pushed further, comparative case studies of national trajectories
will remain indispensable if more systematic accounts of historical processes are to
be developed (Emigh et al., 2016b).

Yet, the political and ethical question remains, whether ethnoracial classification
should be used in the census or not. When deliberating about that question, we can-
not assume that ethnoracial categories are time-constant variables. This becomes
especially evident in the changeability of racial self-identification, e.g. compared to
perceived skin color (Dixon & Telles, 2017, p. 409). In Ukraine, for example, many
respondents changed their declared nationality between the 1989 and 2001 cen-
suses from Russian to Ukrainian (Stebelsky, 2009), a trend that has clearly contin-
ued afterward (Veira-Ramos & Liubyva, 2020, p. 211). This change was driven to
a considerable extent by descendants from mixed-nationality couples. International
migration and generational change have increased the interest in the question of
how individuals born within mixed marriages should be asked to report themselves
(Alba, 2020; DaCosta, 2020; Rocha & Aspinall, 2020; Song, 2021). How many
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categorical distinctions should be enumerated for the sake of fitting all nuances?
The historical study of Lieberman and Singh (2017) has shown that represent-
ing ethnoracial cleavages in the census increases the likelihood of group competi-
tion and also violent conflict. However, these findings do not lend themselves to
straightforward policy recommendations for the abolition of ethnoracial categories
in the census. Proponents argue that, without ethnoracial statistics, it would not be
possible to assess the amount of ethnoracial inequality in society and, hence, color-
blind policies are implicitly contributing to the reproduction of these inequalities
and to discrimination (Beaman & Petts, 2020). Opponents argue that data gathering
of ethnoracial categories is itself discriminating and should be reduced or abolished
altogether (cf. Blum, 2002; Surdu, 2019). “Migration background” in Germany,
for example, a category that according to the official colorblind data policy of the
state is not openly ethnic, has been criticized for perpetuating the othering of im-
migrants across generations rather than being a useful analytical instrument for
fighting discrimination (Elrick & Schwartzman, 2015; Will, 2019). In response to
that situation, a government expert commission on integration proposed a more
narrow definition of “migration background” that comes closer to international
standards but also displayed significant disagreement among commission mem-
bers (Fachkommission Integrationsfdhigkeit, 2021, pp. 222-227). Since “migra-
tion background” left experiences of discrimination by Black Germans under the
radar of official statistics, activists initiated an “Afrocensus” to become visible as
political subjects (Aikins, Bremberger, Aikins, Gyamerah, & Yildirim-Caliman,
2021). This exemplary initiative to introduce ethnoracial categorization is merely
to demonstrate that the debate on this issue is still ongoing and controversial (Des
Neiges Léonard, 2015; cf. Simon, 2017).

Chapters 1 and 3 analyze the use of ethnoracial categories in Latin America and
Chapter 2 presents a case study on their use in India.

0.2.3 Politics, the institutional autonomy of census taking and trust

From the viewpoint of world polity theory, transnational scientific and professional
theorizing produces global scripts on how to institutionalize census taking (Strang
& Meyer, 1993; Ventresca, 1995). Diffusion of practices among states is not only
facilitated by abstraction but is also likely to invoke merely ritual adoption. What
is at stake in the relationship between census taking and politics is trust in numbers
and the legitimacy of the state. In the following, we discuss three concepts that
theorize the relevance of census taking for (democratic) politics and facilitate the
comparison of national variation: political interference, statistical capacity, and in-
stitutional autonomy. Furthermore, we briefly characterize the professionalization
efforts of international organizations to ensure a high quality of census taking.
The census is often considered a crucial instrument and information infrastruc-
ture of democratic politics (Egeler et al., 2013; Prewitt, 1987; Rose, 1991; Sullivan,
2020b). In this view, statistical and political representation are akin (Didier, 2002);
statistical representation of individuals is a precondition for their adequate politi-
cal representation and for their acquisition of social rights — as is aptly captured
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in the notion of “statistical citizenship” (Hannah, 2001). Politicians, in turn, fund,
regulate, and supervise national statistical offices that gather information on the
population, their activities and the territory. This information is required for policy
formulation, implementation, and evaluation. At the same time, public statistics in
a democracy should not be perceived as prioritizing questions of political power
over scientific methods (Barl6sius, 2005, pp. 119—134). In the Soviet Union, offi-
cial statistics often came under political pressure to prioritize party ideology of the
future society to be achieved over a more accurate representation of social reality
(Mespoulet, 2022). Since information gathering is based to a considerable extent
on the cooperation of individuals when filling in questionnaires, trust in public
statistics and the quality of the products of national statistical offices is crucial
for a major statistical endeavor such as census taking. Walter Radermacher (2020,
p. 140), the former director of the European Statistical Office declares: “Trust is
the main and overarching goal of statistical governance.” While census taking of
colonial powers created suspicion from the colonized populations, for example,
in East Africa (Goldthorpe, 1952), mistrust toward census taking has also been
documented for postcolonial environments (Gil & Omaboe, 2005) and established
democracies (Hauser, 1973; Seltzer, 1994; Sullivan, 2020b). In a nutshell, the prob-
lem of trust boils down to the credibility of the institution in charge of census tak-
ing. Taking a discussion about the differentiation between politics and statistics in
Germany as an indication, the incipient consciousness of this problem dates back
to the 1860s and 1870s, when statistical offices began to professionalize (Maier,
1959, p. 15). That debate took place two to three decades before the first broader
discourse on the value-neutrality of social sciences unfolded (Beck, 1974). Today,
national statistical offices find themselves in the paradoxical situation of acknowl-
edging the constructedness of data while, at the same time, claiming the scientific
objectivity of their results.

National statistical offices tend to resolve this contradiction by emphasizing the
objectivity of their methods, beneficial to maintaining public trust and dissipating
possible suspicion about the malleability of statistical results (Desrosieres, 2009).
In this view, any doubts about the political neutrality of the statistical agency in
charge are to be avoided. According to the former director of the U.S. Census Bu-
reau, Kenneth Prewitt, political interference can be defined as:

The attempt to gain partisan or regional advantage by shaping the production
of a statistical product against the judgment of a nonpartisan and apolitical
statistical agency. [...] This definition focuses on the production of statistical
products, not their use or application.

(Prewitt, 2010, p. 228)

More recently, definitions of quality in public statistics have aimed to focus on
the adherence of production processes to professional standards and the ade-
quacy of products for serving legitimate — not particularistic — political purposes
(Radermacher, 2020). Risks of political interference are particularly evident where
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data from authoritarian regimes are concerned (Carlitz & McLellan, 2021; von der
Lippe, 1999; Mespoulet, 2022). However, several cases of political interference and
data manipulation have also been documented in democratic polities (Agrawal &
Kumar, 2020; Aragdo & Linsi, 2022; Foremny, Jofre-Monseny, & Sol¢-Oll¢, 2017).

While there are conceptual doubts that a technocratic census, isolated from po-
litical influence and public debate, really is more instrumental for governing socie-
ties (Emigh et al., 2016b), the exact line of such a distinction between legitimate
political demands and illegitimate political interferences is often difficult to draw.
The possible benefit of a certain politicization of state information gathering seems
to lie in its creation of a demand for accountability and a healthy sense of mistrust
toward statistical activities (Lehtonen, 2019). In the 2020 census of the USA, for
example, the inclusion of a citizenship question as proposed by the Trump admin-
istration fueled public debate, because it was argued that it could deter undocu-
mented immigrants from participation and, hence, weaken the political power of
the respective states in the apportioning of seats in the House of Representatives
(Sullivan, 2020a). In the end, the question was withdrawn. Had the question been
included, ironically, heavily Republican states would have lost most from its as-
sumed deterrence effect (Poston, 2020).

In order to ensure the quality of official statistics, the International Statistical In-
stitute (IST) formulated a Declaration on Professional Ethics in 1985 (Jowell, 1986)
and the UN adopted Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics in 1994 (Ljones,
2015; Seltzer, 1994). The latter are based on voluntary self-assessments and peer
review. Although operational indicators for the UN Fundamental Principles were
suggested early on (Vries, 1999), a satisfactory global governance structure has not
been implemented yet (Georgiou, 2017). Parallel to these initiatives, the concept of
statistical capacity developed by the World Bank has aimed to capture the quality
of national statistical systems on a structural level, which has become even more
important as a consequence of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and
the transformative capacity ascribed to the related SDG indicators (Biermann et al.,
2022; Merry, 2019). Statistical capacity deteriorates when censuses or the publica-
tion of their results are delayed or are even entirely suppressed. Both have signifi-
cant consequences for the efficiency of public policy. Budget allocation formulas in
intergovernmental transfers, for example, often refer to population numbers when
they are to serve general purposes. Hence, erroneous figures lead to democrati-
cally unintended misallocations. A study by the Inter-American Development Bank
estimated that, in El Salvador, due to inaccurate municipal population numbers,
approximately 92 million U.S. dollars were sent to municipalities mistakenly be-
tween 2000 and 2007, equaling roughly 700% of the cost of the previous census
and around 27 times the annual budget of the statistical office (Roseth, Reyes, &
Amézaga, 2019).

Recently, Jean-Guy Prévost suggested integrating the action-oriented notion of
political interference and the more structural notion of statistical capacity into a
two-dimensional concept of institutional autonomy (Prévost, 2019, p. 158). Ap-
plied to census taking, the negative dimension of institutional autonomy would
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then refer to the institutional protection of census authorities from political interfer-
ence. The positive dimension would refer to the professional, organizational, and
infrastructural capacity to conduct a census. The positive dimension of the concept
of institutional autonomy is a tricky one: Even if the national organization in charge
is independent in general, they usually depend on the government or the parliament
for the periodical activity of census taking. Parliament, government, and admin-
istration provide the legal framework to conduct the census as well as earmarked
funding and logistical support. Local authorities provide not only logistical support
but sometimes also quality control of census taking. When the census is perceived
by the population as an administrative operation rather than a statistical one, trust
from the population in the use of the data and the confidentiality of the informa-
tion provided may be jeopardized (Durr, 2020). Social scientists working in the
tradition of Michael Mann (1984) and James Scott (1998) have further elaborated
the statistical capacity concept and related indicators, in which census taking is
an important dimension (Brambor, Goenaga, Lindvall, & Teorell, 2020; Cameron,
Dang, Dinc, Foster, & Lokshin, 2021; Lee & Zhang, 2016). While this scholarship
can be interpreted as theorizing that is likely to facilitate the standardized diffusion
of census taking (Strang & Meyer, 1993), how exactly does that work?

Coordinating the 2020 census round, several (parts of) UN handbooks have
been devoted to the governance and management of census taking (UN, 2016,
2017, pp. 44-78, 2021, pp. 11-104). The United Nations Fund for Population Ac-
tivities (UNFPA), the leading institution in support of census taking at the global
level, is present in 155 countries and provided specific support to 135 countries
during the 2010 census round (IDWG-Census, 2017/2019, p. 6). The role of situ-
ated interaction and materiality has to remain open at this point but will be explored
by some of the case studies in this book. They show that the national capacity for
census taking is much more wide-ranging than is evident when looking at the al-
most universal participation of countries. Furthermore, they elucidate the conflicts
involved in balancing the relationship between census information and politics.
Some states have never managed to implement a consistent system for population
statistics (e.g. Ghana, Chapter 11), while others have faced more or less obvious
political interference (e.g. Brazil, Ecuador, and USA, Chapter 5; Nigeria, Chapter
7), and yet others have halted census activities for a range of political reasons (e.g.
Ukraine, Chapter 8).

0.2.4 Socio-technical innovation, privacy and trust

Regarding methodological and socio-technical innovations, world polity theory
againurges us to look for abstract deliberations on this topic (Strang & Meyer, 1993),
while more interactive approaches direct our attention to the role of socio-technical
devices employed in concrete practices of census taking as well as related prob-
lematizations and conflicts among participants. A good part of the innovations we
observe seem to have been developed in response to rather longstanding problems
of census taking. Yet, current socio-technical innovations of information gathering
in the census also create new problems, because they are at tension with the data
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practices of census stakeholders (cf. Diaz-Bone & Horvath, 2021). Methodological
innovations, while aiming to restore or stabilize trust in public statistics, can also
put this trust at risk, because they create new or previously ignored uncertainties. In
this section, we cannot cover the entire range of methodological innovations (more
comprehensive: Baffour, King, & Valente, 2013; Skinner, 2018), but focus on the
problem of undercoverage and strategies to overcome it, register-based censuses
and differential privacy a new method for protecting individual privacy that was
first applied to census taking in the 2020 US census.?

Although censuses are but one of several instruments for gathering demo-
graphic information (Tabutin, 1997), they are typically considered the backbone
of national statistical systems. Up to the 1970s, conventional census taking was
compulsory, comprehensive, total, periodical, instantaneous, and household-based
(Coleman, 2013). Currently, in contrast, there is a key concern of statisticians: “that
official population statistics such as those generated by traditional methods like
questionnaire-based censuses ... are going through a transition and are at a cross-
roads as methods and data sources are being innovated and diversified” (Ruppert &
Scheel, 2021b, p. 1). Radermacher regards the management of Big Data as a criti-
cal current stage in the historical development of official statistics — on equal foot-
ing with former key methodological developments, such as the growth of statistics
as a science in the 19th century and the introduction of major scientific innovations
such as inferential statistics in the early 20th century and the computerization of
official statistics since the 1970s (Radermacher, 2020, p. 3; Thorvaldsen, 2018,
pp- 250-286). New sociodemographic data sources and technological possibilities
for their analysis are an issue for countries in the Global North as well as in the
Global South (Gbadebo, 2021; Kashyap, 2021; Loveman, 2016; Moultrie, 2016;
Prewitt, 2022; van der Brakel, 2022).

A longstanding problem of census taking has been achieving universal coverage
(Skinner, 2018). Despite the current claim of the UNFPA that “everyone counts”,
it happens that some (vulnerable) groups of a de facto population of a state are
not adequately represented, sometimes even due to outright statistical exclusion
(Cobham, 2020; Davis, 2020). A few states have never conducted a full census of
their population. In Afghanistan for instance, the first census of the country was
started in 1979, but was not completed, because of security issues (Askar, 2019;
Simonsen, 2004). Censuses in a number of other countries have left some (especially
vulnerable) subpopulations uncounted or underrepresented. In Colombia, close to
3 million internally displaced people have remained officially invisible for a long
time (Villaveces-Izquierdo, 2004). Not uncommonly, (ethnic) power relations are
behind the will not to count. While itis obvious thatimprovements in census coverage
will require a commitment to further investments in information infrastructure, we
also have to bear in mind that being counted also means becoming visible, which
is not in the interest of every vulnerable group (Herzog, 2021; Moultrie, 2016).
Hence, who defines the categories of those who are not to be left behind?

Differential undercount is not only an issue in developing but also in highly
developed countries. In the run-up to the 2000 census, the USA for instance, had
faced declining participation rates and differential undercount of urban minorities
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(Hillygus, Nie, Prewitt, & Pals, 2006). The Census Bureau strived to tackle these is-
sues with an unprecedented civic mobilization campaign and a dual system estima-
tion that was meant to correct census results using sample surveys of hard-to-count
populations, such as undocumented immigrants (Hannah, 2001; cf. Herzog, 2021).
While the methodological correction of census results was not applied in the end,
the mobilization campaign was evaluated as successful in reducing the differential
undercount (Hillygus et al., 2006). Contributing to a society-centered approach
to census taking, Michael Rodriguez-Muiiz (2017) analyzed how local leaders
have campaigned among unregistered Hispanic immigrants for their participa-
tion in the 2010 US census. For that census, it was shown that net undercount af-
fected young children, while young adults and those above 60 are overrepresented
(O’Hare, 2019). Undercounted are also males, while females display a net over-
count. Whites are counted more accurately than those of other ethnoracial groups,
and homeowners more accurately than renters. Ethnographic research revealed
that the undercount of children was to a large degree attributable to them living
in complex households with nonrelatives, distant relatives, and multigenerational
households, a situation that had not been taken into account in the questionnaire
so far (Schwede, 2022). In order to address potential undercoverage of vulnerable
subgroups in the 2020 census round, the UNFPA committed to advocating for the
inclusion of new questions on migration, disability, and marriage (IDWG-Census,
2017/2019, p. 25). The UN published, for example, a handbook covering the issue
of how to measure international migration in censuses (UNSD, 2022).

While several of the sociodemographic variables affecting differential under-
count are intersectional, the persons represented by them are often concentrated
in certain areas. Yet, space is relevant on a much more fundamental level to cen-
sus taking. Space represents an irreducible dimension of differential undercount
because the modern concept of population is inherently tied to a particular terri-
tory. It implies a sedentary population with identifiable individuals and an address
system identifying housing units (cf. Manderscheid, 2021). It is no coincidence
that the population census is typically combined with a housing census. A conse-
quence of the sedentary population concept is that the homeless require concerted
counting strategies focusing on shelters and particular urban places in order to be
represented (Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 2003; Ruppert & Ustek-Spilda, 2021;
Wright & Devine, 1992). Another consequence is that unregistered housing con-
stitutes a problem to legibility: One reason why attempts at conducting a census
in Afghanistan have proved futile is that the country lacks a consistent address
system (Askar, 2019).

When unregistered housing is limited to certain areas of a country, such as slums
in urban areas, geographic information systems (GIS) tools and digital satellite
imagery combined with more traditional fieldwork methodologies can be used to
gather information and put these areas on the census map (Angeles et al., 2009).
Aerial photography allows for the estimation of the population living in these ar-
eas (Tabutin, 1997, p. 383). Some of the most innovative approaches to mapping
informal settlements use satellite images and learning algorithms (Neal, Seth, Wat-
mough, & Diallo, 2022). In contrast, grassroots citizen science approaches rely
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on building trust among local actors and the state in order to map areas formerly
uncovered by the census (Carranza-Torres, 2021). Recently, the potential of cit-
izen science projects to contribute to SDG indicators has been especially high-
lighted (Fraisl et al., 2020; MacFeely & Nastav, 2019). The UNFPA promoted
hybrid census approaches for also counting populations living in hard-to-reach
areas (IDWG-Census, 2017/2019). Recommendations in the “Handbook on Geo-
spatial Infrastructure in Support of Census Activities” are especially crucial for
census-related mapping activities in hard-to-reach areas (UN, 2009).

Once slums are officially recognized by the state as a problem, that very category
creates an incentive to optimize quantified indicators while questions of quality of
access to public services in these areas as well as problems of urban poverty beyond
these areas may remain neglected (Bhan & Jana, 2013). In other cases, it is the in-
habitants of informal settlements themselves, who take bottom-up civic action to
make their area legible to the state in order to get access to public services (Motta,
2019). Nevertheless, the process of quantifying these areas is not linear, and the
resulting numbers often remain controversial. In Romania, for example, the enu-
meration of Roma, who often live concentrated in particular settlements, has been
a longstanding problem. Some authors claim that the state has rather successfully
counted this group, which indicates also the growing trust of Roma toward the state
(Csata, Hlatky, & Liu, 2021). This assessment is based on an external validation of
census results by an expert survey in 2,800 municipalities. At the same time, others
maintain that census figures are fictitious because they hide several methodologi-
cal decisions that are questionable and respond to interests favoring overreporting
(Surdu, 2019). In 2011, the category Roma was made up of 19 subcategories, most
of which referred to occupations traditionally considered to be specific to Roma.
Hence, the numbers did not result from individual self-identification with the label
Roma, but from post-census coding work by administrators.

The high costs of traditional censuses are of concern to most governments. In
a survey on the 2010 census round, census cost was the most commonly reported
challenge for governments (67%) (UNSC, 2012, p. 6). Innovative technologies
can play a role in reducing the cost of census taking as well as the time burden
they put on citizens. Handheld devices and the internet are the main technologi-
cal innovations relevant to traditional census taking (UNSD, 2019). The 2000 and
2010 rounds saw a decline in the number of traditional censuses from 30 to 24 in
the Europe and Central Asia region, and an increase from 9 to 19 in the number of
censuses using either registry data alone or in combined methodologies (IDWG-
Census, 2017/2019, p. 8). Ten years ago, 23 of 30 European countries disposed of
local population registers, and 20 (except Germany, Italy, and Switzerland) were
developing central population registers — mostly in order to use them in the census
(Poulain & Herm, 2013). In Europe, this shift has been encouraged by the Euro-
pean Union. However, the diversification of census taking has also been observed
beyond Europe:

In the 1990 round, only eight countries undertook an alternative census and
all were located within Europe. By the 2010 round, this had increased nearly
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fivefold to 39 countries and included 14 countries outside of Europe, of which
half were French Overseas Departments and Territories (DOMTOMs).
(Kukutai, Thompson, & McMillan, 2015, p. 13)

Reliance on population registers for census taking outside of Europe comprised
just five countries in the 2010 round: Israel, Bahrain, Turkey, Greenland, and Sin-
gapore (Kukutai et al., 2015, p. 16), underlining the infrastructural preconditions
required for such a transition. Case studies on register-based censuses in our book
cover the cases of Spain and Germany (see Chapters 9 and 10).

The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe has promoted
register-based censuses by studying best practices in Scandinavian countries (UN-
ECE, 2007) and by developing guidelines for standardizing international practices
(UNECE, 2018). Register-based censuses do not rely on questionnaires, but link
information from a variety of administrative registers. Once these registers have
been put into place, a census can be conducted at only 2% of the cost of a tra-
ditional census (UNECE, 2018, p. 2). Furthermore, data gathering would not be
bound to decennial intervals, but become available at relatively short notice. Popu-
lation registers can be considered as a part of state-craft that emerged in the north
of Europe and has traveled from there (Szreter & Breckenridge, 2012; Watson,
2018). Today, the right to identity registration at birth is considered a global hu-
man right, which nevertheless requires individual states to be realized. The civil
registration and vital statistics systems (CRVS) in Europe, North America and Aus-
tralasia perform better than those in Asia, Latin America, and Africa (Mikkelsen
et al., 2015). The coverage of birth registration is generally higher than the level
of death registration. Between 2000 and 2012, in 148 countries and territories as-
sessed, the percentage of children aged less than five years whose birth has been
registered increased from 58% to 65%, and the percentage of deaths registered
increased from 36% to 38%. Various international organizations such as the UN,
the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank are advocating for
investments in CRVS, which would empower especially women and children as a
key to sustainable development (Atick, Dahan, Gelb, & Harbitz, 2016; Harbitz &
Kentala, 2015; Silva, Snow, Andreev, Mitra, & Abo-Omar, 2019; UNSD, 2014). At
the same time, academic attention to CRVS has increased significantly during the
last 30 years (Silva, 2022, p. 3). Research into how CRVS can be integrated with
other data sources, such as the census, has also brought to light inconsistencies
between them, which is reflected not only in technical terms but also regarding the
social processes producing these inconsistencies and their consequences for access
to civil rights. Civil registers are increasingly complemented by biometric technol-
ogies. Biometric technologies of identification and registration can be understood
as “the automated recognition of individuals based on precisely measured features
of the body” (Breckenridge, 2014, p. 12). They are today under the most rapid,
and systematic, development in countries in Africa and Asia formerly colonized
by European empires (cf. Chapter 11; Eyenga, Omgba Mimboe, & Bindzi, 2022).
A prominent example of such a biometric database used for the administration of
social policy in the first place is the Aadhaar system in India (Rao, 2019). Although
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the proposal was there already, Aadhaar has not been used to assist census taking
so far (Bhagat, 2022, p. 32; see also Chapter 2).

New technologies and methodological innovations in census taking also pose
particular challenges to individual privacy. Three risks to privacy result especially
from data mining practices that have become available during the last 20 years:
re-identification, reconstruction, and tracing (Dwork, Smith, Steinke, & Ullman,
2017). While the notion of anonymization rests on the assumption that an explicit
identifier that is contained in a single database is removed, the first type of attack
results from the combination of several seemingly unrelated databases that allow
for the matching of cases based on the combination of information in each row. Re-
construction refers to an attack on released statistical data that contains nonprivate
identifying information. The goal of a reconstruction attack is to determine secret
bits of information for nearly all individuals in the dataset by using a large amount
of nonprivate information. The goal of a tracing attack is to determine the mem-
bership of particular individuals in a given dataset. The risk of re-identification
sometimes emerges because formal regulation lags behind technological and ad-
ministrative innovation. Linking administrative data in register-based censuses, for
example, requires particular precaution against the risk of re-identifying individu-
als after data have technically been anonymized (Christen, Ranbaduge, & Schnell,
2020). While in India, for example, the data collected from the census is protected
by law and is to be kept confidential, hardly any provision of confidentiality exists
regarding the personal information in the National Population Register created as a
household list in preparation of the 2011 census (Bhagat, 2022, p. 29).

In the 2020 census round, however, one of the most controversial debates on
privacy protection did not focus on a lack of institutional provisions, but on a new
technical solution to the risk of privacy breaches adopted by the U.S. Census Bu-
reau: differential privacy (Sullivan, 2020a). Differential privacy means basically
adding noise, and random data, to census products such as tables or (public) use
files (Hotz & Salvo, 2022). Innovative methods of census technology have histori-
cally contributed to broader transformations of societal practices (Ruggles & Mag-
nuson, 2020). In this case, however, the U.S. Census Bureau is an innovation taker
from Big Tech companies. The U.S. Census Bureau has applied different methods
of privacy protection since the 1980s. They became aware that these were insuf-
ficient when the first successful attacks on seemingly anonymous databases were
carried out. The only mechanism that seemed to be safe was the differential privacy
mechanism hitherto mainly applied in Big Tech companies, but on a much lower
scale (Sarathy, 2022). When the U.S. Census Bureau announced the introduction of
this new method (Abowd, 2018) and asked its stakeholders about their data needs
in order to design the system in the most responsible way, “all hell broke loose”,
involving lawsuits being filed against the U.S. Census Bureau (Boyd & Sarathy,
2022, p. 8). Differential privacy is highly controversial because it raises doubts
about the accuracy and usability of data for science and policymaking (Hauer &
Santos-Lozada, 2021; Mervis, 2019). It seems to be clear that many stakeholders
held a statistical image of the accuracy of census data that was basically unrealis-
tic. While former privacy protection mechanisms had also deliberately introduced
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uncertainty, these procedures had never been made explicit to the extent of the dif-
ferential privacy mechanism (Abowd et al., 2022). The strategic use of uncertainty
within the crucial information infrastructure of the state poses a serious challenge
to its legitimacy. A satisfactory closure of this debate in the USA has yet to develop
(Boyd & Sarathy, 2022).

Comparable levels of conflict, involving constitutional court decisions, were
witnessed in Germany, revolving around questions of privacy and the methodo-
logical accuracy of the census (Hannah, 2009; Scholz & Kreyenfeld, 2016). While
the political conflicts of the 1980s related to questions of privacy, the latest political
conflicts related to the methodology of the census in 2011, combining administra-
tive registers and a sample survey of the population (Chapters 4 and 10). Although
the court decision confirmed the legitimacy of a combined census in Germany, the
theoretical foundations of register-based censuses are still in question (MacDonald,
2020; Wallgren & Wallgren, 2014/2022). In contrast to traditional censuses grap-
pling with undercoverage, register-based censuses face the methodological chal-
lenge of overcoverage (Monti, Drefahl, Mussino, & Hérkonen, 2020). In Spain,
the transition toward a register-based census has been completed already in the
2020 census round. Critique has remained limited in scope and restricted to a quite
narrow circle of experts (Trevifio Maruri & Domingo, 2020; Chapter 9; Vega Valle,
Argiieso Jiménez, & Pérez Julian, 2020). It might be that stakeholders still don’t
fully grasp the practical implications of this new census type.

At a global level, diversification of census methods creates conditions for the
development of multi-partner cooperation between National Statistical Offices
(NSOs), UN institutions, and private practitioners such as providers of satellite im-
agery or GIS specialists. Collaboration between countries is also considered criti-
cal. Exchange of information on experiences when testing different methodologies
can help countries to choose the most appropriate method given the context and
nature of national-specific challenges. This is particularly true for South-South col-
laboration cases between countries (Chapter 12), but also for cooperation among
public, private, and civil society actors (see Chapters 6 and 13).

It is not easy to summarize our discussion of theoretical approaches to census
taking and the empirical variety described. For the moment, it might suffice to say
that during our discussion we found the analytical tensions we were able to create
by referring to world polity theory on the one hand and to typologies aiming for
international comparisons or micro-sociological approaches aiming for more pro-
cessual accounts on the other hand rather productive. This productive tension will
be reiterated in the concluding chapter of the book. While we have striven to strike
a balance between these analytical perspectives during our hitherto discussion, we
will now turn toward giving a brief overview of the 2020 census round.

0.3  The 2020 census round: UN-strategy and the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic

The purpose of the present section is to shed light on UN strategies for coordinating
2020 national censuses, to give an overview of the current state of the census round
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and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic as well as describe the applied methods
of census taking. While some countries of the Global North also engage in bilateral
international cooperation and capacity building (Fischer, 2020; see also Chapter
12), we will focus on the activities of international organizations.

As a consequence of recommendations from an evaluation report of the UNF-
PA’s support to NSOs and national governments during the 2010 census round
(UNFPA Evaluation Office, 2016), the UNFPA for the first time developed an ex-
plicit and formal “Strategy for the 2020 Round of Population & Housing Census”
(Jhamba, Juran, Jones, & Snow, 2020). Supporting NSOs in capacity building for
census taking is the overarching goal of this strategy, which is broken down into
several strategic methodological goals that are pursued through established forms
of assistance tools and cooperative actions (Table 1.2). The strategy is embedded in
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and the corresponding 17 SDGs.
SDGs indicator 17.19.2 underscores the specific importance of census imple-
mentation because population data are needed for 98 of the 232 SDG indicators
(IDWG-Census, 2017/2019, p. 26).

In following the statistical production chain all the way through, one strategic
goal that has been highlighted by the UNFPA strategy for the 2020 census round
(Table 1.2) stresses the importance of strategic dissemination of data produced by
censuses. Data should be freely available not only to policymakers, but also to
research and a wider public to favor good governance and innovation. In particu-
lar, census data should be used to elaborate indicators such as those designed to
measure the level of progress made on SDGs and provide Small Area Estimates.
However, such an instrumental use of census data is not always the case, as sev-
eral chapters of this book show. Chapter 6 stands out regarding the issue of data

Table 1.2 UNFPA strategic goals and means for their achievement for the 2020 census

round.

Strategic goals Tools and actions

* Advocacy for use of Handheld devices with * Providing tools and guidelines
Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) * Regional workshops

* Integrating GIS in census and digital mapping * Ongoing technical advice

* Advocating for greater/wider use of * Chief technical advisors on
georeferenced census data census

* Advocating for questions to leave no one * Population data fellows
behind * Operational support

* Advocating for questions on civil registration * Leveraging institutional

e Promoting wider dissemination of census data, partnerships for more effective
while protecting privacy and coordinated census support

* Generating modeled population estimates, * Brokering south-to-south
where needed support

» Supporting the transition to register-based
censuses, where relevant

» Strengthening governance and quality
assurance

Source: Jhamba et al. (2020).
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dissemination because it describes a project at the interface of science, policy, and
civic engagement that aims at building a network of statistically literate actors for
using census data.

In the 2010 census round, 214 of 235 territories conducted census operations
covering 93% of the world population (IDWG-Census, 2017/2019, p. 5). The fact
that the number of territories participating in the census is higher than the number
of sovereign nation-states in the world is due to the separate enumeration of non- or
semi-sovereign territories, a heritage of empires that still creates some ambigu-
ity in international statistics (Heintz, 2012). Compared to the 2000 census round,
the number of territories not participating was reduced from 26 to 21. Social and
political instability was the main factor behind the lack of coverage of the miss-
ing 7% of the world population. According to the UNFPA (2022), the following
eleven countries held their last census before the 2010 round: Lebanon (1932),
Afghanistan (1979), Democratic Republic of Congo (1984), Somalia (1987), Uz-
bekistan (1989), Iraq (1997), Ukraine (2001), Central African Republic (2003),
Haiti (2003), Syrian Arab Republic (2004), Yemen (2004). While some of these
countries announced their participation in the 2020 census round (Democratic Re-
public of Congo, Iraq, Somalia, Ukraine, Uzbekistan), this is not the case for oth-
ers (Afghanistan, Lebanon, Syrian Arab Republic, Yemen); the announcement by
Ukraine that it will conduct a census in 2023 does not seem to be realistic (Appen-
dix, Table 1.4). Often, political or violent conflicts lead to humanitarian emergen-
cies that make planning and fieldwork unviable.

The 2020 census round is scheduled to extend over the period from 2015 to 2024
(Appendix, Table 1.4)°, therefore, a final assessment of census activities will be
possible only in a few years. Nevertheless, some patterns can be described already.
Four types of censuses and four modes of data collection were planned to be em-
ployed in 218 territories listed in the Global Census Tracker of the UNFPA (2022).
Traditional censuses still comprised the standard type of census taking (72.5%) and
around 22% of the countries have relied either completely on it or in combination
with a survey on administrative registers (Figure 1.1; Appendix, Table 1.3). The
rolling census is a type employed only in France and in Martinique. In terms of data
collection, Computer-Assisted Personal Interviews (CAPI) has been the dominant
mode (45.4%), followed by mixed mode (15.1%), Pen-and-Paper Personal Inter-
view (PAPI) (8.7%) and Computer-Assisted Web-Interviewing (CAWI) (3.2%).

Following the UN recommendations for increasing the international compara-
bility of census data in the 2020 census round, the peak years of census taking were
planned to be 2020 and 2021 (Mrki¢é, 2020, p. 36). However, the World Health
Organization declared the COVID-19 infection caused by the SARS-CoV-2 vi-
rus first a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (30 January 2020)
and later a pandemic (11 March 2020). As a consequence, the disease itself and
the related containment measures affected census taking in unforeseen ways. Only
16.5% of the countries had completed their census before 2020. Due to delays in
the implementation of the census, 2022 became the modal year (31%). Consider-
ing that the WHO announced in September 2022 that the end of the pandemic
was in sight (Mishra, 2022), one can estimate that the effects of the pandemic will
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Census type Collection mode
Traditional 72|5 PAPI 8.7
CAPI 454
Combined 10.1
CAWI 3.2
Register—based 11.p
Mixed mode 15|11
Rolling | -9
Administrative data 7.4
No information :| 46 No information 10.1
0 20 40 60 80 0 10 20 30 40 50
Percent Percent

N=218

Figure 1.1 The 2020 global census round by census type and data collection mode.
Source: UNFPA (2022), author’s calculations.

be concentrated in the years 2020-2022. In conclusion, 64% of the census round
will have been conducted during the pandemic (UNFPA, 2022, own calculations),
which has implications for the quality of census taking, comparability with previ-
ous censuses, interpretation of results, and maybe also the future of census tak-
ing (Mrkic, 2021, p. 483). According to a UN survey conducted among those 121
countries that had scheduled their censuses originally for the years 2020 and 2021,
75% of the 111 countries that responded to the questionnaire answered that the
pandemic affected census taking (UNSD, 2021, own calculations). Today it is clear
that in 32.6% of the cases registered in the Global Census Tracker, COVID-19 has
implied a postponement of implementation (UNFPA, 2022). Four countries have
not yet announced new data for census taking (Bosnia and Herzegovina, India, Na-
mibia, and Thailand). According to the UN survey, 41% changed the mode of data
collection: 24% resorted to Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviews (CATI), 20%
to Computer-Assisted Web-Interviewing (CAWI), 13% used administrative data
and 12% changed to self-enumeration with paper questionnaire (UNSD, 2021). The
three main difficulties encountered in conducting the census during the COVID-19
pandemic were the need to reduce face-to-face interaction, funding limitations,
and mobility restrictions. Among the modes of data collection, CAWI proved to be
fairly robust: the census was postponed in only one of seven cases applying that
mode. It is noteworthy that the register-based censuses were the least affected by
the pandemic. Except for South Korea and some Gulf States in the Middle East, all
countries conducting register-based census are European. As a consequence of that
and also due to the low cost of this census type, the UN announced that it would
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increase its methodological support for register-based censuses on a global scale
(Mrkic, 2021). Hence, a further increase in this census type is likely to be seen in
the 2030 global census round.

0.4 The contributions to this volume

The chapters of this book have been organized into three sections depending on the
main topic addressed. The first book section includes the three chapters that focus
on issues related to ethnoracial categorization. The second section includes five
chapters, which revolve around the tension between professionally rigorous census
implementation and the ambivalent relationship to politics. The third section in-
cludes another five chapters where methodological and technological innovations
are described and their implications discussed.

In order to address the research questions of our book, analyses of changes in
census taking are of strategic importance. Chapter 1 by Mara Loveman analyzes
the dramatic transformation of the information infrastructure for the production of
ethnoracial statistics in Latin America. This transformation is most strikingly evi-
dent in national censuses in the region. A few decades ago, almost no Latin Ameri-
can country included questions about race or ethnicity in their national census. By
the 2010 census round, almost every country in the region collected information
about ethnic or racial identification. Her chapter argues that ethnoracial statistics
contribute to shaping the terrain they seem to merely describe, but not always as
predicted or intended. Placing the Brazilian experience in a regional comparative
perspective illuminates how official ethnoracial statistics can produce outcomes
that are simultaneously productive and counterproductive to the aims of those who
struggle for their production in the first place. Loveman takes her empirical analy-
sis as an occasion to reflect more broadly on the rationale of using ethnoracial
categories in the census.

Another important example of ethnoracial categorization, if we take that notion
to include religion, is that of India. The case of India is particularly interesting
because the country has realized a highly ambitious, but nevertheless contradictory
approach to positive discrimination (Piketty, 2022). In Chapter 2, Ram B. Bhagat
stresses the idea that the way in which a state views its people and their characteris-
tics is very much a political phenomenon, which changes according to the nature of
the state and its strategy to maintain power. The census makes people legible to the
state by converting them into a population divided into mutually exclusive ethnic,
religious, racial, and caste categories. In contrast to this practice, historical records
show the interwoven and inclusive nature of social identities in many spheres of
life in India. Furthermore, there are people identifying with multiple categories, but
more often than not, there are no multiple-choice options in census questionnaires,
including the census of India. Bhagat argues that this creates a contrived social
reality and identity politics in the shadow of the state. While the colonial regime
petrified originally rather fluid caste categories through census taking and adminis-
trative measures, this process did not change much after independence; instead, it
was reinforced and has reemerged in various new forms.
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Chapter 3 brings the reader back to the Latin American reality, this time to focus
on the categorization of indigenous populations in education censuses. Daniel Cap-
istrano, Christyne Carvalho da Silva, and Rachel Pereira Rabelo describe national
regulations as well as data collection practices from ten Latin American countries.
Using the past three decades as a reference, they observe that the political con-
text of increasing tensions between neoliberal education reforms and recognition
movements has been decisive for the design of statistical systems for education in
Latin America. The results of their work indicate that regular data collection on in-
digenous peoples via education censuses is related to a rather global political com-
mitment by national governments to recognize these populations and their cultural
needs (cf. Bennani, 2017). However, further analysis of national education plans
suggests that, despite this rather generalized recognition, the political use of these
data differs significantly among countries. The authors identify one group that pro-
poses the use of ethnicity data to reinforce traditional practices in educational plan-
ning, and another group that proposes a postcolonial revision of these practices.

The five chapters in the second book section revolve around the question of
how the relationship between official statistics — as exemplified by the census and
policymakers — affects trust in statistics, but also the legitimacy of the state more
in general. Census data often conditions governmental policies and can serve as an
evaluation of the state of the country. Hence, it is important to have an independent,
respected, and trusted institution in charge of its implementation and a vigilant civil
society aware of the potential negative implications of particularistic government
intervention. Against the backdrop of the crucial role of statistics in the COVID-19
pandemic, in Chapter 4, Walter Radermacher reminds us that official statistics are
the backbone of policy in democratic societies. But how can statistical facts be si-
multaneously constructed and yet objective? Official statistics are more than an as-
sembly of specific surveys; they are a coherent system with an architecture that also
corresponds to the respective conditions of a time and a country. Three areas have
a particular role to play in several respects (not least because of their expense and
budget); they are something like the cornerstones of the business architecture that
are important for the statics of the entire system: national accounts and external trade
for economic statistics and population censuses for demographic and social statis-
tics. In this sense, the population census and its perspectives are interrelated with the
system of official statistics, which in turn is closely linked with social developments
and social issues. Patterns and questions of development of population censuses,
whether methodological, technical, or political, are therefore usually of importance
to the whole system and vice versa. Radermacher points out cases where trust in
statistics has been at stake, escalating up to the level of constitutional lawsuits be-
ing filed against NSOs. Furthermore, he sets out the reasons why two professional
standards could act as potential safeguards against the loss of trust in statistics: the
UN Fundamental Statistical Principles and the EU Statistics Code of Practice.

Complementary to that argument, Byron Villacis basically shows in Chapter 5,
that professional standards alone are not sufficient for assuring trust in statistics.
Villacis presents the results of a comparative analysis of the relationship between
census taking and politics in the USA, Brazil, and Ecuador. His research is based
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on a content analysis of documents from archives, media reports, and in-depth
interviews. According to the author, censuses are far from being objective or unbi-
ased; in fact, they are sensitive devices, providing ample opportunities for political
intervention that hardly become visible to a larger lay public. Results from his re-
search show that a functional and effective legal system is essential for defending
a census that is capable of standing above particularistic interests. Furthermore, an
organized society aware of the scope and implications of government interventions
is crucial for activating a response, when governments intend to manipulate the
process of census data collection for their own convenience.

Adding a third layer to the arguments of the previous two chapters on how to as-
sure the institutional autonomy of census taking, Chapter 6 describes the aims and
experiences of the “Latin American Observatory of Population Censuses” (OLAC),
a self-financed, autonomous, and collaborative scientific-civic network created by
researchers from different countries in this world region. While the informational
practices of lay users find increasing interest in research (Agrawal & Kumar, 2020,
p. 13), the group of experts explores census processes, socializes information and
news that focus on methodological resources, promotes dialogue on demographic
and public policy issues, seeks to monitor the processes around national census
taking and explores ways to improve statistical literacy both among census takers
and (potential) data users. Five years after its foundation, Nicolas Sacco-Zeballos,
Gabriel Mendes-Borges, and Byron Villacis review the group’s aims, achievements
as well as future challenges and opportunities.

Temitope Owolabi maintains in Chapter 7 that Nigeria’s developmental prob-
lems are inextricably intertwined with the type of census politics that have been
repeatedly documented for this country (Obono & Omoluabi, 2014; Olorunfemi
& Fashagba, 2021; Serra & Jerven, 2021; Udo, 1998; Yesufu, 1968). His analy-
sis is mainly based on the Nigerian Federation’s 2006 population census because
the census in the 2020 round is still to be conducted. According to Owolabi, data
generated from the population census is used in determining who gets what, when,
and why in the country’s federal polity. Consequently, there has been an unending
drive among Nigerian states to inflate census figures, with the aim of obtaining the
advantages arising from having higher population figures in the country. This sce-
nario has created a situation of distributive imbalance and, subsequently, territorial
injustice in the allocation of funds and other resources in the federal polity.

The Ukrainian case, discussed in Chapter 8 by Tetyana Tyshchuk and Ilona
Sologub, constitutes a peculiar example of politically motivated postponement of
census implementation — long before the first Russian invasion of the country and
the beginning of the full-scale war on February 24, 2022. After its independence
from the Soviet Union, Ukraine had only one census in 2001. Since then, the State
Statistics Service of Ukraine (Ukrstat) has been updating the population data using
administrative records and living conditions or labor force data using sample sur-
veys. To find out why the government did not have a sense of urgency for the cen-
sus, the authors performed 20 in-depth interviews with central and local officials.
From their research, they concluded that officials do not perceive a necessity for
census data since they do not develop policy solutions based on the data and they
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do not believe in the ability of the national statistical office to collect high-quality
data. At the same time, many of them have developed their own sector-specific
infrastructure for information gathering.

The third book section focuses on how methodological and technical innova-
tions are shaping census taking around the world. Chapters 9 and 10, by Alberto
Veira-Ramos and Walter Bartl, respectively Thomas Korner and Eva Grimm, de-
scribe the transitions from a traditional census into a register-based census in Spain
and Germany. While this transition has been completed in Spain for the 2020 round,
in Germany it is planned to be completed for the 2030 round. In the case of Ger-
many, the transition takes place in two steps: In the 2010 round from a traditional
to a combined census, and in the 2030 round from a combined to a register-based
model. Such a transition seems to be gaining momentum in European countries,
where digitalization of administrative records has advanced remarkably since the
beginning of the century. Due to positive experiences with this type of data gather-
ing during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is also actively advocated for by the UN in
other world regions (Mrkic, 2021). The EU aims to obtain data more frequently (the
ultimate objective being an annual census), more timely, and in more detailed re-
gional breakdowns, while insisting on harmonization. The harmonization of results
is achieved mainly via output harmonization, which allows the member states to
combine a range of different data sources and to correct for conceptual differences
in administrative data. At the same time, the EU and national statistical offices are
concerned with privacy issues resulting from record linkage from different parts of
the administration. While censuses in the past required the collaboration of the pop-
ulation, the process now becomes an administrative routine depending to a greater
extent on the technological performance of administrative registers involved in the
provision of various data and their interoperability. Although this shift lowers the
financial burden on public budgets and the time burden on the population, it also
implies stronger closure of the process of census taking from lay inquiries and a po-
tential gain in power for the state and its experts. The challenges and opportunities
of register-based censuses are discussed in greater depth in each of these chapters.

The last two chapters of the third section discuss the complexities and nuances
when introducing new technologies in the process of census implementation in
two developing countries: Ghana, and Cameroon. Chapter 11 presents results from
a combined archival and ethnographic research conducted by Alena Thiel. The au-
thor traces the Ghanaian census history from its colonial past to the current ambi-
tions of developing new measurement practices based on digital population data
infrastructures. Approaching Ghana’s census history from the perspective of data
infrastructures and their global circulations, the paper explores the political effects
of the continuous translations and adaptations that have shaped the Ghanaian cen-
sus model since the middle of the 19th century.

Teke Johnson Takwa describes in Chapter 12 the unexpected challenges faced
by census enumerators in Cameroon when it was decided that handheld digital de-
vices (CAPI) were to be used instead of the traditional pen-and-paper based (PAPI)
questionnaire during the pilot survey for the census in 2023. Problems such as low
internet and electricity coverage and respondents’ fear of providing information
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that would be registered in an unfamiliar format added to frequent field mistakes
committed by enumerators when using handheld devices for data collection. How-
ever, the author claims that despite these challenges, the use of digital devices for
data collection in Cameroon can be regarded as a real improvement over the tradi-
tional PAPI.

Notes

1 The three categories used here do not match the more elaborate typology of Riley,
Ahmed and Emigh (2021). In the epistemological dimension of their typology they
distinguish between empiricism, transcendental idealism and praxis. We set aside em-
piricist accounts of census taking because they usually do not focus on explicating their
heuristic assumptions. Hence, our first two categories would count as being rooted
epistemologically in transcendental idealism and our third category in an epistemology
of praxis.

2 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this public issue in the USA.

We are truly grateful to Tetiana Liubyva for her kind cooperation in producing Table 1.4

from UNFPA (2022).
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1 An avalanche of ethnoracial
population data

On the productive politics of official
ethnoracial statistics in 21st-century
Latin America*

Mara Loveman

1.1  Introduction: an avalanche of ethnoracial population data

The first decades of the 21st century witnessed an unprecedented explosion of of-
ficially produced ethnic and racial demographic data in Latin America. This ava-
lanche of ethnoracial statistics stems largely from the dramatic shift in how Latin
American states classify and count their populations on national censuses.' Since
the 2000s, almost every country in the region modified its national census to col-
lect new types of data about individuals’ ethnoracial identification. Across Latin
America, states that had long refrained from collecting ethnoracial statistics in na-
tional censuses shifted course, adopting new questions that recognize ethnic or
racial differences within their populations.

The rather sudden regional embrace of ethnic and racial data collection on cen-
suses in the first decades of the 21st century is summarized in Figure 1.1. The
shaded cells in Figure 1.1 indicate that a country took a national census in that
decade. A white circle indicates that the census included a question that made in-
digenous populations statistically visible. A black circle indicates that the census
included a question that made black or Afro-descendant populations statistically
visible.

In the first decades of the 21st century, Latin America’s national censuses in-
creasingly made visible individuals who identify as indigenous or Afro-descendant.
In the 1980s, approximately half of Latin American countries identified indigenous
populations in the context of national censuses. By 2010, almost all of them had done
so or planned to do so in the next census round. With respect to Afro-descendant
populations, in the 1980s, only two countries — Brazil and Cuba — included cen-
sus questions that differentiated them from others in the population. By 2010,
nearly every Latin American country included a census question to count black or
Afro-descendant identifying individuals, or planned to include such a question in
their next census.? Taken together, the changes to Latin American censuses in this
period marked a dramatic transformation of the datascape for the collection and
production of ethnoracial demographic statistics.

This chapter argues that the transformation of the datascape for the production
of ethnoracial population data in Latin America is both a product of politics and

DOI: 10.4324/9781003259749-3
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Figure 1.1 Visibility of Afro-descendant and indigenous peoples in Latin American cen-
suses, 1980-2020s

Source: Loveman, 2014, p. 253 (updated with available information for the 2020 census round as of
March 2023, with gratitude for research assistance by Byron Villacis)

productive of politics. The transformation breaks with several decades of official
color-blindness in census enumeration in much of the region, a break that is attrib-
utable first and foremost to political struggle. Once in place, meanwhile, the trans-
formed datascape contributes to shaping the ethnoracial realities it claims to merely
describe, affecting the contours of the political terrain in which official ethnoracial
statistics are subsequently produced and deployed. Placing the Brazilian experi-
ence in a regional comparative perspective illuminates how official ethnoracial
statistics can produce outcomes that are simultaneously productive and counter-
productive to the aims of those who struggle for their production in the first place.

1.2 Historical background: national censuses and the idea
of progress as demographic whitening

To appreciate how politically momentous the late 20th and early 21st-century trans-
formation of ethnoracial data production in national censuses is for Latin America,
it is helpful to recall the longer history of ethno-demographic statistical production
in the region. The recent shift in Latin America’s national censuses to include ques-
tions about race and ethnicity marks a radical departure from the dominant practice
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in most of the region since mid-century. Prior to the 1960 census round, however,
the collection of ethnic and racial statistics in Latin American national censuses has
substantial historical precedent.

Throughout the 19th century and the first half of the 20th, most Latin Ameri-
can countries collected ethnoracial statistics on at least one national census if not
more.’ The ethnoracial demographic statistics produced in these decades were gen-
erated and deployed in heterogeneous ways. However, there were some shared
themes that are evident in official census reports from across the region.

Prominent among these shared themes, many official census reports from the
19th to early 20th centuries use demographic data to substantiate arguments that
national populations were becoming gradually more homogenous, and gradually
whiter. Many authors of census reports noted declines in black and indigenous
populations, whether through differential mortality and fertility or through mesti-
zaje. They pointed to these supposedly objective demographic trends as positive
signs of national progress.* In the context of published national census reports,
statistics were used to support nationalist, and nationalizing, narratives that em-
phasized the gradual dissolution or disappearance of racially distinct indigenous or
Afro-descendant groups within the population. With variations on the theme across
contexts, Latin American political elites and scientists pointed to official statistics
published in census results to craft and support stories of national progress con-
ceived as ethnoracial homogenization in the direction of a whiter demographic
future.

Official statistics were arranged in misleadingly clear comparative tables, and
presented as irrefutable evidence of populations trending “naturally” in a whiter
direction. Most of the time, such statistical tables were presented matter-of-factly
and without much analysis, suggesting that the numbers were believed to speak for
themselves. In some contexts, however, the accompanying narrative was decid-
edly triumphant. An infamous example of such racist triumphalism comes from the
lengthy introduction to the Brazilian 1920 national census, penned by Oliveira Vi-
anna. Discussing changes in Brazil’s ethnoracial composition from 1872 to 1890,
and ignoring the myriad known problems with census data he pointed to as evi-
dence, Vianna wrote: “The delicate and complex mechanism of ethnic selection
has been explained in the previous paragraphs; however, the demonstration of the
excellence of its effects is this statistical table” (Table 1.1).

Vianna celebrated (his reading of) statistical trends, which he presented to read-
ers as clear evidence of the racial progress of the nation. At one point, he enthused:

Table 1.1 Use of statistics to purportedly show the demographic “whitening” of Brazil in
the 1920 census

ANNOS Brancos % Negros % Indios % Mestigos %
1872 38.1 19.7 3.9 383
1890 44.0 14.6 9.0 324

Source: Brazil. Directoria Geral de Estatistica, 1922, p. 344.
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“See how fast the destruction of the black population is in the extreme south ...
In contrast to the descendent evolution of the two inferior types [we can see] the
magnificent ascendant movement of the aryan type” (Brazil. Directoria Geral de
Estatistica, 1922, p. 344).

The introduction to Brazil’s 1920 census stands out from other national cen-
suses in the region in this period in the celebratory tone of the reading of statistics
that purported to show the demise of distinct black and indigenous groups. It also
stands out in its eccentric and problematic reliance on already-at-the-time anachro-
nist strands of “race science.” But the main argument in Vianna’s essay is one that
is echoed, in somewhat more neutral language and with context-specific variation,
across many national censuses from this period. A common theme running through
national census reports was to emphasize the gradual blending and demographic
disappearance of distinct ethnic and racial groups as national populations became
“mixed” and, ideally, “whiter.”

Notably, up until the 1960s, these types of narratives were presented in official
censuses results when data on indigenous and Afro-descent populations was col-
lected, and also, often, when it was not. Thus, the presence or absence of questions
about race or ethnicity in the first century or so of national census-taking in Latin
America is not in itself a direct or clear signal of when, whether, or how much
the producers of official demographic statistics were focused on the racial demo-
graphic trajectories of their populations. Brazil is again exemplary. After including
a race/color question in the national census of 1872 and 1890, the question was
omitted in 1900 and 1920. Yet the official report on the 1920 census focused much
more intently on demographic trends in the racial composition of the population
than in any of the decades prior (de Paiva Rio Camargo, 2010; Loveman, 2009;
Nobles, 2000; Piza & Rosemberg, 1999).

As in Brazil, so in the rest of the region, national censuses were a strategic
site, and official demographic statistics were an authoritative scientific language,
for constructing and disseminating narratives of national progress via “racial pro-
gress.” These narratives were anchored in and through the putative objectivity and
authority of demographic science and stamped with the imprimatur of the state
(Desrosiéres, 1998; Loveman, 2014). Scientific-demographic national-racial fic-
tions complemented stories of national progress through whitening being told
through other mediums. Beyond the world of official demographic data produc-
tion, in literature and art, for example, the idea of national progress as and through
racial progress became a pervasive theme. Again, this broad-brush generalization
overlays enormous variations in the specifics of these narratives across and within
countries over time. Still, as we know from a large and rich historiography, narra-
tive and artistic constructions of national mythologies that celebrated the dissolu-
tion or disappearance of ethnoracial or ethnocultural difference became a common
genre across the region, beginning especially in the latter decades of the 19th cen-
tury and well into the 20th.’

The most well-known Brazilian version of this genre crystallized as a narrative
of whitening through racial mixture, conceived as a pacific process through which
the nation would ultimately develop into a more homogenous, and whiter, national
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Figure 1.2 Modesto y Brocco, “The Redemption of Cain” 1895.

type. The core demographic notion of whitening through mixture is captured in
the famous and frequently cited painting, Modesto y Brocco’s “The Redemption
of Cain” (1895) (Figure 1.2), which depicts racial mixture as an intergenerational
process through which the Brazilian nation formed, and also as a process through
which the population was and would be, continuously and miraculously, whitened.

There were of course dissenting voices, scientific and artistic both.® But the na-
tional narrative of Brazil as a racially-mixed and gradually whitening nation, cu-
rated from the mid-to-late 19th century, became an anchor for subsequent variations
on the theme. In the lead-up to the 1920 census, for example, a political cartoon that
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Figure 1.3 Representation of Brazil in publicity for the 1920 national census.

Source: A Careta, Ano XIII, n.620, May 8, 1920. Translation: “US!” — The census: “How many are
you?” Reply — “One! Indivisible!”

publicized the event depicted Brazil as a singular, white, (male) national type — as
if it were the baby from Modesto y Brocco’s painting, all grown up (Figure 1.3).
Well into the 20th century, political, scientific, and artistic elites in Brazil and
throughout much of Latin America advanced versions of national narratives that
explicitly or implicitly equated national progress with the disappearance of distinct
indigenous or Afro-descendant populations within the nation. National ideolo-
gies that championed race mixture as an alchemical ingredient of “racial democ-
racy” (Gilberto Freyre) or “a nation for all” (José Marti) or a “cosmic race” (José
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Vasconcelos) recognized and even valued some aspects of racial difference, but
only in the context of assuming its eventual demographic disappearance and cul-
tural dilution — processes conceived almost always with a directionality toward
whiteness.

From the 1930s, and especially in the wake of World War I1, the political, scien-
tific, and moral legitimacy of the race concept became internationally suspect. This
shifting international normative and scientific context unsettled and undercut the
explicit equation of national progress with racial progress — and the definition of ra-
cial progress as demographic movement toward whiteness. In this altered context,
Latin American census officials sought ways to reconcile their commitments to the
continued pursuit of national progress with the global delegitimization of “race” as
a scientific concept and of “racial improvement™ as a political project (Loveman,
2014, Chapter 6). In many countries, this reconciliation involved the omission of
race questions from national censuses. Countries that continued to enumerate eth-
nic difference in the context of the national census shifted increasingly toward
questions about cultural traits and behaviors; these questions allow for the con-
tinued statistical visibility of indigenous populations in several countries, while
contributing to the statistical invisibilization of Afro-descendants throughout most
of the region. Brazil and Cuba became outliers in the region for the continuity
of questions about “race” or “color” on the national census (with the exception of
Brazil’s 1970 census). Throughout almost all of Latin America, the second half of
the 20th century became an era of official statistical color-blindness.

By the 2000 census round, Brazil and Cuba were outliers no more. Almost every
Latin American country had introduced, or reintroduced, a census question to make
Afro-descendant populations visible. And the same was true for the statistical vis-
ibility of indigenous populations throughout the region. Viewed against Latin
America’s long history of using official demographic data to document the blur-
ring of ethnoracial distinctions and to mark, and even celebrate, the disappearance
of differentiated Afro-descendant or indigenous populations within the nation, the
regional embrace of ethnoracial data collection on national censuses appeared as a
tectonic cultural and political shift. Instead of insisting on the blending and disap-
pearance of ethnoracial distinctions in their populations, Latin American state ac-
tors now officially recognize enduring ethnoracial distinctions in their populations.
And they increasingly proclaim the pluri-ethnic composition of their nations.’

This regional shift in Latin America’s censuses is the product of political strug-
gle. At the same time, the transformed datascape is itself politically productive:
producing new subjectivities, new organizational sites, and new stakes of politics.
In the two next sections, I elaborate on this argument. First, I briefly describe how
the transformation of Latin America’s ethnoracial statistical datascape resulted
from political struggle, focusing on the articulation between actors embedded
in social movements, the social sciences, and government agencies at local, na-
tional, regional, and international levels. I then turn to an analysis of some of
the things that the production of ethnoracial statistics has become productive of,
underlining the ways new data are transforming the political terrain that led to
their production, and not always in ways that those who fought for their produc-
tion intend.
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1.3  How politics transformed the datascape

Existing accounts of the political struggles that led to the regional shift in census-
taking practices in Latin America point to the critical role of mobilization by
Afro-descendant and indigenous activists, strategic collaboration with allied aca-
demics, and support and pressure from interested international organizations (de
Popolo, 2008; Hooker, 2005; Htun, 2004; Loveman, 2014; Nobles, 2000; Paschel,
2010, 2016). In Brazil, where the continuity of racial classification on national cen-
suses was disrupted by the removal of the question by the military government in
1970, targeted political advocacy by a small number of black movement activists,
social scientists, and technocrats succeeded in getting the question reintroduced in
the census of 1980.% Outside Brazil, advocates of census reform had to persuade
national statistics agencies to introduce race or ethnicity questions for the first time
in decades, or in some countries for the first time in their history. With Brazil’s
experience as a crucial example, the addition of questions to national censuses
crystallized as one concrete objective of activists who mobilized for ethnoracial
recognition, rights, and redress within the broader political struggles for democrati-
zation and human rights in Latin America from the 1980s and into the early 2000s.

From the perspective of activists working to build the constituencies for mass
movements domestically, and to increase the visibility of their struggles interna-
tionally, it made good sense to focus on the national census as a strategic political
target. Activists identified the national census as a high-profile political stake to
advance both symbolic and material goals. New questions on national censuses
would, in themselves, repudiate narratives that denied enduring ethnoracial differ-
ence within the nation — narratives that historical census-taking practices had them-
selves helped to naturalize. To be named and counted on the national census was
to win official recognition of the social existence of a collective identity or com-
munity. Official recognition, in turn, fortified the social reality of named groups.
The census became a prime target of activists because the official classification was
rightly seen as key to undermine the symbolic violence of the past and open up new
avenues for effective claims-making in the future.

Activists also targeted the national census because of the practical and political
value of data that could speak to the material conditions of minoritized popula-
tions. Census data are not just any data; they are politically authoritative data, pre-
cisely because their production is supposed to be above and outside politics. Their
objectivity is legitimated through their production by institutionalized expertise
that combines the (supposedly neutral) authority of Science and the State. Vested
with this dual legitimacy, activists correctly recognized that ethno-demographic
statistics could be deployed as ideal “tools of the weak™ (Porter, 1995); the same
tool used in the construction and naturalization of the unjust social order could
be deployed to expose the existence of injustices and to “furnish arguments” to
contest them (Desrosiéres, 2014, p. 351; cf. Lorde, 2018). In most Latin American
countries, national censuses remain the primary source of statistical information
about the population. Even in countries that conduct regular household surveys,
the national census provides authoritative population data that serves as a baseline
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comparison for other surveys. Activists recognized that the inclusion of new ques-
tions on racial or ethnic identity or group membership would generate official, sci-
entifically authoritative data to document the existence of and inequalities between
distinct ethnoracial groups within the nation.

Brazil provided a model that activists elsewhere in the region sought to emu-
late and adapt to their own national contexts. The Brazilian experience suggested
a more or less linear political trajectory: from the inclusion of a question on the
census, to the production of statistical studies documenting inequalities between
groups, to the development and implementation of policies to target those ine-
qualities. In reality, of course, the Brazilian story was much more complicated and
conjunctural, and riddled with particularities and tensions that made it far from a
simple template for activists elsewhere to follow.

Brazilian activists’ starting point for this political trajectory was quite distinct
from the position of activists elsewhere in the region. As noted above, Brazilian
national censuses had long included a race question. Its removal in 1970 was a
deviation, so advocates were arguing for a return to the status quo ante rather than
for a radical innovation, as was the case for several other countries. Also unlike the
situation in many other countries, in Brazil activists drew upon and built from a
long history of black activism (Andrews, 1991; Hanchard, 1994; Mitchell, 1992).
While the black movement in the 1970s was relatively small and geographically
concentrated, and while one of its main challenges was to “raise consciousness” of
blackness among broader sectors of the Afro-descendant Brazilian population, the
social fact of blackness in Brazil was broadly recognized (no one would question
that someone who identifies as Brazilian could also identify as, or be, black). This
state of things was similar to Colombia, but contrasted with the situation faced
by black activists in countries such as Argentina, Chile, the Dominican Republic,
Mexico, or Peru, for example). Most consequently, by the 1970s there was already
an established social scientific and state interest in investigating questions of racial
inequality in Brazil, an intellectual and political environment very distinct from the
terrain in most of the rest of the region in these years.

The existence of prominent social scientists invested in the reintroduction of
a race question in the 1980 census made possible an articulation of interests that
proved politically effective.” In the 1970s, sociologists Carlos Hasenbalg (1979)
and Nelson do Valle Silva (1978) published landmark studies that showed racial
inequality in social mobility in Brazil. Their analyses were based on nationally
representative statistics collected in the 1976 Brazil National Household Sample
Survey (PNAD) and used statistical methods to document that Brazilians who
self-identified as “white” experienced more intergenerational social mobility than
“ndo-branco” [non-white] Brazilians.!” The discovery of “statistically significant”
racial inequality in Brazil was not new. In the 1940s and 1950s, researchers spon-
sored by United Nation’s Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UN-
ESCO) analyzed Brazilian racial dynamics as part of the organization’s ill-fated
post-WWII search for examples of “harmonious race relations” to serve as a model
for the world (Fernandes, 1972; Ianni, 1987; Maio, 1999; Wagley, 1952). These
studies also documented severe racial inequality, but they interpreted it as a legacy
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of slavery that would be resolved with (and by) Brazil’s modernization. The strati-
fication models used by Hasenbalg and Silva disproved this interpretation by “con-
trolling for” social origins to isolate contemporary societal dynamics and reveal the
pervasive, present-day existence of racial discrimination.

These studies’ core findings aligned with the diagnostic and political vision of
black movement leaders (Campos, 2013). In addition to providing scientific proof
of contemporary racial prejudice in Brazil, they used a dichotomous categorical
comparison to undertake and interpret the findings. Hasenbalg and Silva chose
to “lump” pardos [brown or mixed] and pretos [black] into one “ndo-branco”
[non-white] category for the purpose of their analysis. They did so in part because
the number of “pretos” was small for their statistical methods to productively ana-
lyze as a separate group, and in part because their models worked best with dichot-
omous data.!" The vision of a Brazilian population divided into those who are white
and those who are not corresponded to arguments from within the black movement
at the time that all Brazilians of any African descent ought to recognize themselves/
each other as “negro” [another word for “black”, used in this context as a term to
encompass pardos and pretos]. Though the preferred label for the category dif-
fered, the demarcation of the racial boundary was perfectly aligned. As Campos
(2013) argues, this fundamental epistemological alignment smoothed the way to
political alignment. That alignment secured the reintroduction of a race question
on the census and continued to prove important when it came time to put racial
statistics to use in the realm of public policy. Needless to say, this pivotal (and tem-
porally circumscribed) epistemological and political alignment between activists
and social scientists was not easily replicated in other countries in the region. (Nor,
as we will see later, did it remain stable over time within Brazil).

Notwithstanding their very different situations, activists in other countries drew
examples from the Brazilian experience as they formulated political projects to
combat racial inequality. Inspired in part by the success of Afro-Brazilian activ-
ists, beginning in the early 1990s, Afro-Colombian and indigenous organizations
lobbied the national statistics agency (DANE) to add new queries to Colombia’s
national census (Buvinic & Mazza, 2004). Activists called for new census queries
on ethical grounds. They argued that the statistical invisibility of Colombia’s in-
digenous and Afro-descendant populations in the national census perpetuated cul-
tural violence against these segments of the Colombian population. The addition of
new census questions was required, activists explained, to ensure that indigenous
and Afro-descendant populations garnered official recognition of their existence,
protection of their rights, and redress for their historical marginalization (Paschel,
2010).

Activists’ demands for census reform were bolstered by the shifting stance of
the Colombian state on the issue of recognition of domestic minority populations.
Colombia became a signatory to ILO Convention 169 in 1991 and new data were
required for compliance. Signatories to ILO Convention 169 are expected to track
and report numerous indicators of indigenous peoples’ well-being in comparison
to the general population. States require data on socioeconomic conditions, educa-
tion, health, land, working conditions, employment, impacts of large development
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projects, infrastructure, and human rights violations (Rodriguez-Pifiero, 2005). The
Colombian state also needed information about the size of indigenous reserves
(resguardos) to carry out planned decentralization. Constitutional reforms grant-
ing special rights to Afro-Colombian communities, in turn, made it desirable to
collect new information about the size and situation of these communities. Thus,
momentum toward democratization domestically, growing pressure for official
recognition of diversity internationally, and the specifically targeted demands of
indigenous and Afro-descendant organizations converged to usher in a historic
change to Colombia’s national census.

Building from their success, Afro-Colombian activists and their allies within
DANE set their sights on empowering their counterparts in other Latin American
countries to introduce analogous reforms. Bottom-up activism targeting national
statistics agencies pioneered in Brazil and then Colombia put the issue of statisti-
cal visibility of minoritized populations on political agendas in a growing number
of Latin American countries. By the early 2000s, pressure to adopt new census
queries had been disseminated across Latin America through the deliberate and
coordinated efforts of domestic activists, their census agency allies, and regional
and international organizations. In most cases, the appeals of domestic activists
did not suffice to convince census agencies to introduce new questions on national
censuses. Beyond Brazil and Colombia, it was the convergence of such appeals
with new initiatives and demands from regional and international organizations
that ushered in census reforms across much of the region.!?

Activists in Brazil and Colombia took the lead in making census questions and
categories a pivotal stake in broader political struggles for recognition, rights, and
redress. In countries where national political elites resisted activists’ calls to intro-
duce racial or ethnic data collection, regional activist networks and international
organizations played critical roles in pressuring national statistics agencies to in-
troduce reforms. The pressure on national statistics agencies to add new ethnic or
racial questions to censuses took varied forms. In some countries, pressure took the
form of indirect but institutionally supported encouragement to voluntarily adopt
new questions. International conferences and workshops brought together leaders
of community groups, experts in the development of comparative economic and
social indicators from regional organizations such as the UN Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), and academics with interna-
tional comparative expertise to advise national statistics agencies on how to design
and implement the new questions. In other contexts, pressure was more direct and
coercive, such as understood conditionalities attached to loans from multilateral
lending institutions for funding ongoing census operations.'?

In sum: National statistics agencies became increasingly invested in ethnora-
cial data collection in response to targeted political pressure from coalitions of
grass-roots activists, social scientists, and international development organizations,
with the combinatory weight of these actors, and the means and modes of their al-
liances, varying substantially across different national contexts in the region. The
particular political coalitions that managed to add new race and ethnicity ques-
tions to Latin American censuses differed in different Latin American countries,
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reflecting distinct histories of black and indigenous activism, relationships of activ-
ists to academics, technocrats, and political parties in power at the national level,
and the relative status of national governments in the regional and international
system of states.

Yet by the 2010s, with very few exceptions, the outcome of these political fights
across almost the entire region was in one key sense the same: Afro-descendant and
indigenous peoples were enumerated as such in national censuses. For the majority
of Latin American countries, the statistical visibility of race, color, and ethnic iden-
tity in the national census departs from decades of de facto and de jure insistence
on the absence or inconsequence of ethnic or racial distinctions within national
populations. In the first decades of the 21st century, grass-roots political claims and
their successful articulation to social science research agendas and to national and
international political projects brought a prolonged era of official color-blindness
in Latin America to an end.

1.4  How the datascape transformed politics

The fact that almost every country in Latin America now produces ethnoracial
population data from the national census represents a momentous political accom-
plishment. In several countries, the inclusion of new questions and categories on
national censuses has made indigenous and Afro-descendant individuals statisti-
cally “visible” for the first time in decades, or in some contexts, for the first time
ever. This statistical visibility, in itself, marks a victory for communities that have
long struggled to gain official recognition. It also helps to produce the conditions
for rewriting Latin American narratives of nationhood, resetting discursive pa-
rameters for subsequent political struggles. On this altered political terrain, the
processes of producing and using official ethnoracial statistics create new fronts
and facets of political contestation within ongoing efforts to address contemporary
inequalities and historical injustice. Ethnoracial statistics are not merely tools for
engaging in politics, they contribute to constituting new sites, subjects, and stakes
of political struggle.

1.4.1 Producing political sites

One striking feature of the transformed political terrain for the production of offi-
cial ethnoracial statistics in some parts of Latin America is that it has opened novel
sites for political participation. In a break from historical precedent, in some coun-
tries in the region, the enumerated have won a seat at the table to discuss the ques-
tions and categories that the census uses for their enumeration. In some contexts,
the enumerated have also been invited to acquire the training needed to analyze the
data that is produced.

For example, as part of the regional “Todos Contamos” [“We all count”] work-
shops, government statistics offices were encouraged to facilitate the participa-
tion of representatives from indigenous and Afro-descendant organizations in
the process of ethnoracial data production. ECLAC, the World Bank, and other
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agencies supported the creation of training programs to provide indigenous and
Afro-descendant individuals with access to the methods and software used by stat-
isticians, policy analysts, and government officials to analyze census data. As one
illustration: a technical cooperation agreement between the Ministry of Health of
Chile (MINSAL) and ECLAC to produce a socio-demographic report on the met-
ropolitan indigenous population using census data included “training workshops
for indigenous technical personnel on the REDATAM software and the use of cen-
suses.” Financial and logistical support for such workshops demonstrated that calls
by development agencies for greater inclusivity in the process of data production
were not merely rhetorical.

Some agencies called for projects to go beyond the provision of technical train-
ing for data analysis, to incorporate input from community groups on the design
of questionnaires. The UN’s Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, for example,
flagged the need for more information on whether survey questions adequately
addressed the needs of indigenous communities: “.... indigenous peoples’ under-
standing of poverty, or land rights, often differs considerably from that of dominant
or mainstream populations. This is rarely taken into account in the collection of
relevant data.” In the lead-up to the 2010 census round, the UN/ECLAC sponsored
conferences and seminars to ensure participation by representatives of indigenous
and Afro-descendant groups. This was a primary objective of the 2008 ECLAC
conference held in Santiago, Chile, with funding from UNICEF, the United Na-
tions Population Fund (UNFPA), the United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM), and the World Health Organization (WHO). The workshop
brought together “more than 100 experts from more than 20 countries, including
from governmental and non-governmental organizations, representatives of indig-
enous and Afro-descendent organizations, academics and technical experts from
international agencies.”

Significantly, the meeting emphasized the importance of generating statistics
that would be recognized as valid not only by governments and development agen-
cies but also by indigenous and Afro-descendant communities. Toward that end,
a conference report recommended, “... we should aim to obtain this information
with the participation of the peoples (pueblos) and communities, which is what
will make it appear legitimate in the eyes of the entire population.” The conference
participants underscored that participation should be construed in the broadest pos-
sible terms. The final recommendation of the conference report was that “participa-
tion of [indigenous and Afro-descendent] pueblos in the design of questions and
the collection and analysis of data that refer to them should be institutionalized.”
The ECLAC conference report denotes a critical shift in how international organi-
zations publicly construe the relationship between the producers of demographic
data, the individuals from whom data are collected, and the uses to which the data
are put.

In practice, efforts to ensure that the voices of those who will be enumerated
actually get taken into account in designing instruments for enumeration remain
the exception rather than the rule. Over time, it is conceivable that the continued
legitimacy of the national census in the eyes of citizens will come to depend on
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the existence of formal venues for public input into census operations. In theory,
such forums could become arenas of substantive democratization in action — where
the historical objects of statistical inquiry become subjects empowered with the
authority, expertise, and resources to investigate themselves. A much more likely
scenario, however, is that national statistics officials, in collaboration with experts
working for international development agencies, maintain de facto control over the
design and execution of national surveys, while encouraging popular participation
on carefully delimited issues with a range of acceptable outcomes more or less
predetermined.

The inclusion of the enumerated in the design of tools of enumeration has
opened up new sites of political struggle that used to be entirely internal to the
administrative-technocratic census bureaucracies. These are discussions where de-
mands for recognition — which categories and lines of ethnoracial distinction will
get official sanction and which will remain statistically invisible — are tied to fights
over representation — who gets to speak on behalf of whom, and who is not invited
into the conversation at all? While these facets of official statistical production
have always been political, this reality has been obscured historically through con-
trol of the means of enumeration in the hands of an elite few. Indeed, historically,
the symbolic authority of the census as a source of objective demographic knowl-
edge hinged on the successful obfuscation of the politics of production of that
knowledge. Recent developments in the region have brought politics that inform
every stage of data production into open view.

To the extent that the inherently political nature of producing official ethnora-
cial statistics becomes widely recognized, the authority of the census as a source
of objective information is being eroded. This erosion of legitimacy, in turn, may
undermine what remains of states’ capacities to pass off official census categories
as mere (non-political) descriptions of demographic realities. The democratization
of the process of data production, however limited and circumscribed, is likely to
invite growing critiques of the legitimacy of national census operations per se.

1.4.2  Producing political subjectivities

The politics that produced the transformed datascape of ethnoracial population data
have also been productive of shifts in peoples’ subjectivities. To be clear, this is not
an argument that census categories create new identities from scratch or out of thin
air. The constitutive power of census categories on identities is not nearly as direct or
automatic as their most ardent critics pretend. To the contrary, census categories are
derived from and interact with pre-existing subjectivities and understandings of cat-
egorical distinctions in society.'* Their specific effects on self-understandings are con-
tingent on their interactions with many other factors at play. The influence of census
categories hinges, especially, on the particular ways they are used — in media, in re-
search, in administrative governance, in public policy, etc. Thus, the influence of offi-
cial census categories on individuals’ identities is often indirect and diffuse, rather than
direct and instrumental. And their productive effects on collective self-understandings
are not always neatly aligned with what their producers may intend.
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One prominent way that the introduction of new race and ethnicity questions
on Latin American censuses became productive of shifts in ethnoracial subjec-
tivities was through organized media campaigns targeted to this goal. In several
countries, activists collaborated with census agency staff and international agen-
cies to wage media campaigns that aimed to persuade would-be indigenous and
Afro-descendant peoples to identify as such on national censuses. Testifying to the
earlier successes of states’ ideological and political assimilationist projects, many
Latin Americans who, by the varied criteria used by activists, social scientists, and
others, “qualify” as indigenous or Afro-descendant, nonetheless do not choose to
identify as such when given a choice. For example, while many observers suggest
that approximately one-quarter of Colombian’s population is of African descent,
in the 2005 census, only 11% of the population self-identified as Afro-Colombian.
Thus, in preparation for the census enumeration, organized campaigns sought to
persuade those who would be enumerated to embrace new classifications.

Activists in several countries worked to strengthen domestic demand for gov-
ernment action on behalf of ethnoracially defined populations by increasing the
number of their fellow citizens who identify as indigenous or Afro-descendant.
In one of the first such campaigns, in the lead-up to the 1990 census in Brazil,
black movement activists launched a publicity campaign with support from the
Ford Foundation to persuade Brazilians with any African ancestry to mark preto
[black] instead of pardo [brown or mixed] or branco [white] on the census (Nobles,
2000). The campaign slogan admonished: “Nao deixe sua cor passar em branco”
[“Don’t let your color pass into white”]. Prior to the 2005 census in Colombia, to
take another example, Afro-Colombian organizations launched a campaign to en-
courage Colombians to recognize the “beautiful faces of my black people” (“Las
caras lindas de mi gente negra”) (Estupifion, nd; Paschel, 2013). The organiza-
tions produced a television commercial featuring individuals who identified them-
selves as “morena,” “negra,” “mulata,” “zamba,” or “raizal,” and concluded with
the slogan: “In this census, make yourself counted. Proudly Afro-descendant.” The
advertisement was aired through an agreement with the national statistics agency
(DANE) and also disseminated via social media. In Panama prior to the 2010 cen-
sus, a campaign with the same slogan did double duty as a commemoration of
Afro-descendant women on the International Day of Women. The 30-second spot
featured Afro-descendant men engaged in traditional women’s work (ironing,
cooking, hanging laundry) and appealing to viewers to commemorate International
Women’s Day and to show gratitude to Afro-descendant Panamanian women in
particular by proudly reporting their Afro-descent on the census.

Campaigns to educate Latin American populations about the importance of re-
sponding to questions about ethnic or racial heritage, and how to respond, escalated
significantly in preparation for the 2010 census round. Domestic activists, cen-
sus officials, national media outlets, and regional and international organizations
worked together to launch major publicity campaigns to inform Latin Americans
of African descent about the new census queries and to encourage them to ac-
knowledge their African heritage in selecting a response. For example, a regional
census 2010 working group comprised of Afro-descendant leaders partnered with

9% ¢
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the UN Development Fund for Women as well as a Brazilian communications firm
to produce a four-part television series called “The Americas have color: Afro-
descendants in 21st-century censuses.” According to a press release, the series
was “created to inform the population of the Americas about the 2010—12 census
round” and covered “the conditions of life of black men and women, black resist-
ance throughout history and a panorama of public policies to confront racism.” The
series described the living conditions of Afro-descendant populations in Brazil, Ec-
uador, Panama, and Uruguay and underscored the importance of self-identification
as Afro-descendant in the census.

Publicity for new ethnic and racial ancestry questions often made explicit men-
tion of racial prejudice, discrimination, and inequality as social ills that the new
statistics would help to combat. In Brazil, for example, the “Americas have color”
documentary series opened with a special episode of a weekly news program, Ce-
nas do Brazil, in which journalist Lucia Abreu discussed “the importance of declar-
ing one’s color on the 2010 census, the evolution of demographic data that refer
to color or race, and their contribution to the design of public policies.” Public
campaigns encouraging Latin Americans to acknowledge and embrace the African
part of their heritage, coupled with increasing mainstream media coverage of racial
discrimination and prejudice, represents a significant break from decades of public
silence around this issue.

While the effect of public information campaigns on census results is difficult to
isolate from other sources of influence on how individuals identify themselves (and
sometimes their household members) on census questionnaires, Brazil and Colom-
bia saw growth in the relative size of self-identified Afro-descendant populations
over the past two decades. Demographers and other social scientists have estimated
how a change in racial self-identification between censuses is shaping these shifts
(e.g., Carvalho, Wood, & Andrade, 2004). Some observers attribute these trends to
census outreach campaigns in the context of broader cultural shifts in the valuation
of blackness, especially among younger cohorts; others note the likely influence
of the growing use of official census categories in ethnoracially targeted public
policies. As discussed further below, when ethnoracial census categories are used
to design, implement, or monitor affirmative action programs, instrumental incen-
tives may play a role in shifting self-identifications as well (Bailey, Fialho, & Love-
man, 2018; Canessa, 2007; Muniz, 2010).

When states collect and use ethnic and racial data, this shapes subjectivities
partly by triggering public discussions and renegotiations of what particular racial
categories signify, who belongs within them, and the criteria for belonging (Mora,
2014). To the present in Brazil, there is an active debate among and between activ-
ists, scholars, technocrats, politicians, and increasingly many other public figures
over the meaning of racial categories that itself contributes indirectly to the consti-
tutive effects of those categories. University undergraduates interviewed in Rio de
Janeiro in the early 2000s were not always sure of the “correct” way to answer a
question about their race or color. They often referenced their appearance and their
family background in discussing whether or not to identify themselves as pardo
or preto (Schwartzman, 2009). In the years since then, there has been indication
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that responding based on understandings of origins or ancestry has gained ground
(Guimaraes, 2011). Additionally, there is evidence that between 1995 and 2008
(before the implementation of quota policies, and then some years after implemen-
tation) Brazilians became increasingly likely to choose one of the census race/color
categories to self-identify in an open-format survey question (Bailey et al., 2018).
This suggests the recursivity of questions and categories used in the census and
public policy in shaping the social phenomenon they aim to describe.

Importantly, national media campaigns and public debates about ethnoracial
census categories and their uses influence the subjective self-understandings of
those who are not the principle targets of the campaigns or public policies, as well
as those who are. In recent years in several Latin American countries, groups have
emerged to defend official recognition of mestizos, using many of the same ar-
guments invoked by Afro-descendant and indigenous groups to demand visibility
on censuses. For these critics, official ethnoracial classification is not inherently
problematic; it is the depreciation or negation of “mixed” categories in favor of
“absolute” or “pure” categories that is cause for concern. In Brazil, for example, in
the mid-2000s, an NGO based in Amazonia with the name “Nagao Mesti¢a” sought
to advance

The valorization of the process of miscegenation (mixture) between the di-
verse ethnic groups that created the Brazilian nationality, the promotion and
defense of pardo-mesti¢ca identity and the recognition of pardo-mesticos as
cultural and territorial inheritors of the people from which they are descended.

Arguing against campaigns to “unmix” Brazilians and echoing nationalists from
the past, the group’s slogan announced: “A miscigena¢do une a nagdao” [“miscege-
nation unites the nation™].

Such slogans foreshadowed Jair Bolsonaro’s skillful deployment of the same
nationalist trope to foment resentment against affirmative action policies as part of
his presidential campaign. For instance, Bolsonaro’s response to questions about
racial or color identification for affirmative action was to insist on the preeminence
of national identity, as signaled in slogans such as “My color is Brazil”, as seen in
Figure 1.4.

As is well known, race-targeted social policies in Brazil produced fierce schol-
arly, public, and political debate (On these debates see: Bailey & Peria, 2010; Feres
Janior, Campos, Daflon, 2011; Fry, Maggie, Maio, Monteiro, & Santos, 2007; Gui-
maraes, 1999; Heringer & Johnson, 2015; Teixeira, 2003). Above and beyond the
immediate stakes and specific arguments of these debates, the existence and tenor
of the debates themselves have arguably had productive effects on Brazilians’ sub-
jectivities. Of particular importance, the public controversies helped catalyze the
salience and broad popular resonance of a resurgent nationalist identity that in-
sists on the (re)subordination of distinct ethnoracial identities to identification as
Brazilian.

Thus, the production and use of official ethnoracial statistics may be produc-
tive of subjectivities that shift toward conformity with official categories and
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Figure 1.4 Jair Bolsonoro wearing a t-shirt that states “My Color is Brazil.”

Source: Screenshot of image shared on social media during Bolsonaro’s presidential campaign

simultaneously productive of subjectivities of reaction, that take shape as alterna-
tives to official categories or in opposition to official categorization per se. The
recursivity of census categories — their ability to produce a “looping effect” in lan
Hacking’s (1996) phrasing — is actively contested and thus politically contingent.
The productive effects of new census questions on subjectivities may not resound
within closed loops. They may instead reverberate through an open-ended spiral.
In some ways, the growing use of official ethnoracial categories in Latin America
is shaping subjectivities in patterned and (more or less) predictable ways. In other
ways, the constitutive consequences of official ethnoracial classification are spill-
ing out in unanticipated forms and directions.

1.4.3  Producing political stakes

The way individuals answer census questions about their racial or ethnic identifi-
cation reflects, in part, their assessments of what the census is really asking based
on prevailing societal understandings of the terms used, why it is being asked, and
what they are expected to take into account in providing their response. Their an-
swers reflect, as well, shifting understandings of what exactly is at stake.

By the latter part of the 2000s, political struggles to get Latin American states to
collect ethnoracial statistics on their national censuses mostly gave way to increas-
ing demands to do things with the new data. As the data were analyzed and “put to
use” to motivate, develop, implement, and monitor public policies, new political
stakes emerged — stakes that were directly tied to official ethnoracial classification.
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The existence of new stakes tied to ethnoracial categories reverberated through the
political terrain, shifting identities, alliances, and alignments (epistemological and
political) that had fueled the success of political struggles to transform the data-
scape in the first place.

Before the new data collected in Latin American censuses could become “tools
of the weak™ in Porter’s sense, the avalanche of raw numbers needed to be trans-
formed into useful/usable knowledge. As the authors of a report sponsored by the
Inter-American Development Bank pointed out, “The inclusion of the ethnic vari-
able in censuses and surveys is pointless if it isn’t used in analyses.” Thus ensued
the production of a wave of census agency summary statistics, ECLAC and World
Bank reports, and social scientific studies. These assembled descriptive statistics
and statistical analyses document ethnoracial inequalities on various indicators of
material well-being, including studies of disparities in life expectancy, educational
attainment, access to electricity and sanitation, and income, among other “out-
comes.” International and regional development agencies also began to generate
comprehensive reports on the condition of Afro-descendant or indigenous com-
munities in particular Latin American countries and in comparative perspective.
The ECLAC, for example, committed resources to the production of statistical
reports on the status of indigenous and Afro-descendant youth in Latin America
based on results from the 2000 census round. The World Bank and agencies of the
United Nations also sponsored the production of reports on various aspects of
health, education, and living conditions of minority populations in several parts of
Latin America.

Armed with a growing body of statistical evidence of ethnoracial inequality,
activists and their allies within state governments began to push for targeted so-
cial policies. Statistical documentation of ethnoracial inequality supported calls for
states to supplement legal promises of protection from discrimination with proac-
tive, corrective, and reparative measures to reduce existing disparities of condition
and opportunity. In contexts where social movement actors or their allies occupied
positions within the state, policies that directly address ethnoracial inequality be-
came a visible priority.

Brazil pioneered such policies in the region, and to date, Brazil has gone farthest
with their use, with a broad range of affirmative action initiatives in government
agencies, university admissions, and industries such as fashion and television." In
Brazil, affirmative action policies came to rely upon official ethnoracial statistics to
justify their introduction, to guide their implementation, and to monitor the results.
The implementation of affirmative action programs created new stakes of racial
classification, and thus drew sharp attention to the categories used in the census, in
social science, and in social policy.

The production of new political stakes introduced fissures into the political ter-
rain that stressed, and in some contexts fractured, alliances that had been strong in
the political struggle to get affirmative action legislation passed in the first place.
In different ways, these fissures ran through the social sciences, social movements,
universities as institutions, and the political domain (Bailey & Peria, 2010; Car-
valho, 2005). As just one example of such a fissure, it is instructive to consider how
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the politics and practice of drawing boundaries around and within the “ndo branco”
[non-white] population shifted from the period of mobilization for affirmative ac-
tion policies to the period of their implementation. As discussed above, social sci-
ence research in the 1970s and 1980s favored the use of a dichotomous analytic
comparison between whites and non-whites, with the latter grouping together cen-
sus pardos and pretos. This scheme was easily translated into comparisons between
whites and “negros,” using black movement activists’ preferred framing at that
time, which advocated for an expansive definition of negro that included census
pretos, pardos, and anyone who identified as Afro-descendant (Campos, 2013). In
scholarship on racial inequality in Brazil written in English, this translation was
even more straightforward since the same word — black — is used to translate both
preto and negro.

In the period of political mobilization leading up to the passage of racial quota
policies, methods that downplayed distinctions within the non-white population
were favored by social scientists, just as they were important to activists’ vision of
building the broadest possible constituency to press for social policies to combat
racial inequality. Fast forward some years, and there is a much more active debate
among social scientists over whether it is appropriate or misleading to lump pre-
tos and pardos together in statistical analyses.'® Citing evidence of socioeconomic
heterogeneity within the pardo category, variation in perceptions of discrimination
by class status, and regional variation in its meaning, some researchers advocate
avoiding binary models [white/non-white] because they obscure class and regional
inequality within the pardo category, and the severity of disadvantage suffered by
pretos (Bailey, Loveman & Muniz, 2013; Bailey & Telles, 2006; Daflon, Carval-
haes, & Junior, 2017; Muniz, 2010). Alongside these emerging strands of research,
there are political realignments within the coalitions of activists and academics
supportive of affirmative action policies. Programs that tied opportunities for uni-
versity admission or government employment to categorical ethnoracial identifica-
tion raised thorny questions about who qualifies for such programs and who does
not. This question opened the door to debates over who decides who qualifies,
and on what basis. The distributional stakes of affirmative action programs pro-
duced reassessment and revision to earlier views of how racial boundaries in Brazil
should be drawn.

Whereas in a mobilizational moment of politics, the favored approach of activ-
ists and allied scholars alike was to group pardos and pretos together, in a distribu-
tional moment of politics, the favored approach has shifted to one that differentiates
pardos from pretos, “brightening” a boundary they had previously blurred. This is
evident, for example, in some of the discourses and practices of “anti-racial fraud”
campaigns (Figure 1.5).

Figure 1.5 is a screenshot of a poster taken from a website of a black student
group at a Brazilian university in 2016. The poster asks “Who are the new ‘black’
quota students at UFES [the Federal University of Espirito Santo]?” The text su-
perimposed on the foreheads states that “51% of the Brazilian population is black,”
and that “the other half has double the opportunities.” To arrive at 51%, they
must include census pretos (black) and census pardos (brown or mixed), since
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Figure 1.5 A poster denounces fraudulent racial identification for affirmative action at a
Federal University in Brazil.

Source: Screenshot from a website of a student group at the Federal University of Espirito Santo in 2016.

self-identified censos pretos alone would be less than 8% (according to the 2010 cen-
sus). Nonetheless, the picture is clearly one that represents Brazil as a population
made up of black and white. At the bottom, the poster notes that “False Self Identi-
fication is a Crime.” Most media coverage of this campaign and legislation focused
on people accused of falsely claiming to be non-white when they are “actually” (so-
cially) white. However, racial fraud charges were also levied against self-identified
pardos seen as not being black enough. An article that appeared in English lan-
guage press in 2017, in the journal Foreign Policy, told the story of a woman who
stood accused of racial fraud for identifying herself as “Parda’ in the application
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process for a public prosecutor job. Some activists criticize self-identified pardas
for using programs that were in fact set up for pardos and pretos, arguing that re-
ally these spaces were not meant for “people with black grandmothers”; rather
they were meant for those with “very dark skin” (de Oliveira, 2017). Criteria used
to draw distinctions within the negro [black] category — distinctions that were
downplayed or even denied in a mobilizational moment of politics -- were being
resurrected and redrawn to more narrowly delimit beneficiaries in the context of
determining the distribution of scarce resources. An unintended consequence of
the ways that Brazil’s racial quota policies have been implemented, and the varied
reactions to these policies, has been to (re)introduce political and sociological fis-
sures through the “ndo branco” [non-white] population, sharpening the boundary
between pretos and pardos that was previously deliberately blurred.

Ethnoracially targeted affirmative action programs of various sorts are in place
or on political agendas in several other Latin American countries. These initia-
tives range from policies focused on health services, nutrition, housing, poverty
alleviation, and land titling, to educational benefits and guaranteed political rep-
resentation. As ethnoracially targeted social programs spread in Latin America,
controversies over why and how states classify their populations by race or ethnic-
ity escalate. As occurred in Brazil, critics of these programs point to opportunistic
self-identification; they note how official categories will create or grow constituen-
cies along those categorical lines; and they warn of unintended consequences of
well-meaning policies, including the consolidation of more rigid group boundaries
and attendant polarization or fragmentation of national societies.

Those who support the aims of targeted social policies are likely to raise con-
cerns about official ethnoracial classification as well. Policymakers, social sci-
entists, and activists will debate whether the categories used for implementation
effectively funnel resources or opportunities to the most deserving and intended
beneficiaries. The ethnic or racial categories used to implement targeted social
policies will never correspond perfectly to all of the categorical distinctions that
are operative in the lives of individuals and communities. In some contexts, official
ethnoracial categories may be drawn narrowly and inadvertently exclude individu-
als who merit inclusion. In others, official categories will be deemed too broad,
diffusing the impact of initiatives to address explicitly ethnoracial facets of poverty
and inequality. There is an inherent tension between census question formats or
social science analytic methods that aim to maximize the total number of those
who count as indigenous or black, and the design of social policies that use such
categories to target those who are most disadvantaged.

The transformed datascape for the collection, production, and use of official
ethnoracial statistics in Latin America can be used both as information and as am-
munition in political struggles over targeted social policies and over competing
visions of social justice and social progress. In previous decades, the disaggrega-
tion of poverty and health statistics by sex revealed the gendered nature of inequal-
ity in Latin America. Such statistics helped support a shift toward development
strategies focused on women’s roles in the distribution of scarce resources within
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families and communities. The emergent avalanche of racial and ethnic statistics
will likewise continue to expose severe ethnic and racial inequalities in some re-
gions and provide support for government interventions that aim to reduce them.
In some contexts, these projects may respond to real and pressing needs of his-
torically neglected populations. In others, they may amount to what anthropologist
Charles Hale terms “multicultural neoliberalism,” serving primarily to appear to
address inequalities while effectively dissipating bottom-up pressure for develop-
ment strategies that would entail more substantive structural change. Either way,
the production and use of official ethnoracial statistics produce new political stakes
which are themselves productive: as they are put to use in government administra-
tion and public policy, they produce tremors, fissures, and fractures that alter the
conditions of possibility for the emergence of new coalitional movements that may
fundamentally alter the political terrain.

1.5  Conclusion: looping effects or spirals? Navigating a datascape
transformed

The inclusion of new race, ethnicity, and color questions on national censuses and
nationally representative household surveys in Latin America in recent decades is
a momentous political accomplishment. This transformed datascape for the collec-
tion, production, and use of ethnic and racial statistics, in turn, has become produc-
tive of new sites, subjectivities, and stakes of politics.

The new politics of ethnoracial data production have seeded new strug-
gles within the political field of grass-roots activism, social scientists, state
actors, and international organizations. This is especially evident in contexts
where the inclusion of new questions or the revision of question-wording or
response options remains open for discussion. Struggles over the terms of offi-
cial recognition — which ethnoracial categories and boundaries will be officially
sanctioned and which will remain officially invisible — cede easily into struggles
over representation — who gets to speak on behalf of whom? These latter strug-
gles have shaped the field of social movement organization and ties between
NGOs, activists, political parties, and national and international actors (Paschel,
2016).

The unprecedented availability of ethnic and racial population data has predict-
ably unleashed an avalanche of new statistical descriptions and analyses of ethnora-
cial inequalities. In most countries in the region, it remains an open question whether
or how the accumulation of quantitative studies documenting pervasive ethnoracial
disparities in indicators of income, health, and education will translate into success-
ful political struggles for either incremental or more transformative change. The new
availability of ethnoracial population data has bolstered activists’ demands for ex-
panded benefits of social citizenship, including demands for ethnoracially targeted
social benefits as a means of redress for historical marginalization and/or contem-
porary discrimination. As noted above, affirmative action policies for ethnoracially
defined groups are already in place in several Latin American countries and there is
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pressure on states from both domestic activists and international organizations to
introduce more initiatives of this kind. Such policies focus on targeted delivery of
benefits ranging from health services to housing, and poverty alleviation to political
representation. Among the most visible and contentious initiatives have been those
focused on affirmative action in the field of higher education.

In Brazil, the proliferation of statistical social scientific studies of racial dispari-
ties in the late 1980s and 1990s supported claims made by the black movement
and allies for targeted policy interventions; Brazil became a leader in the introduc-
tion of affirmative action in government employment and university admissions.
More recently, however, Brazil has also become a leading example of organized
backlash. Brazil had been seen as a regional model for how political mobilization
could produce changes to the census, which could then produce ethnoracial sta-
tistics, which could then be used to produce social science research on racialized
inequalities, which could in turn inform public policies that aim to address those
inequalities. Even as this example remains, the more recent Brazilian experience of
reactionary backlash to this political project — and its links between activists, social
scientists, and state actors — is now weighed by its neighbors as a precautionary
example as well.

As the Brazilian experience demonstrates all too well, social policies that ex-
plicitly aim to address ethnoracial inequalities through interventions that target eth-
noracially defined beneficiaries often draw attention to the political processes that
inform the production of ethnoracial data in the first place. Political battles fueled
in part by the statistical documentation of ethnoracial inequalities tend to circle
back around to political battles over the production of ethnoracial statistics per se.
Thus, as ethnoracially targeted social programs spread, controversies over why
and how states classify citizens by race or ethnicity will escalate. As in the United
States, so in Brazil, Bolivia, Mexico, and a growing list of other countries in the
Americas, we are likely to witness escalating opposition to the idea that states may
legitimately produce ethnoracial statistics at all.

The future of ethnoracial demographic data production in Latin America re-
mains uncertain. Desrosicres (2014, p. 352) argues that “For a statistic to play
its social role as a neutral reference, above the conflicts of social groups, it must
be instituted, guaranteed by democratic procedures, themselves legitimate. It then
contributes to making reality and not simply reflecting reality.” While the analysis
in this chapter could lend support for the first part of this claim, it questions the sec-
ond: it is clear that the official institutionalization of ethnoracial statistics fuels and
unleashes their productive potential; it is also evident, however, that official eth-
noracial statistics may contribute to constituting the realities they aim to measure
even when their neutrality is questioned and their legitimacy is contested. Indeed,
this is so even when their neutrality is questioned and their legitimacy contested at
every stage of their production, institutionalization, analysis, and use. It may even
be the case that the productive power of ethno-demographic statistics is amplified,
if in unintended ways, as a result of societal contestation of their neutrality and
legitimacy. The productive power of a statistic and the democratic acceptance of its
means of production and institutionalization are not so tightly coupled.
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Whether ethnoracial statistics contribute to (re)making reality in the ways their
advocates and producers intend is another matter altogether. Official ethnoracial
categories, institutionalized in statistics and operationalized through public policy,
may be partly constitutive of subjectivities but not in a controlled and contained
way, such as we might imagine when invoking Ian Hacking’s (1995) “looping ef-
fect” metaphor. Rather than a closed loop, the productive reverberations of official
ethnoracial statistical categories may reverberate in an open-ended spiral, wound
more or less tightly and with the ends pointing inward or outward in relation to
other actors and identities in the political field, making possible/probable differ-
ent articulations and coalitions of political actors and movements in the political
terrain. As the metaphor of a “spiral effect” suggests, the analysis in this chapter
and growing evidence from the region affirms that the productive effects of eth-
noracial statistics are both predictable and unpredictable, constitutive of recursive
but open-ended “spiral” effects rather than self-reinforcing and closed “loops.” As
a consequence, the creation and use of official ethnoracial statistics are apt to be
politically productive in ways at once productive and counterproductive to the aims
of those who produce them.

The transformed datascape is not only fueling the creation of new knowledge
about ethnoracial inequalities in Latin America; it is also helping to define new
sites, subjectivities, and stakes of political struggle over recognition, rights, and
redress for historically marginalized communities and contemporary fights for ra-
cial justice — while also stoking reactionary nationalist opposition. Thus, while the
early 21st-century boom in the production of ethnoracial statistics across most of
Latin America is a historic political accomplishment, it is simultaneously a politi-
cally contentious and tenuous accomplishment that could well be short-lived.

New data have generated new knowledge about ethnic, racial, and color in-
equalities in Latin American societies; this new knowledge, in turn, together with
the process and politics of its production, has stoked new sites, subjectivities, and
stakes of politics. These have contributed to the political constitution of ethnoracial
identities and boundaries, to the advancement of claims for greater equality and
recognition for ethnoracially defined individuals and communities, and to stoking
the rise of organized reactionary opposition. Thus, in the context of unfolding po-
litical struggles to challenge existing relations between states, scientists, and (non)
citizens, as social scientists grapple with the avalanche of ethnoracial population
data in Latin America with the aim to advance understanding of ethnoracial in-
equalities, they must also keep the politics of the production of such data, and their
productive effects on politics, within the frame of analysis.

Notes

* This chapter includes material previously published in Portuguese in Sociologias 23(56),
2021: 110-153. https://doi.org/10.1590/15174522-109784, under CC licence 4.0.

1 The use of the term “avalanche” in this context is in reference to lan Hacking’s (1982)
essay “Biopower and the Avalanche of Printed Numbers.” While Hacking analyzes a
very different context and moment in the history of demographic statistics, echoes of
that earlier avalanche still reverberate in this one.
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Table 1.1 provides a summary overview of the change in statistical visibility of indig-
enous and Afro-descendant populations, but it also obscures the considerable variation
in the particularities of census question formats and response options across countries,
which make visible distinctions within these categories in some countries. Table 1.1 also
omits consideration of other lines of ethnoracial distinction enumerated in some national
censuses in the region (for example, some censuses allow responses for “whites” or
“Asian,” while some deliberately omit such response options). For more on these vari-
ations and their justifications and consequences, see Loveman, 2014, pp. 250-300; De
Popolo, 2008.

For an overview of ethnoracial classification on censuses in Latin America in this pe-
riod, see Tables in Loveman, 2014, p. 233, 241.

These generalizations are developed at more length and with many examples in Love-
man, 2014, pp. 121-300. There are also many excellent studies of these practices for
specific countries and census years — too many to cite them all here, but see, for exam-
ple, Otero, 2006; Camargo, 2010.

The historiography on this theme is much too long to cite comprehensively here. Impor-
tant contributions to this large body of work include Vejo and Yankelevich (orgs), 2017;
Sommer, 1991; Martinez-Echazabel, 1998, 1996).

On dissenting voices, see for example the views of a military doctor who used data
collected from soldiers to argue against Vianna’s thesis of evolution toward a singu-
lar, whitened, national Brazilian “type” (Loveman, 2009). See also Skidmore, 1993;
Schwarcz, 1993; Borges, 1993.

An extended analysis of the recent shift in state practices of ethnic and racial classifica-
tion in Latin America can be found in Loveman (2014).

Nobles 2000, pp. 98—-110, 116-119. Brazil’s census almost omitted the race question in
1940, but it was ultimately retained with the justification and expectation that it would
allow Brazil to show the world its continued progress toward whitening (Camargo,
2010, pp. 255-266).

Nobles (2000, pp. 98-110, 116—-119) argues that absent organized pressure from aca-
demics and activists, Brazil’s 1980 census would have been fielded without a color
question.

The question of whether mobility itself influenced self-classification as “white” could
not be disentangled without longitudinal data. The debate over whether (or when, or
in what sense) “money whitens” in Brazil, which dates back decades, continues to be
debated by social scientists to this day.

They also argued later that the grouping of “pardos” and “pretos” made substantive
sense given their proximity in social status in comparison to “whites.” To this day, schol-
ars debate whether it is best to use dichotomous, trichotomous, an analytic combination
of both, or none of the above to analyze racial inequalities in Brazil.

For more on international organizations’ role, see Loveman, 2014, pp. 250-300.

One example of the former type is the international conference in Lima, Peru 2016,
which brought together social movement spokespersons, representatives of the national
statistics agency, government officials, social scientists from independent research insti-
tutes and universities, UN representative, and “international academic experts” to dis-
cuss the adoption of new questions on the 2017 census. For an example of the latter, see
account of Nicaragua’s, 2005 census in Loveman (2014, pp. 290-293).

On problems with overly state-centric, top-down approaches to understanding census
categories and their consequences, see Emigh, Riley, and Ahmed (2016).

For detailed description and analysis of these programs and their politics, see for exam-
ple: Feres Junior, 2007, 2008; Fry et al., 2007; Petruccelli, 2015.

There were dissenting voices on the use of dichotomous analytic scheme earlier,
and some scholars continued to produce analyses that kept pardo and preto separate
throughout these years. But the approach that was seen and presented as most in line
with politics of racial justice was to adopt a dichotomous lens.
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2 Census, politics and the
construction of identities
in India

Ram B. Bhagat

2.1 Introduction

Of late, identity has acquired centre stage in politics, a yardstick for evaluating the
fulfilment of social and economic rights and a force of state social policy in many
countries of the world. Based on the social and cultural characteristics of people,
political parties lured by vote bank politics have used identity as an instrument of
political mobilisation and consequently of shaping state policies. In this context,
knowing the social and cultural characteristics of people and classifying them has
been an essential state project executed through the institution of census, both,
historically as well as in contemporary times.

Census enumeration is considered to be a scientific exercise in order to know
the size, growth composition and characteristics of the population. The mandate of
the census is derived from the state, an institution that embodies the relationship
between a territory and its people. How the state views its people and their charac-
teristics is very much a political phenomenon which changes according to the na-
ture of the state and its strategy to maintain power. In this situation, the census turns
out to be an instrument of the state; it converts people into the population and uses
a classificatory principle to divide them into mutually exclusive ethnic, religious,
racial and caste groups. This is being done under the assumption that the method-
ology of natural sciences as such could be applied to the social reality as well. In
the context of India, historical records show the interwoven and inclusive nature
of social identities in many spheres of life. The Census Commissioners of Brit-
ish India presented a plethora of such examples, highlighting many religious and
cultural practices in India as overlapping, which could not be classified in a form
that is mutually exclusive (Bhagat, 2003, 2013). However, such identities could be
better represented if multiple choices were provided in the census schedule. The
present chapter argues that mutually exclusive classification has a deep impact on
creating a contrived social reality and the unfolding of identity politics suitable
for statecraft. In India, this process began during the colonial regime and has not
changed after independence; it was rather reinforced and re-emerged in various
new forms. Along with ethnic categorisation, size and growth have also been added
to the construction of identities in the era of democratic politics influenced by the
emerging demographic reality.
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According to Anderson (1991), the census is one of the institutions of power
along with the map and the museum. Although they were invented before the
mid-19th century, they turned out to be very powerful instruments of domination
during colonial rule (Anderson, 1991, p. 163). These three institutions profoundly
shaped the way in which the colonial state imagined its dominion. The census
created mutually exclusive identities imagined by the classifying mind of the co-
lonial state. Similarly, the map worked as an exhaustive territorial classification,
showing definite control, which also served as a logo, i.e. an instantly recognisable
symbol of power. The museum allowed the colonial state to appear as the guardian
of local tradition. However, all three institutions have changed their role with the
disappearance of colonialism and the emergence of nationalism. In the sovereign
and republican states, the census mirrored the new demographic imaginations of
the modern state, deeply influenced by their political imaginations of the demos.
While at times the census reflected many characteristics of the modernising state,
sometimes it did not completely abjure the colonial legacies. Scholars also argue
that various forms of governmentality targeting the population were novel tactics
of colonialism; unlike such instruments also existed during pre-colonial times in
various forms of statistical and record-keeping practices, the state hardly assumed
an interventionist role (Kalpagam, 2014, p. 68). In the colonial state, the process
of intervention was not only confined to administrative, record-keeping, statistical
and knowledge production but also in the entire social, cultural and political sphere
reshaping the institutions and practices in the mirror image of the west. The orient
was almost a European invention, which helped to redefine the orient in contrast to
the occidental image, ideas, practices and experience. The orient was portrayed as
irrational, unscientific, uncivilized and primitive. In other words, orientalism was
a Western style of knowledge for dominating, restructuring and having authority
over the orient (Said, 1978). In this context, census, record-keeping, mapping and
vital statistics were the new state apparatuses introduced to modernise, civilise and
govern Indians during the colonial times. The British mode of thought, imagination
and classification of Indian society constructed exclusive social and religious iden-
tities in India that undermined the pluralistic understanding of Indian society (Sen,
2005). As far as the census is concerned, there are at least three pathways through
which it constructs ethnic, racial, caste and religious identities driven by politics.
Firstly, the enumeration of people through the census requires a clear setting of
the boundaries of ethnic and religious communities to know their size, growth and
various characteristics. Sometimes, boundaries are not clearly defined in daily life,
but the census makes it possible to draw a neat social and geographical boundary
because enumeration demands mutually exclusive categories. In reality, however,
this may not be the case due to the overlapping nature of social practices of many
communities, as well as variations of social and cultural practices over space and
time. However, censuses do not only fix ethnic and cultural boundaries over time
and space but also create a homogeneous community. Thus, the key strategy of cen-
sus taking has been to construct fixed and immutable social categories, like caste
and religion, whose boundaries have been changing historically in India (Bhagat,
2006; Cohn, 1987). Second, through census enumeration, the size, growth and
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social and economic characteristics of communities are known. The knowledge of
these attributes is not independent but enters into the community consciousness,
shaping social relations and recreating communities (Bhagat, 2006). In fact, the
census produces knowledge about the community which creates a consciousness of
shared belongingness and affinity that is geographically discontinuous and spread
over far-off places. In other words, census enumeration through demographic and
geographical imagination reconstructs the ethnic and religious communities. Third,
in a democratic setup, where number means power, where numbers determine ac-
cess to social and economic resources, various types of fission and fusion among
communities take place, being unfolded by competitive communitarian politics
(Bhagat, 2001, 2013). Communitarian politics sometimes demand the inclusion
of a separate community in the subsequent census, delinked from the larger com-
munity. However, the tendency of the census is essentially to create few but large
homogeneous communities, ironing out differences. This principle of enumeration
is mirrored in the political process. Thus, the census cannot be separated from
social and political processes, but it abets and is embedded in the same processes.
This chapter describes the practices of various censuses in India constructing social
identities with reference to religious and caste categories resulting from the colo-
nial and post-colonial imagination and politics.

2.2 Census in India — continuity and change

In India, as early as 1856, the British Government decided to hold a census in
1861, which eventually could not be held due to a mutiny in 1857. After the great
mutiny, the colonial government reorganised the army on caste and ethnic lines and
also notified certain castes and tribes as criminals (Kumar, 2004, p. 1087). Against
this backdrop, it was decided in 1865 that a general population census would be
taken in 1871. But, the years 1867—1872 were actually spent in census taking. This
series of census activities was in fact known as the census of 1872, which was nei-
ther a synchronous census nor covered the entire territory controlled by the British
(Srivastava, 1972, p. 9). In fact, the first synchronous census may be called to have
begun from the census of 1881.

There were several reasons why the British Government started census taking
in India. From the administrative point of view, a clear knowledge of the composi-
tion of Indian society was necessary to exert control and extract revenue. Colo-
nial rulers understood the administrative exigencies of the role of knowledge in
maintaining power and embarked upon the codification of Indian society. They
were also amazed to see the complexities of Indian society. At this juncture, a new
classificatory trend in the European intellectual tradition was also emerging which
motivated the colonial rulers to develop a taxonomy based on their perception of
Indian society primarily belonging to primordial categories (Bandyopadhyay, 1992,
p. 26). A distinguished historian of India, R.S. Sharma, argues that the 1857 revolt
caused Britain to realise that it badly needed a deeper knowledge of manners and
social systems of the Indian people for a continued ruling. As a consequence, not
only census was undertaken but also ancient scriptures were translated on a massive
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scale under the editorship of Max Mueller (Sharma, 2005). Britain thus embarked
upon consolidating the regime by the creation of a body of appropriate knowledge
not only to understand Indian society and culture better but also to offer legitimacy
to the administrative concerns and decisions of the colonial rule (Kumar, 2004,
p. 1086). On the other hand, Guha (2003) argues that census enumeration was not
a novel practice adopted by the British, but was equally practiced in earlier times,
particularly in the Moghul period. But the fact remains that the earlier enumerations
were very much confined to the purposes of land revenue and taxation and also geo-
graphically more limited. In contrast to this, the colonial census was interested in
anthropological knowledge and was carried out covering most parts of the country.

Thus, the census at this juncture was an instrument for creating the requisite an-
thropological knowledge about Indian society. It was not a coincidence that most of
the census commissioners were trained Anthropologists. Noted among them were
Herbert Risley and J.H. Hutton who looked after the census operations of 1901 and
1931 respectively, and contributed immensely through their writings and publica-
tions in producing anthropological knowledge about India. Risely wrote a monu-
mental book entitled 7he People of India first published in 1908, and Hutton wrote
the famous book, Caste in India: Its Nature, Function and Origins first published
in 1946. In the mind of the colonial power, there was a desire to know the differ-
ences between the Indian people which could be helpful in matters of governance
and continuance of power; and there was also a curiosity to know whether any
social group in India constituted a nation in the European sense of the term. In fact,
Indian identities do not exclusively belong to race, language and religion, but all
of them are overlapping. As such, they do not constitute a nation in the European
sense. For example, Hindus and Muslims speak the same language in different
parts of India and possess similar racial characteristics and caste structures. This is
true for other religious groups as well (Ahmad, 1978, 1999; Hutton, 1931).

Since the very first census of 1872 the colonial state incorporated caste and
religious categories in the enumeration of the Indian population. In the beginning,
caste was equated with class (1872 census); in 1881 sect was also introduced, fol-
lowed by race in 1891, and tribe was included since the 1901 census which con-
tinued until 1941 (Census of India n.d.). However, religion was included since the
beginning of the census. This is in marked contrast to the British census which in-
troduced religion only in 2001 on a voluntary basis. It also contrasts with the USA,
where asking a question on religion in the census is prevented by the American
constitution. In independent India, asking about religion in the census continued,
but caste was dropped, except for Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes
(STs). The SCs and STs are the official social categories identified under the provi-
sion of Article 341 of the Indian Constitution. According to this article, the Presi-
dent of India, after consultation with the Governor of a State or Union Territory
(UT), may declare castes, races or tribes or groups within castes, races of tribes as
SC or ST belonging to that state or UT based on their historical deprivations and
exclusions. It is a state strategy of social protection which accelerated the devel-
opment of the identified groups known as SCs and STs in independent India (cf.
Piketty, 2022, pp. 175-202).



84 Ram B. Bhagat

While at times the census reflected many characteristics of the modernising
state, sometimes it did not completely abjure the colonial legacies. This is evident
in the fact that the census in independent India is a part of the Ministry of Home
Affairs unlike the British census being controlled by an independent statistical au-
thority, answerable to the British Parliament directly. In the USA, the census is a
part of the Department of Commerce. While there is nothing wrong with the Cen-
sus of India being part of the Ministry of Home Affairs, it reflects the perception
that the census is rooted in the colonial legacy of governance and politics.

2.2.1 Construction of caste identities

Since the 1970s, with increased globalisation, identities have acquired centre stage
in national politics in several developing countries (Kukutai & Thompson, 2015),
including India. India has been a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society histori-
cally. However, colonial interaction and a new mode of knowledge production
reconstructed the existing social and religious relations in newer forms. This is
in contrast to the evolution of social groups, a process in which primary groups
(Gemeinschaft) changed into secondary groups (Gesellschaft) alongside with the
agricultural-industrial economic transition in European countries (Tonnies, 1957).
As India did not experience the same type of industrialisation and the historic tra-
jectory of social evolution was disrupted by colonialism, social identities were re-
constructed through colonial powerholders armed with the means of knowledge
production that served their immediate needs but had significant implications for
social structure. This is not to say that what existed was good but to highlight that
the social evolution as a project of construction of social categories during colonial
times shaped India’s present social and political structure and identities.

Bernard Cohn (1987) wrote a seminal article advancing an argument that the
colonial census played an important role in identity formation in South Asian coun-
tries. The religious and caste identities were two important forms recreated during
colonial rule. Both these identities are intertwined, competitive and reinforcing
each other. The census played an important role as an administrative apparatus
through which communities were made to view themselves in relation to others
in definite terms, and a gradual realisation of demographic strength cropped up
to promote self-interested collective action. Several scholars later believed that
modern politicised identities in India found their definite geographical and social
boundaries through census enumeration initiated during British rule (Anderson,
1991; Appadurai, 1993; Dirks, 2001; Kaviraj, 1993). Further, the census prac-
tice in colonial India was in sharp contrast to census taking in Britain where the
question on ethnicity was kept aside from enumeration until the 1991 census and
religion was reintroduced in the 2001 census (Bhagat, 2001). Categorisation and
enumeration were two strategies of the census exercise. Categories were identified
as distinct, homogeneous and mutually exclusive which is essential to the scien-
tific understanding. According to Appadurai (1993) enumeration played a more
important role than categorisation in the formation of identities. However, this is
a debatable issue because enumeration requires a neat categorisation. It is through
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categorisation that the social boundaries of ethnic and social groups are delineated
and fixed, boundaries which gradually become immutable. This process of quanti-
fication established the predominance of group size in democratic politics, convert-
ing people into populations and their size becoming a marker of social identities.

Historically numerous communities existed in India but they have existed as
fuzzy communities from time immemorial, but their congealing into distinct, dis-
crete and mutually antagonistic communities was certainly aided to a great ex-
tent by the counting of heads. Fuzzy communities are defined as indistinct groups
with neither internal cohesion nor well-known external boundaries and as such,
are communities without overt communication. The group did not know how far it
extended and what was its strength in numbers, therefore, had less accurate and less
aggressive self-awareness. In other words, the geographical and social boundaries
were not clear. The fuzzy communities also did not require any developed theory
of otherness (Das 1994; Kaviraj, 1993).

India’s social structure was also interwoven in its nature. Caste and religion —
two predominant identities have been overlapping in the past and their interwoven
nature is still visible in many parts of the country in spite of political attempts to
separate them. Religions like Islam and Christianity, which came from outside,
have also a strong presence of caste within them (Ahmad 1978; Ansari 1959;
Wyatt 1998).

However, there have been attempts to define, categorise and understand caste,
tribe, race and religion in India through censuses. In the beginning, caste and tribe
were loosely used in the censuses and hardly any distinction was made (Baines,
1893). Among the categories of caste, tribe and race, caste has been most pervasive
and distinct in Indian society, but people perceived and replied about caste status,
not in a uniform manner.

For some, caste meant a status in the caste hierarchy, for others, it was a sense
of belonging to an occupational group, a linguistic identity like Gujarati, Bengali
and for still others a place or regional identity like Madrasi (Samarendra, 2011).
Herbert Risly, the Census Commissioner of the 1901 census tried to develop a
theory of the origin of caste based on racial lines. He attempted to classify castes
based on colour and physical characteristics (Risley, 1908). However, due to the
enormous diversity in the physical characteristics and caste traits of the population,
many questions on the possible link between caste and race were raised, and in the
end, this exercise was not conclusive (Gait, 1913). In fact, various studies point
out that caste was historically a localised status group arranged hierarchically from
higher to lower status with little sense of solidarity with similar groups outside of
their local habitat. Furthermore, castes as social groups were mobile and mutable
in the past, but census enumeration and categorisation rendered them fixed and im-
mutable (Bhagat, 20006).

During colonial rule, the concept of race was also used to differentiate between
the natives of Indian origin and those coming from the West or European countries.
The population was divided into races such as Indo-Aryan, Iranian, Semitic and
primitive races followed by categories of religious groups within each of them.
Also, an effort was made to categorise population into British, Europeans other
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than British a hybrid category like Anglo-Indians resulting from mixed marriages.
It represented physical characteristics in earlier censuses but later it represented
nationality. The Census Commissioner of 1931 J.H. Hutton (1931, p. 425) believed
that race is so loosely used as to defy any definition, but generally, it represented
nationality or place of birth of foreign origin. Race is no longer an important issue
either in politics or the census of independent India. The term tribe was understood
as a category to the extent it is not converted into caste and also represented the
residual category of a race.

There were more than 4,000 castes and sub-castes identified in the censuses
during British rule. The number of castes gradually increased after every census.
For example, the number of castes identified in the 1901 census was 1,646, which
increased to 4,147 in the 1931 census, the last census on caste in India. The to-
tal number of castes also included over 300 castes whose religion was recorded
as Christianity and over 500 who were recorded as Muslims. The Anthropologi-
cal Survey of India launched the Peoples of India Project under the leadership of
K. S. Singh, which was completed in the 1990s. According to this study, there were
4,635 castes or communities in India (Bhagat, 2006). It was noted by the Census
Commissioner of the 1921 census, E.A. Gait that, historically, caste had not been a
fixed and immutable category but new castes emerged through fission and fusion.
Sometimes a group of people developed a different occupation or a religious cult
or social practice and regarded themselves as distinct from the others, leading to
the emergence of a new caste. In other cases, several castes of the same occupation
or followers of a cult or social practice merged creating a new caste. This resulted
in the fixing or re-fixing of social status in the local context (Gait, 1913, p. 371).
However, due to the institutionalisation of the census, the historical characteristics
of caste changed from a mobile and mutable category to a fixed and immutable cat-
egory. At the same time, the category of caste was uprooted from the local context
of status hierarchy and was raised to all-India level. Castes positioned themselves
face to face with the government as an identity group competing for resources
and privileges with other castes. The demographic size of castes added an objec-
tive sense of strength to their negotiations and claims for access to resources and
power. Some of the powerful castes of contemporary India, namely Yadavas, Red-
dys, Kamma, Marathas and Patels/Patidars, to mention just a few, have re-emerged
against this backdrop by the amalgamation of several castes and sub-castes (Hut-
ton, 1931; Upadhya, 1997).

The decennial censuses not only updated the population figures but also gave
them specific labels and ranks. The British understanding of caste was based on
their reading of the oriental literature as well as their reliance on the local schol-
ars of Hindu scriptures. The sources of knowledge about caste based on religious
texts presented a model of caste systems primarily based on Varna, which literally
means colour in Sanskrit. Varna is a hierarchical system of caste status based on
social origin in the Hindu society, ranging from Brahmins (priestly castes) at the
top, followed by Kshatriya (warrior castes), Vaishyas (trading castes) and Shudras
(labouring castes) at the bottom of the social ladder. However, in reality, within
each of the Varna categories, there existed numerous castes and sub-castes whose
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names were not similar in the different parts of India and their hierarchical social
status was also not clear. Varna, in fact, provides a principle of caste ranking based
on Hindu scriptures, among them Manusmriti is often cited for its enunciation.
However, many times, the Varna hierarchy did not represent the way caste was
actually practised in different parts of India and hence represented a distorted view
of the caste system (Bandyopadhyay, 1992; Srinivas, 1962). In actual census prac-
tice, many people perceived that the object of the census was to fix the relative
social position of the different social classes and to deal with questions of social
superiority. As a result, the actual reporting of caste was also distorted, as many
lower castes returned to higher castes in order to raise their social status. In the
census, the underprivileged found an opportunity to express their aspiration and
if possible to acquire a new identity through enumeration (Ahmed, 1981, p. 116).
In many places, several caste groups petitioned the census officials and claimed to
be included in the census different from what was entered in the census record. In
several cases, their claim was accepted. On the other hand, a number of castes were
not happy with the way they were entered and grouped in the census, and there was
widespread resentment over this (Cohn, 1987).

The census of 1921 was conducted in a changed political scenario when the
growing force of a national movement led by Mahatma Gandhi challenged the
edifice of British rule. The census as a tool of the empire responded to the growing
unity of Indian people by introducing a category of “depressed classes,” which for
the first time reflected the state’s gesture to provide protection to this category of
people. However, the term depressed classes was not favoured in the 1931 census
and was replaced by “exterior castes” (Hutton, 1931). The tabulation of figures for
individual castes in the 1931 census was based on four criteria namely (i) those
who belong to the lower caste hierarchy, (ii) primitive tribes and (iii) all other
castes with the exception of (iv) those short of four per 1,000 of population and
those for which separate figure were deemed to be unnecessary by local govern-
ment (Census of India, 1961). Thus, group size and social backwardness' were the
yardsticks adopted for a new classification of castes for administrative and govern-
ance purposes. A remarkable political development following this categorisation
was the promulgation of the Scheduled Order of 1936 that officially recognised
the listing of castes in every province of India for providing reservation in politi-
cal representation and protection from the British Government (Bandyopadhyay,
1997, p. 33). This practice continued in independent India, and the castes identified
were known as SCs and tribes as STs, declared under constitutional provisions to
provide the reservation and social protection to them. In the censuses of independ-
ent India, the status of SCs and STs was crucially linked with religion. Until the
1981 census, SCs could only belong to Hindus and Sikhs, while STs could belong
to any religion. However, since the 1991 census SCs could also belong to the Bud-
dhist religion (Census of India, 1991).

In the early 1990s, the Government of India, based on the recommendations
of the Mandal Commission, created a group of castes known as Other Backward
Classes (OBCs) and extended to them quotas for the reservation of government
jobs and also for the admission to the colleges and universities. The creation of
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OBCs was based on the caste data of the 1931 census and the criteria adopted to
identify OBCs were based on educational and social backwardness. This raised a
demand for a renewed inclusion of caste in the 2001 census.

Although there was a strong demand to include caste in order to identify the
demographic size of the OBC group in 2001 it was rejected on two grounds. First,
the task of enumerating 4,000 odd castes in the census is fraught with many dif-
ficulties and second, it will strengthen the caste sentiments and caste identities
which the Indian state aimed to eradicate with independence. However, the demand
was again raised in the run-up to the 2011 census. The Central Government finally
decided that the caste census would be held as a separate exercise, but not as a
part of the 2011 census; the task of collecting data on caste was entrusted to the
Ministry of Rural Development for rural areas and to the Ministry of Housing and
Urban Poverty Alleviation for the urban areas. The rural areas also included urban
out-growth and urban was confined to statutory urban centers only. This census
was called “Socio-economic and Caste Census 2011,” but data was neither made
available for individual castes nor for the OBCs (Socio-Economic Caste Census,
2011). However, it did not serve the political demand for demographic data on
the OBCs. The re-inclusion of caste continues to remain a contentious issue with
scholars arguing for and against it. However, the complexities of caste show that a
particular caste has several sub-castes and there are various nomenclatures used for
the same caste in different linguistic set-ups. The same caste can also have varied
social organisation in different parts of the country. It may also not hold the same
social ranking, and therefore aggregation at the all-India level is problematic (Bha-
gat, 2007; Deshpande & John, 2010). While it is an open question if caste will be
included or not in future censuses, the genie is already out of the bottle as censuses
of the past have already played an important role in shaping its form and content.
Presently, caste hardly represents the hierarchical status in a traditional sense, but
forms an identity and interest group driven by the politics of kinship.

2.2.2  Construction of religious communities

The demographic data published by the census on religion and caste not only re-
shaped Hindu-Muslim and inter-caste relationships but also shaped the political
imagination of India. Like caste, the question of religion was asked since the be-
ginning of the census in 1872. Most of the demographic data were also presented
cross-classified by religion. Census officials took great pains to classify the Indian
population in terms of homogeneous and mutually exclusive religious communi-
ties in spite of several difficulties. The difficulties encountered by census officials
were mainly related to the overlapping of beliefs, faiths and practices, sects, indis-
tinct boundaries among religious communities in many places and local perception
of a religious community based on the contextual status hierarchy when a question
on religion was asked (Bhagat, 2013). While the caste known as Jati is a localised
status hierarchy based on birth and maintained among endogamous social groups
in a region, religion in India has been defined traditionally and practised as Dharma
which means a moral duty. According to one of the Census Commissioners,
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The Hindu word ‘dharma’ which corresponds most closely to our word ‘re-
ligion” connotes conduct more than creed. In India the line of cleavage is
social rather than religious, and the tendency of the people themselves is to
classify their neighbours, not according to their beliefs, but according to their
social status and manner of living.

(Census of India, 1911a, p. 113)

However, contrary to this notion of Indian religious tradition, Indian people were
divided based on their membership (creed) in religious groups, leading to the crea-
tion of religious identities based on demography, shaping the national politics of
the country. While census officials were very clear about what constituted Christi-
anity and Islam, they came across enormous difficulty in defining and understand-
ing who Hindus were. Thus, we find in various reports of Census Commissioners
of British India descriptions of how they deliberated, debated and wavered as
to whether the term ‘Hindu’ implied a ‘race’, nationality’, a ‘religion’ or a ‘set of
practices’.
In one census report, for example, Hindus were defined as,

A native of India who is not of European, Armenian, Moghul, Persian or
other foreign descent, who is a member of a recognised caste, who acknowl-
edges the spiritual authority of Brahmans (priestly caste), who venerates or
at least refuses to kill or harm kine, and does not profess any creed or religion
which the Brahman forbids him to profess.

(Census of India, 1911, p. 119)

Census officials also tried to distinguish animism from Hinduism. Animism was
considered as a pre-Hindu religion, but it was not clear at what stage animism
ceased and an animist became a Hindu (Census of India, 1911a, p. 129). The cat-
egory of animism was so vague that its name was changed to Tribal Religion in
the1921 census (Census of India 1921). It was also pointed out by the census of-
ficials that many social and cultural practices among Hindus and Muslims were
overlapping and interwoven in several parts of the country as both religious catego-
ries were also embedded in the caste system. For example, in the province of Pun-
jab, the majority of Mohammadans also reported their caste status as Rajput, Jat,
Arain, Gujar, Mochi, Tarkhan and Teli (Census of India, 1911a). The Census Com-
missioner of the 1921 census reported to have classified some of the communities
as ‘Hindu-Mohammadan’ (Census of India, 1921, p. 115). The boundary line be-
tween Hindus on the one hand and Sikhs, Buddhists and Jains on the other is even
more indeterminate. Faced with the problem of Jains and Buddhists also wanted to
be recorded as Hindus, but the census schedule did not offer such multiple choice;
the problem was solved through a footnote that was added to the concerned table or
put under the category of ‘Others’ (Hutton, 1931, pp. 379-380). Census Commis-
sioner E. A. Gait reiterated that the religions of India as we have already seen are
by no means mutually exclusive (Census of India, 1911a). Even the Census Com-
missioner J. H. Hutton had observed that ‘while borderline between tribal religions
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and some aspects of Hinduism is not at all easy to draw, it is just as hard to define
it between Hinduism and Islam, and even between Hinduism and Christianity in
the case of a number of intermediate sects which offer points of identity with both’
(Hutton, 1931, p. 380).

However, in spite of enormous difficulties attempts were made to classify reli-
gious groups. There was also an attempt to divide religion racially into five such
categories, namely, Indo-Aryan, Iranian, Semitic, Primitive and Miscellaneous,
and also into sects (Census of India, 1921)

A schematic classification is presented below for illustrative purposes (Census
of India, 1921)

I Indo-Aryan
A Hindu
a Hindu -Brahmanic
b Hindu -Arya- Vedic Theists
¢ Hindu-Brahmo- Eclectic Theists
B Sikh
C Jain
D Buddhist
II Iranian
A Zoroastrian (Parsi)
III Semitic
A Musalman
B Christians
C Jews
IV Primitive
A Animistic/Tribal
V Miscellaneous (Minor religion and religion not returned)

However, the above scheme of classification was not uniformly followed in every
census. Various sects of Hinduism namely Brahmanic, Arya and Brahmo were iden-
tified. In the 1881 census, Kabirpanthis (a unitary religion without rituals based on
love and unity of mankind) and Satnamis (true god under the title of Satnam; no
idol worship) were kept as separate religious groups (Her Majesty’s Stationary Of-
fice, 1883), but were later merged with Hindus. Muslims were divided into Shias
and Sunnis, and Christians into many sects like Roman Catholic, Anglican, Meth-
odist, Lutherans, and Presbyterian, etc. However, differences in practices and sects
were gradually obliterated and dropped from census tables, and, Indian popula-
tion was classified into ten mutually exclusive religious categories namely Hindus,
Muslims, Sikh, Buddhists, Jains, Christians, Zorastrians, Jews, Tribals and Others
in colonial India. Census thus shattered the inclusive nature of religious faith and
practices and created religious identities from an epistemological gaze hitherto un-
known to Indians. Not only has the population been classified by religion, but its
size, distribution and growth rate have been explained in terms of fertility and vi-
rility, as well as conversions and changes in the inclusion and exclusion of certain
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groups in the respective religious groups. The first census of 1872 revealed that
Hindus constituted 73.5% of the population compared to 21.5% of the Muslims
(Her Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1881). As such, the new religious communities
viewed themselves in terms of number, the idea of majority and minority was in-
grained in their mind and also in the political system. The colonial power assured
them to grant each of them resources, privileges and a share of power according to
their demographic strength in the form of separate electorates and reservations in
admission to educational institutions and in government jobs. This was the genesis
of demographic communalism in India (Bhagat, 2001). It also brought the two
major religious communities namely Hindus and Muslims in sharp competition,
clashes broke out and riots took place since the late 19th century, culminating in
communal mayhem and partition of India on the religious line in 1947 (Bhagat,
2012). The partition was a bitter experience of numbers by religion creating politi-
cal polarisation of majority Hindus and minority Muslims which acquired centre
stage even in independent India.

This is evident in the continued process of construction of religious identities in
independent India. After independence, seven mutually exclusive religious catego-
ries namely Hindus, Muslim, Sikh, Christians, Jain and Buddhist found a promi-
nent place in the census questionnaire and the rest of religions and faiths were
clubbed and presented in the category Others. The process of mutually exclusive
classification was accompanied by internal homogenisation within each religious
community by census exercise. For example, when the response on religion was
scrutinised in the 2001 census, there were 1,700 religions and faiths reported, but
these were suppressed in the Others category in the census tables (Census of India,
2001). Therefore, it may be argued that independent India embarked upon the co-
lonial legacy of religious consolidation through classification, numericisation and
homogenisation of religious beliefs and practices in the name of protecting rights
in contrast to the colonial policy of divide and rule. On the other hand, as India
aspired to eradicate casteism and caste-based social discrimination, it stopped the
collection of data on caste since the 1951 census, right after independence, except
for the disadvantaged categories like SCs and STs. In most of the periods since
independence, caste and religious identities have been competing in the sphere of
vote bank politics, and various political parties favoured one over the other. This
led to the demand for the inclusion of caste in the recent censuses, in order to know
the changing status of castes other than SCs and STs, known as OBCs, declared
based on the last complete census conducted in 1931 during the British rule. Until
now, the Census of India has not undertaken a full caste census, but it has been a
matter of intense political debate in the country. At the time of the 2011 census, the
government scuttled the demand for the inclusion of caste in the census but allowed
a separate socio-economic caste census to be held outside the aegis of the Census
of India. As mentioned earlier, it was conducted by the Ministry of Rural Devel-
opment and the Ministry of Housing and Urban Poverty Alleviation for the rural
and urban areas respectively. The data collected under the socio-economic caste
census was very helpful in understanding multi-dimensional poverty (Sahu, 2018).
However, the detailed socio-economic data by individual caste status has not been
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released to the public domain so far. Thus, it does not serve the demand that led to
the establishment of the socio-economic caste census, nor does it resolve the politi-
cal controversy with regard to affirmative action for the OBCs. Some researchers
argue that the data deficit is closely related to a democracy deficit, weakening the
legitimacy of democratic institutions. In this situation, the conflicting relationship
between the state and communities surrounding the issue of numbers has not been
resolved by true, reliable and representative data (Agrawal & Kumar, 2020).

The ambivalence of the state, publishing some data while withholding others, is
very much evident with respect to religion in independent India. It is worthwhile
to mention that demographic data by religion was published, but data on the edu-
cational level and occupational characteristics by religion was not published until
the 2001 Census. It was only in 2001 that the census began providing data on lit-
eracy and educational levels and also the worker and non-worker composition by
religious categories. Only since the 2001 Census, we came to know that Jains are
the most literate community and the Muslims the least. These figures point to the
responsibility of the state in uplifting its downtrodden citizens and reshaping the
inter-community relationship. Following the results of the 2001 census on literacy
and education by religion, the Government of India constituted a Prime Minister’s
High-Level Committee known as the Sacher Committee in 2005 to look into the
socio-economic backwardness of the Muslim community. The committee used the
2001 census data as a base and compared the conditions of Muslims with those
of the SCs on the basis of social justice. The committee also gave several recom-
mendations including the recommendation of reservation of jobs for Muslims in
government services (Sacher Committee, 2006).

Although the politics of identity have been controversial in India as in else-
where, it is noteworthy that SCs and STs have improved their income position to a
larger extent than comparable disprivileged groups in the USA or in South Africa
(Piketty, 2022, pp. 175-202).

2.2.3  Recent innovations in statecraft and political controversy

In the 2011 census, an attempt was also made to prepare the National Population
Register (NPR) for ultimately preparing the National Register of Citizenship (NRC)
as required by the Citizenship Act 2003. The NPR is a list of all “usual” residents
of India, i.e. anyone who has lived in the country for more than six months regard-
less of their nationality. While the census is a listing and enumeration of household
members, NPR is a listing and linking of family members, and NRC will be pre-
pared to identify citizens from the residents listed in the NPR. During the time of
the 2011 census, it was intended that the NPR would be used to provide a Unique
Identity Number (UID) to the residents of India. However, it did not happen. On
the other hand, the preparation for the census originally scheduled for 2021, was
preceded by the Citizenship Amendment Act 2019 granting citizenship to those
refugees of Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist, Jain, Parsi and Christian religions who came
to India prior to December 31, 2014 from the countries of Pakistan, Bangladesh and
Afghanistan. In addition to this, the creation of the NRC in Assam was concluded in
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2019 in order to identify illegal immigrants, which practically excluded the 1.9 mil-
lion population of the state of Assam. This led to the unprecedented protest against
the preparation of the NPR in the run-up to the 2021 census because of its link to
the NRC. The census also proposed to collect data by computer-assisted personal
interviews (CAPI). As a consequence of the measures to contain the COVID-19
pandemic, the census process was stopped and has not been rescheduled so far.
Although the 2021 census was stopped due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and census
operations are crucially linked to the protests related to NPR and NRC, it points out
the role of the census as a political instrument of the state. The fact that India as one
of the most populous countries in the world has not announced until 2023 when the
next census will actually take place re-emphasises this interpretation.

2.3  Practical implications

The tendency of the census to homogenise populations and create mutually ex-
clusive groups obliterating the numerical minorities has serious implications for
democracy and human well-being. Do we look at diversity as a strength or a
weakness? It is also a deeply epistemological question. An epistemology based
on diversity and inclusion would design a census methodology of enumeration
and classification of religious and cultural practices different from current practice
in India. A mutually inclusive classification would provide, firstly, that one has
the possibility to choose more than one option simultaneously. For example, in
Japan, answers to the question about religion are not mutually exclusive. One can
be a Buddhist and Shinto simultaneously. As a result, Shintos constitute 70.4% and
Buddhists 68.8% of the Japanese population, together exceeding 100% (Plecher,
2019). Secondly, there could be allowed as many religious beliefs and faiths as
possible. Statistical inclusion of diversity is fundamental to the realisation of the
principles of democracy and the protection of statistical minorities.

Further, it is to be realised that identity does not have a singular form. In the
opinion of Amartya Sen, each one of us has multiple identities in relation to reli-
gious faith, cultural practices and occupational status. In India, however, religious
identity (alternatively competing with caste identity) is being politicised to over-
ride all other identities. The Hindu majority — invented through the census — is
shaping the political imagination of India. It survives and prospers on the idea of
a monolithic group of Muslims, who in reality are also divided into various faiths,
castes and linguistic groups. We should remember that, “Our religion is not our
only identity, nor necessarily the identity to which we attach the greatest impor-
tance” (Sen, 2005, p. 56). The state has an enormous role to play in this respect
because the census methodology employed shapes identities; but much depends
upon the political imagination.

2.4 Conclusions

In the modern India, caste and religion are two competing identities in the electoral
politics shaped by colonialism through the instruments of census and demography.



94  Ram B. Bhagat

Castes in India historically were localised status groups arranged hierarchically
from higher to lower status with little sense of solidarity with similar status groups
outside their local habitat and have also been mobile and mutable; but through cen-
sus enumeration and categorisation castes have been made fixed and immutable.
They also acquired a sense of number and demographic weight and also developed
solidarity with similar groups outside their own territory. In the sphere of religion,
there have also been interwoven practices, whereas census counting made them
mutually exclusive. As numbers are known by religion, the demographic idea of
majority and minority not only acquired centre stage but also shaped politics and
ultimately the partition of India on a religious line in 1947. The census gradually
failed to record religious faiths and beliefs and enumerated membership of the vari-
ous religious communities as self-reported by respondents elicited from a census
questionnaire. This chapter elucidated that the census has a deep impact in creat-
ing a contrived social reality and unfolding identity politics suitable for statecraft.
Although this type of statecraft began during the colonial regime, it was basically
not changed after independence but rather re-emerged in various new forms. Apart
from ethnic categorisation, enumeration added population size and growth as the
basis of the construction of identities in the era of electoral politics influenced by
the emerging demographic reality.

Further, there are people with multiple identities but there is no multiple choice
given in reporting identities in censuses of India. The prevalent census method-
ology requires the construction of mutually exclusive homogeneous categories;
however, in actual practice definite boundaries are either lacking or overlapping.
It is worthwhile to emphasise that Indian identity is regionally embedded but has
a pan-Indian value strengthened by Indian Constitution during the last 70 years.
Although a change in the census methodology would be required, that would only
become possible through a new political imagination of the state.

Note

1 The term “backwardness” is commonly used in public discourse in India. As in many
other post-colonial countries, this wide usage can be traced back to a colonial epistemol-
ogy (Agrawal, Kumar 2020: 37, endnote 57).
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3 Education censuses and recognition

The politics of collecting and using
data on indigenous students in
Latin America

Daniel Capistrano, Christyne C. Silva
and Rachel Pereira Rabelo

3.1 Introduction

Latin America houses about 800 indigenous peoples with a population of around
58.2 million or 10% of the total population (CEPAL, 2020). Since the 1980s, the
collective political mobilization of those peoples occupied a significant space
in national institutional politics throughout the continent and even in interna-
tional agendas such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). One of the
achievements of this general mobilisation was a social and political recognition
of the ethnic diversity of Latin American societies (Jackson & Warren, 2005;
Rice, 2012). This recognition is often expressed in instruments of data collection
for official statistics in the region (Angosto-Ferrandez & Kradolfer, 2014; Del
Popolo, 2008).

The recognition through measurement is far from being a simple inclusion
process, it is a multidimensional construct. There is a significant advancement
in the understanding of the relationship between official quantifications and the
struggles over identity politics, material resources, land, community, or autonomy
(Desrosiéres, 2011; Simon, Piché, Gagnon, 2015). In Latin America, works such as
those from Schkolnik and Del Popolo (2013), Bailey, Loveman and Muniz (2013),
Angosto-Ferrandez and Kradolfer (2014), Loveman (2014) and Telles (2017) doc-
ument the breadth of this effort in the region, painting a comprehensive map in the
complex task of surveying, questioning, describing, and recording the ethnoracial
official statistics.

However, as of yet, to the best of our knowledge, there has not been any com-
parative work in Latin America that either discusses the ethnicity categories in
education censuses or explores the political use of official statistics on indigenous
students. This occurs despite the increasing importance of education data in Latin
America to the funding and design of education policies. Education policies, in
turn, are also gaining increasing importance in the region. According to the UN-
ESCO Global Education Monitoring Report (2020), Latin America and the Carib-
bean recorded the largest increase in spending on education as a percentage of GDP,
from 3.9% in 2000 to 5.6% in 2017. In addition, education censuses have gained
increasing relevance for other policy areas in Latin America, including migration
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and population projections (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2016). However, the
educational statistics production, their use, and limitations have not received suf-
ficient attention from social scientists in Latin America (Daniel, 2016; Gil, 2019).

Education censuses distinguish themselves from other traditional statistical pro-
cesses such as population censuses and national household surveys as they allow
for the interpretation of very small groups, unlike other demographic household
surveys, and they are usually more frequent than population censuses. At the same
time, they differ from a simple collection of administrative records from schools
as they have unique instruments and standardized methods, painting a cohesive
picture of the national population in schools and enabling cross-data consistencies
with other national data.

Contributing to filling this gap in the literature, this work addresses the follow-
ing questions:

— To what extent do the education censuses in Latin America incorporate ques-
tions on the ethnicity of primary and secondary school students?

— Have the data generated by those censuses on ethnicity been used in policy
documents?

To answer these questions, we conducted a comparative analysis of ethnicity cat-
egories used in education censuses of ten countries in Latin America: Argentina,
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay.
Furthermore, we explored the political use of statistics produced by these censuses
in the latest national plans for education from these countries. Although these coun-
tries also collect data on the tertiary level of education, the data collection methods
are more diverse. Therefore, for this study, we focused on education censuses for
primary and secondary levels of education only.

For that, we first discuss the theoretical framework for the construction of of-
ficial statistics about indigenous students and give an overview of the legal frame-
work guiding the statistical processes in the selected countries. Then, we compare
the instruments used in the education censuses with a focus on the questions related
to ethnic identity. Finally, we assess to what extent data generated by education
censuses on indigenous students are used in the latest national plans of education.

3.2 Theoretical framework

Many countries in Latin America have consolidated their education censuses as a
result of educational reforms championing accountability reproduced by the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). This is despite the fact that many
countries already have established educational statistics of varying degrees, mainly
in state agencies, universities, non-governmental organizations, and foreign aid
agencies (Akkari & Perez, 1998).

It is from the 1980s Latin America has undergone drastic changes in its
educational systems, which can be observed through different theoretical ap-
proaches (Beech, 2002; Braslavsky & Cosse, 2006; Guzman, 2005; Walsh, 2000).
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Following the world expansion of mass education (Meyer, Ramirez, & Soysal,
1992), the acceleration of some educational changes had a significant impact on
the educational data systems in the region: decentralization and responsibility; in-
creased school autonomy for management and pedagogical practices with a view
to interculturality; curriculum drawn up on a list of skills and not for encyclopedic
knowledge; creation of evaluation systems; and actions for the professionalization
of teachers.

As a consequence of these processes, national educational statistical systems
were designed or redesigned not only to meet demands from international organi-
zations but also to increase the management capacity of national states in relation
to education policies (Akkari & Lauwerier, 2014). This management capacity was
increased in the tension between pressures for education reforms and a “new public
management” (Parente, Villar, Parente, & Villar, 2020) on the one hand and the
demand of organized civil society for transparency and accountability on the other
hand. Across the region, the establishment of statistical systems was mainly driven
by the central government. This centralization affected directly education policies
that were dislocated from the local context, standardizing local cultures, traditions,
and institutions (Rosar & Krawczyk, 2001). As we explore later in this paper, this
process influences the scope of identity politics in education.

In relation to identity issues within statistical systems, Rallu, Piché, and Simon
(2006) identify four different types of statistical systems: the first case, “counting
to dominate”, is related to those systems designed to enable and sustain colonial
power. The second one, “not counting in the name of national integration”, guides
the establishment of a system aiming to ignore or erase ethnic diversity in the name
of national unique identity. The third case, “counting or not counting in the name
of multiculturalism”, has to do with an “appreciation” of cultural diversity. The
final one, “counting to justify positive action”, is based on the recognition of ethnic
diversity and a normative intent to provide evidence for the reversal of the perspec-
tive put forward in case one. Rallu and colleagues argue that the Latin American
historical experience recognizes multiculturalism and the statistical systems either
count it in order to reaffirm this cultural diversity (e.g. Brazil) or don’t use ethnic
categories taking the diversity as given (e.g. Venezuela). This, however, has not
been the case historically.

As Loveman (2014) demonstrates, the ethnoracial classification has been the
basis of colonial domination in the early establishment of Latin American statisti-
cal systems. This approach has changed over the second half of the 20th Century
with several countries dropping questions on ethnicity/race/colour from their na-
tional censuses. As the author argues, at the turn of the century, the ideologies of
national integration were “replaced by a growing recognition that states should
acknowledge diversity and address ethnoracial inequality” (Loveman, 2014).

However, the regulatory frameworks that establish the right to education and
guide the implementation of policies for indigenous peoples in those countries
differ considerably. In a recent study, the UN Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean compared the regulatory frameworks of 17 countries
in Latin America in relation to rights for indigenous peoples (CEPAL, 2020). It has
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been found that 11 out of the 17 countries analyzed have specific laws in their con-
stitutions regarding education for indigenous peoples. 15 countries have addressed
indigenous rights for education either in their constitution or in their general law
for the educational system. The only two countries that do not have legal provi-
sions for the education of indigenous peoples are El Salvador and Uruguay.

3.3 Methods

To explore the production and use of data on indigenous students, we have ana-
lyzed two types of documents. First, instruments of education censuses provide an
indication of the type and scope of information that is produced in the region. In
addition, we have also assessed education national plans to explore to what extent
the data produced by these censuses are being used in these documents which are
considered here as education policies themselves (Ball, 1993).

3.3.1 Education censuses

The general recognition of indigenous rights in the national legal framework can
also be observed in the development of the measures in the official statistics and
their main instruments (Bailey et al., 2013). The format of the education census in-
struments is somewhat similar to those adopted in population censuses. Therefore,
countries vary considerably in the data collection methods and ethnic categories
as already observed for population censuses (Del Popolo, 2008; Morning, 2008).

To assess these different methods of ethnic classification in education censuses
of the region, we have analyzed the data collection instruments from ten countries
that represent almost 82% of the estimated indigenous population of the region
(CEPAL, 2020).

In eight of the selected countries, data was collected for each student (individual
data), whereas other countries collected information on students aggregated within
each school (aggregated data). These countries adopt different criteria to record
the ethnicity of students. In most countries, self-identification with an ethnicity,
nation, people, or colour/race is the main criterion. However, countries also adopt
other criteria such as geographic location and language. Table 3.1 below presents
the main criterion used for each country.

For the discussion of the use of this data collection on legal instruments of
recognition, we have focused only on the content of the education census instru-
ments. So it is not possible to clearly distinguish between different conventions
and methods of data collection, and the level of accuracy or confidence in which
the quality of statistics is usually described (Desrosieres, 2000). In addition, there
are significant differences in the categories used in the education census instru-
ments even when they contain similar methods of “self-identification” or language
identification for instance. These differences also have an important impact on the
information generated but are more difficult to compare across countries due to the
specificity of those categories.
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Table 3.1 Identification criteria for indigenous peoples in population and education censuses
in Latin America

Country Population census Education census

Language  Self-identification — Language  Self-Identification  Individual
data

o

Argentina
Bolivia
Brazil
Chile
Colombia
Ecuador
Mexico
Paraguay
Peru
Uruguay X

PR PR PR R R KX
PR PR R KKK

PR PR PR KR K KX
>
R KK X XX

e lole

Source: Elaborated by the authors for Education censuses; World Bank (2015) for population census.

Notes: * These variables are combined in the same question.

3.3.2 National education plans

National strategies and policies in education precede the establishment of national
education statistical systems. Despite having different trajectories and purposes in
different countries of the region, a similar feature is their secondary importance
in national policies with the main function of supporting, above all, the national
development in particular the economic development (Braslavsky & Cosse, 2006).

However, the national education plans have become an important reference for
education policies in Latin America (Casassus, 2001). They achieved this status
mainly as evidence of the neoliberal process pushed forward in the 1980s that em-
phasized educational diagnosis, planning, and strategies for efficiency (Bentancur,
2010). However, several failures of these reforms led to important changes in the
nature of the new plans established in the first decades of the 21st Century (Suas-
nabar, 2017). On the one hand, they kept some features of the education reforms
expressed in the standardized tests and governance by numbers. On the other, new
efforts of integration of policies and long-term planning changed substantially the
role of these plans.

National education plans are the most relevant policy documents to our purpose
of investigating the politics of education censuses data. First, they are designed with
the intent of indicating policy actions based on a diagnosis of policy issues. In iden-
tifying these issues, national plans usually rely heavily on official data as a source of
evidence. In addition, unlike documents for specific policies, the national plans have
a comprehensive scope, covering all priorities for the educational system. Finally,
these plans usually cover a time period of around ten years, which is longer than
government terms but not as long as the planned mandate of laws and regulations.
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Table 3.2 National education plans analyzed

Country Document Period

Argentina Argentina Ensefia y Aprende 2016-2021
Bolivia Plan Sectorial de Desarrollo Integral de Educacion para el 2016-2020

Vivir Bien

Brazil Plano Nacional de Educagao 2014-2024
Chile Plan de Aseguramiento de la Calidad de la Educacion 2020-2023
Colombia Plan Decenal de Educacion 2016-2026
Ecuador Plan Decenal de Educacion 20062015
Mexico Programa Sectorial de Educacion 2013-2018
Paraguay Plan Nacional de Educacion 2009-2024
Peru Proyecto Educativo Nacional 2006-2021
Uruguay Plan Nacional de Educacion (Componente ANEP): 2010-2030

Aportes para su elaboracion

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

The national education plans selected for analysis are detailed in Table 3.2 be-
low. These plans were selected using the following criteria in priority order: (i)
Policy reference for the national government, preferably for a period longer than a
standard legislative session (four to five years); (ii) established or in implementa-
tion during the 2010-2020 decade; (iii) cover transversal issues related to educa-
tion. All documents selected refer to official plans released by national authorities
in the country, except for Uruguay, which has not yet published a national plan.
For this case, we have used the contributions for a national plan prepared by the
National Administration of Public Education (ANEP).

3.4 Results

In this section we briefly describe the main characteristics of each national plan
and how the information on ethnicity from the education census is discussed in
each of them. In the next section, we analyze how the absence or presence of this
information can be related to multiple facets of the politics of indigenous recogni-
tion in the region.

3.4.1 Argentina

Argentina’s National Education Law recognizes indigenous peoples with respect
to their language and identity, aiming at the promotion of multiculturalism. The
national plan, on the other hand, provides more specific guidelines on indigenous
students in terms of their interculturality and their language, in addition to peda-
gogical and socio-educational strategies to ensure school attendance. However, de-
spite the references to indigenous specific issues, there is no mention to statistics
on these populations either from the census or from other sources. Furthermore,
these guidelines regarding indigenous education do not translate into specific goals
or indicators in the national plan.
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The census instruments are designed to collect aggregated information for the
total of “students of the indigenous population and/or speakers of indigenous/origi-
nal languages”, without distinction. There is a guide for schools to standardize
self-identification. At the end of the instrument, the data collection also lists all cat-
egories of indigenous peoples that should be considered. However, there is no char-
acterization of the school, or pedagogical materials, or of the teachers who work
with those students, either in multicultural or intercultural terms. This absence is
a symbolic expression of the persistent situation of dispute and the feasibility of
statistics for the national discourse (Lopez, 2006).

3.4.2 Bolivia

In Bolivia, as opposed to the other selected countries, indigenous recognition is-
sues are expressed in an education-specific regulatory framework: the Plurinational
Education Law. Although this law does not make reference to the education census,
it establishes the “Sectoral Plan for Integral Development of Education for the
Vivir Bien” which sets clear guidelines for intracultural, intercultural and multilin-
gual education of nations, indigenous and Afro-Bolivian peoples. The diagnosis of
the current situation of these populations is not defined in terms of the school cen-
sus. In addition, there is no specific data for those social groups which would allow
for an understanding of the challenges faced by each nation/people categorized in
the last demographic census.

Nevertheless, the sectoral plan contains goals and indicators (quantitative and
qualitative) for the education of these populations aiming at the pluriversity of knowl-
edge and ways of life of Buen Vivir. All of this without explicit mentions of how
those goals could be monitored by the established educational information system.

The official education statistics are a hybrid of administrative and demographic
data, which provides a relevant set of information from the indigenous family con-
text. This construction of statistics seems to be coherent with the relational cosmo-
vision of the human being and his ancestry: the student’s language learned in his
childhood; the language spoken by the student (up to three) and the mother’s and
father’s language. However, the instruments do not exactly interact with the quan-
titative or qualitative conditions related to the school context in which this intra and
intercultural education is offered.

Another relevant aspect of the education census instruments is that it provides
a number of ethnic groups as categories for identification, despite the fact that it
is only possible to mark a single option, in a recognition challenge also expressed
in the last demographic census (Schavelzon, 2014). Besides that, the 2010 demo-
graphic census offered 41 different categories for respondents, in contrast to the 37
offered in the education census.

3.4.3 Brazil

The Brazilian National Law for Education and the National Educational Plan pro-
vide guidelines for interculturality and bilingualism for indigenous students, with
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the support of the communities for the formulation of specific curricular guide-
lines. It also establishes government support for indigenous education explicitly
stating the need for statistical data related to this modality.

However, these regulations are scarce in relation to information on indigenous
education and lack specific objectives and indicators for educational support.
Only the monitoring framework of the National Education Plan provides a de-
scription of indigenous education, and yet without characterizing the specific
needs and advances of the hundreds of indigenous peoples living in the national
territory.

The education census questionnaires collect information on the colour/race of
students and teachers, as well as other information from the indigenous school
context: special school’s location, special student’s location, colour/race of the
teachers, specific pedagogical materials, information about teaching of indig-
enous language and languages spoken in the school. In that case, there are about
330 language categories that can be selected to identify the instruction languages.
However, due to the absence of specific objectives for indigenous education in the
national plan, it is not possible to know to what extent this comprehensive set of
information is used.

3.4.4 Chile

The Chilean education plan emphasizes the educational inequalities that affect stu-
dents highlighting gender and indigenous background as important factors driving
these inequalities. The statistics that illustrate this issue come from the demo-
graphic census and no reference is made to the education census. However, at the
national level, it is possible to have information on indigenous students. The annual
data on education is based on the Students General Information System, which col-
lects data on each individual student. This register contains data on the student’s
ethnic origin and indigenous language.

3.4.5 Colombia and Ecuador

Both Colombia and Ecuador do not have any references to education or population
censuses in their national plans and, therefore, no references to statistics of indig-
enous peoples. In fact, the references to statistics or data are generally scarce in
comparison to other countries such as Argentina and Brazil. However, Bolivia and
Colombia do collect data on indigenous students on the education census and there
is some coverage on indigenous education on the national plans.

However, for both countries, similar to Bolivia, there is a disconnect between
the use of census data and the attention given to indigenous issues in the national
plans. In these three countries, the national plans provide a fairly comprehensive
assessment of the challenges faced by the education of indigenous peoples and
indicate aspirations and policies to deal with these challenges. However, neither
the diagnostics nor the policy solutions presented are based on data produced by
the education censuses.
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3.4.6 Meéxico

In 2013, Mexico administered a comprehensive school census that collected in-
formation on each student and teacher of all primary and secondary schools in
the country. However, given that this census has not been repeated since then, we
have analyzed the annual standardized national data collection instruments known
as “911 Format” or “911 Questionnaires”. Those instruments have a set of dif-
ferent questions depending on the educational level (primary or secondary) and
the type of school. The questionnaire designed for generic primary and secondary
schools registers the total number of “indigenous students or students who speak
an indigenous language” by gender. An additional field also collects the number of
indigenous language speakers by grade.

The Mexican sector plan for education includes some statistics in relation to
indigenous students. However, none of them are based on the education census. An
important argument that provides the basis for the policy plan is that indigenous
students tend to have worse performance on national assessments in Spanish and
Mathematics. Another relevant aspect of the plan is that it has a particular emphasis
on policies for indigenous languages (Strategy 3.4) and indigenous women (Strat-
egy 3) which are the only two possible disaggregations from the education census.
This indicates the limitations that the available data pose for policies in the area
(Schmelkes, 2013).

3.4.7 Paraguay

In Paraguay, the data collection instruments, both in demographic and education
censuses, are aligned with the constitutional recognition of the country’s ethnic,
cultural and linguistic diversity, formed by 20 ethnic groups and five language
families (guarani, maskoy, mataguayo, zamuco and guaicuru). According to the
2012 census, the indigenous population represents 1.8% of the total population
of the country and less than 10% of the population lives in urban areas (ECLAC,
2020).

The relevance of the indigenous peoples for official statistics is found in the
history of the population census. The first Indigenous Census, carried out sepa-
rately from the National Population and Household Census, took place in 1981,
still under the authoritarian Stroessner regime. Then, under a democratic regime,
the 1992, 2002, and 2012 census were carried out in parallel with the National
Population and Household Census, with methodological advances in data collec-
tion, such as changing the definition of indigenous identification using the criterion
from spoken language in the census 1981 and 1992 to self-declared in the census
2002 and 2012 (Villagra, 2014). The inclusion of self-identification as a census
criterion resulted in an increase from 1.2 to 1.7 in the percentage of the indigenous
population in the total of the Paraguayan population.

Likewise, the National Educational Plan 2009-2024 highlights policies for in-
digenous peoples as a key to tackling educational inclusion, bearing in mind that
the average number of years of study for the indigenous population aged ten or
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more is only 2.2 years, which is equivalent to the second grade. To this end, the
plan invests in differentiated educational offers that meet specific requirements that
allow for achieving educational results similar to those of the rest of the population.
At the same time, it recognizes bilingualism and ethnic diversity as major chal-
lenges for the educational sector. This concern is clearly represented on the School
Census data collection form, which covers which indigenous people the student
belongs to, their native/first language and most widely spoken idiom, and whether
they have an indigenous identity card.

3.4.8 Peru

In Peru, the 2013 changes in the demographic census on the collection of data
from indigenous population had an important role in creating a policy favourable
to the social development of indigenous peoples (Villasante, 2018). Until the 2007
Demographic Census, the identification of indigenous peoples in Peru was linked
to the use of the native language, and only in 2013 did this identification change to
self-declaration by citizens over 12 years of age (based on their customs and ances-
try’s identity). According to the 2017 census, 26% of the country’s population is in-
digenous and about 65% of that population lives in an urban area (ECLAC, 2020).

The General Education Law of Peru (2003) includes in its chapter on equity a
specific article with the recognition and guarantee of the rights of the indigenous
population (Art.19) and provides for the elaboration of a National Education Pro-
ject as a strategic structure for conducting the development of educational policies
(article 7). The Proyecto Educativo Nacional 2006—-2021 has six strategic objec-
tives for which they are established, based on a diagnosis, policies, and measures
to achieve the expected results. The concern with the effectiveness of policies and
the overcoming of exclusions and discrimination is highlighted. The plan includes
the promotion of intercultural regional curriculum across the country at different
levels and modalities of education, which includes the participation of representa-
tives of indigenous peoples in the preparation of regional curriculum (Objective 5).
The education census is characterized by the collection of summarized information
according to the students’ original language.

3.4.9 Uruguay

According to the 2011 census, 2.4% of the Uruguayan population is indigenous
(CEPAL, 2020). Although Uruguayan legislation addresses general concepts of hu-
man rights, there is no specific recognition of indigenous peoples and their rights to
protect their cultural and linguistic identity.

While the demographic census collects only ethnic-racial ancestry, the collec-
tion of education census data shows a complete lack of information on ethnic-
ity. Likewise, there are no specific legal or political provisions for the education
of indigenous peoples, as noted in the General Education Law and the Educa-
tional Plan (preparatory document elaborated by the National Public Education
Administration - ANEP). Even norms aimed at vulnerable populations such as the
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Plan Nacional de Educacion en Derechos Humanos 2016 (PNEDH), there is an
absence of specific policies for indigenous peoples, in contrast to programmes and
actions aimed at issues of gender identity, disability, and geographic inequalities or
minorities in general.

3.5 Discussion

The identification of indigenous peoples in education censuses differs consider-
ably among countries in Latin America. However, almost all selected countries
recognize indigenous peoples and their right to education in their national legal
frameworks.

We have observed that identifying indigenous peoples in education censuses
serves different purposes. Following Rallu et al.’s (2006) typology, we asserted
that the initial motivation for including the identification of indigenous peoples
in statistical systems in Latin America is “counting to dominate”. This colonialist
conception, however, was replaced in the second half of the past century by a plu-
ralist conception that emphasizes counting for inclusion.

The education censuses in Latin America are consolidated in this scenario of
multiculturalism and recognition of indigenous peoples. However, our analysis in-
dicates that this recognition does not necessarily translate into specific questions
about ethnicity in education census instruments. Despite almost all countries in
the region having included indigenous rights in their legal framework (CEPAL,
2020), some countries, such as Uruguay, do not have specific questions for indig-
enous peoples in education censuses. Even among those countries that include this
information, most of the instruments analyzed are restricted to the same questions
using broad ethnic categories included in the demographic census, with only a few
instruments including questions on language or specific ethnic information.

It is also noted that this absence of questions is not related to the size of the
indigenous populations but rather to the political salience of indigenous issues in
the country. Among those countries that address ethnicity clearly in their instru-
ments, there is a considerable variation regarding the criteria for the identification
of indigenous peoples. At the same time, there are no homogeneous and clear nar-
ratives among the countries studied. The normative and political discourses navi-
gate among concepts of “multiculturalism”, “inter and intraculturalism”, as well as
bilingualism and linguistic pluralism.

This apparent lack of conceptual precision is also reflected in the use of these
data in major national policy documents. We have analyzed the national plans for
the education of ten countries in the region. None of them make significant use of
census data on ethnicity. However, there are considerable differences with regard
to the way that the evidence is used in those plans to guide policies for indigenous
peoples.

Figure 3.1 shows the relative frequency of terms associated with census and in-
digenous peoples in each of the national plans. A general overview suggests a posi-
tive association between census and indigenous issues. However, some countries
like Ecuador, Mexico, and Colombia have few or no references to census data but
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Figure 3.1 Relative frequency of terms associated with “indigenous peoples” and “census”
in national education plans of selected countries.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

have a considerable amount of coverage of indigenous issues. On the other hand,
Argentina is a clear case where there is some use of census data but few references
to indigenous peoples. Bolivia is an emblematic case where both references to in-
digenous peoples and census are relatively frequent.

Our qualitative analysis shows that for a group of countries that includes Ar-
gentina, Brazil, and Mexico, education for indigenous people is addressed under
the general concept of inclusion. This means that the country should focus on par-
ticipation and completion. For that, census data are used to assess the amount of
out-of-school children, to examine their performance in school, and to make sure
that the whole population has access to the educational system. Among this group,
we observed an extensive use of data, in particular of progress indicators, and con-
stant use of measurable targets.

The second group of countries comprising Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and
Paraguay does not focus as much on issues of access and completion. Much more
attention is given to the content of teaching and learning, i.e. an intercultural cur-
riculum, pedagogy, and education practice. Therefore, as traditional instruments
of education census do not have information on these aspects, the use of data on
ethnicity is much more limited. In addition, there seems to be an intentional effort
diverging from the traditional use of statistics and proposing a different perspective
on what matters in education. The third group, Chile, Peru, and Uruguay, does not
cover considerably any of these two dimensions.

Our analysis suggests that the first group shares a conception of production and
use of statistics that mixes the “counting to dominate” and “counting to justify
positive action” approaches. On one hand, the narrow and fixed focus on inclu-
sion denotes a preoccupation with control and participation in society under the
dominant terms. Despite that, this conception is also concerned with practical and
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feasible ways of guaranteeing the right to education for all recognizing the unequal
access to the educational system.

It 1s rather difficult to classify the second group’s conception under the typol-
ogy proposed by Rallu et al. (2006). There is a concern in relation to identifying
indigenous peoples in the census instruments but, at the same time, there is no
clear use of these data in national plans. This absence may be seen negatively as
it ignores the evidence posing challenges to the plan, monitoring, and effective-
ness of education policies. However, there is also an implicit scepticism in relation
to the dominant categories of ethnic classifications, and to the general rationale
of evidence-based policy focused on a narrow view of inclusion. In this broader
perspective, inclusion does not mean attending schools with the same colonial
curricula, pedagogy, and practices. Instead, it establishes a plan for the revision of
what is traditional schooling, enabling the actual inclusion of indigenous peoples.
This sceptical view on the current education statistics may also foster the condi-
tions in which indigenous people can reflect and act on the production of statistics
about themselves aiming towards data sovereignty (Walter, Kukutai, Carroll, &
Rodriguez-Lonebear, 2020).

3.6 Summary and conclusion

To summarize, our analysis indicates that ethnicity data have been collected through
education census in most of the selected countries. This phenomenon results from
historical struggles of a diverse group of political actors and social movements.
Rallu et al.’s (2006) typology on statistical systems is useful to identify different
periods and trajectories of consolidation and adaptation of those data in education
census in the region. At least in the normative pieces analysed, the justification for
production of those data has been moving in the past decades from a “counting to
dominate” perspective towards a “counting to justify positive action”. This move-
ment itself has also promoted the further expansion and consolidation of data col-
lection on ethnicity across the region.

However, we have found that the widespread existence of data on ethnicity does
not produce a widespread use of those data in national education policy plans.
Considerable risk of the absence of ethnicity data in policy plans is the weakening
or loss of political relevance of these data. As Loveman (2021, p. 147) ponders, the
boom in the production of ethnoracial statistics in Latin America is an important
achievement but is “simultaneously a politically contentious and tenuous accom-
plishment that could well be short-lived”.

At the same time, we have found that Rallu et al.’s (2006) framework has limita-
tions in explaining the omission of ethnicity data in policy plans. Either to justify
positive action or to highlight multiculturalism, one would expect that there would
be a connection between the production of these ethnicity data and the national
education policy plans. We argue that the lack of political use of data on ethnicity
suggests that education policy plans are either uninterested in bringing evidence as
part of policy-making for inclusion and interculturality or they are sceptical about
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the relevance or reliability of these data. The latter points out to important ques-
tions in relation to the focus of education policy on measurement and pedagogy as
well as the feasibility of representing cultures and identities through those statisti-
cal instruments. Whichever the case is, whether for lack of interest or for critical
scepticism, the reflection on the reasons for the lack of use of ethnicity data is
necessary for the improvement of policy and planning in education.
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4 Population census — large-scale
project of public statistics
in transition

Walter J. Radermacher

4.1 Introduction

The historical, present and future development of population censuses can be char-
acterised by many aspects from a wide spectrum of statistical methodology and
practice. In this way, however, one can only very inadequately approach two ques-
tions that are crucial for understanding and an overall picture: How can the estab-
lishment and the trajectories of national censuses be described and explained? How
can the relative institutional autonomy of census taking be adequately described
and explained? The following contribution aims to approach these questions on
two levels, first the level of the statistical system and second that of the census.

More than 20 years ago, the report “Statistics - A Matter of Trust” (HM Treasury,
1998) was published in the United Kingdom which laid the foundations for over-
coming the spreading crisis of confidence through a solidly structured statistical sys-
tem. This report is not globally unique. Instead, it is one of a series of international,
European and national measures and agreements which, since the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989, have strengthened official statistics as the backbone of policy in dem-
ocratic societies - two prominent examples being the UN Fundamental Statistical
Principles (UNSD, 2018) and the EU Statistics Code of Practice (Eurostat, 2018).

If we want to solve our current and future difficulties, we need to address pre-
cisely those points that have emerged as key factors in determining the quality of
statistics by asking the three questions

* What (statistical products, quality profile)?
* How (methods)? and
*  Who (institutions)?

Statistics can and should facilitate the resolution of conflicts. The goal must be to
stop quarrelling about the facts and instead quarrel about the conclusions drawn
from them.

In the past, a crisis of the COVID dimension would have led relatively quickly
to a situation where the need for information would have been directed to official
statistics as the preferred provider; this has changed recently for many reasons. On
the one hand, there is the danger that the much-cited data revolution and learning
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algorithms (so-called Al) are presented as an alternative to official statistics (which
are perceived as too slow, too inflexible and too expensive), instead of emphasis-
ing possible commonalities and cross-fertilisation possibilities. On the other hand,
after decades of austerity policies, official statistics are in a similarly defensive
situation to that of public health systems in many respects and in many countries:
There is a lack of financial reserves, personnel and know-how for the new and in-
novative work now so urgently needed.

In January 2017, half a year after the Brexit referendum and at the beginning of
Donald Trump’s presidency, William Davies published his widely noted and discussed
article “How statistics lost their power — and why we should fear what comes next” in
the Guardian. (Davies, 2017) He expressed his concerns that nothing less than the end
of a statistical era has come, with serious consequences for the public discourse, trust
in experts and politics, and opportunities for populist politicians to use for their own
purposes. According to Davies’ scenario one might ask the question of whether the
statistics logic is being replaced by a data logic. This question is particularly urgent
for official statistics. To be able to answer it adequately, it is necessary to reflect on
what the specific mandate and unique selling proposition of official statistics is and
where its place can be in such a data logic. In addition to the already introduced qual-
ity dimensions of Who, What and How, it is necessary to be clearer about the guiding
principle that quality 1s “fitness for purpose”. A fourth quality characteristic referring
to the intended purposes and potential users is therefore introduced:

*  For Whom/What (public discourse and political decisions)?

The following questions arise: First what positioning will emerge for the system of
public statistics from the current rapid developments regarding new data sources,
new statistical methods and new societal issues? Second, what will be the role and
function of the Population Census in this context, and within the system of public
statistics? For both topics, there are aspects that are located more at the national or
at the international level; these are also closely interrelated. The following article
will address the first questions before examining the specific role of the census.
Both are not purely scientific topics at the beginning of a research study. Rather,
they refer to the three driving forces relevant to evolutions or revolutions (Mac-
Feely & Nastav, 2019) in statistics (science, statistics, society) and aim to derive
current and future developments in the informational environment of statistics with
the aim of identifying and counteracting possible risks.

4.2  System of public statistics

4.2.1 History of official statistics in fast motion

The term statistics has the same linguistic roots as state. In every form of govern-
ance, rulers needed statistical information, information that allowed them to target
policy. The current form of statistics has experienced its first great blossoming
with the birth of the nation-state and has since developed along with this in all
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its variants, ups and downs. Since the Enlightenment period, statistics has been
closely married to the state and its various forms, each with characteristic imprints
on the programme and role of statistics. Over the past 2 centuries, there has been
a constant interplay of impulses from statistical-methodological innovations, new
data and data processing as well as socio-political framework conditions and in-
fluencing factors. This evolution has been largely continuous but has also been
marked by major upheavals and abrupt changes.

An interesting feature in the history of statistics has to do with statistics and
statisticians being children of their own time. What is important or unimportant,
which questions are pursued scientifically or empirically, and which mental atti-
tude or conviction plays a role in the work of a statistician, is generally not decided
objectively, but bears the stamp of the historical episode.

Desrosiéres describes the history of statistics' in relation to that of economic the-
ories and that of economic policies in a very condensed overview of crucial phases
and forms of governance as well as their impact on statistics (see Figure 4.1). The
history of statistical methods is linked “with the history of issues placed on the
agenda for official decisions which themselves subsume: (1) ways of conceptual-
izing society and the economy, (2) modes of public action, and (3) different forms
of statistics and of their treatment.” (Desrosieres, 2011) From this overview of his-
torical stages of development one can also deduce how the current official statistics
programme has developed over the different forms of governance. According to
this overview, we are currently in the phase of neo-liberal governance, which seeks

Planing of Demographic statistics, production in
Engineer State production and physical quantity, input-output-table,
population material balance

Focus on free

Liberal State competition Statistics for market transparency,
protected by the ensuring competition
state
Welfare State Protection of Labour market statistics, hqusehold
labour markets budget surveys, consumer price index

Focus on demand
and its components
at macro-economic

level

National accounting, analysis of the
economic situation and business cycles,
fiscal statistics

Keynesian State

Incentives, benchmarking,
containing the influence of
the state, management by
objectives

Indicators for resource
allocation, performance
evaluation and benchmarking

Neo-liberal State

Figure 4.1 The state, the market, and statistics.
Adapted from source: Desrosiéres (2011, p. 45).
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to achieve self-regulation of individual actors using measures and indicators rather
than instructing them with regulations. This approach promises no less than moder-
nity, democratisation and transparency. Furthermore, flattening of hierarchies and
auditability” are to be ensured as well as a general quality improvement. Improving
efficiency is the overall goal of this approach. For a long time now, evidence-based
decision-making has become a good governance standard, not only in the private
but also in the public sector. Statistical indicators are of central importance for
(evidence-based) decision-making and management as well as for communication.
(Desrosiéres, 2011; Prutsch, 2020; Radermacher, 2021; Umbach, 2020).

For a few years, however, there has been growing resistance to the widening
of data-based governance (as part of a liberal, Western-type form of modernity),
which unfortunately is driven by the advocates of populism. Growing scepticism
about all forms of experts does not stop at journalists or at statisticians. Coupled
with a lack of statistical literacy and the impression of being at the mercy of the
representatives of a perceived technocratic regime, resistance is formed, which not
only reduces the side effects of the medication “statistics”, but — comparable to the
resistance to general vaccination — argues from a gut feeling, that completely ne-
gates the existence of facts and thus throws the benefits and progress of enlighten-
ment overboard (Davies, 2017; Pullinger, 2017). So, when talking about the “Data
Revolution” (Nastav & MacFeely, 2020), the second revolution, that of the neo-
liberal governance, and the third, the populist resistance to expert opinion, should
all be mentioned in the same breath.> All three developments are related to each
other and from each other in a certain way. All three together must be perceived as a
social framework for official statistics in the present and in particular in the future.

Abrupt changes that fundamentally alter the course of events are rare in the
history of statistics. Among them is undoubtedly the end of the Cold War and the
collapse of the Soviet Empire. Statisticians in the Eastern European countries were
by no means lacking in sophisticated methodologies for data collection and data
processing. Statisticians in the Eastern European countries did not necessarily have
to learn new survey and processing methods in the following transition phase. This
was therefore not the main challenge for them in the transition phase of the 1990s.
Rather, the framework conditions for working in statistical institutions according
to Western standards were as different, as they only could have been. Statistics
occupies a completely distinct place in a liberal state structure, with different ob-
jectives, rules, competencies and responsibilities. While in (communist) planned
economies the political importance of statistics is high, but their autonomy is low,
in Western liberal states this is exactly the opposite. In this phase of transition, it
was thus proven once again that the relationship between the state and its citizens
is mirrored in official statistics.

4.2.2 Statistics — the role of the market and the state

One can now get the impression that a change is taking place comparable to the end
of the 1980s. The neo-liberal model, which has been the standard of governmental-
ity since the end of the Cold War, has developed cracks and is increasingly being
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questioned in the face of growing crises. With the COVID pandemic and the mecha-
nisms of its political management, the relationship between market and state is criti-
cally examined in terms of its effectiveness and crisis resilience. While for decades
there has been nothing as a generally accepted policy direction other than that the
state should be shrunk if possible and its services handed over to the market, this
doctrine is increasingly being questioned and possible reviews are being discussed.

It does not yet seem as if a new political doctrine has yet emerged that enjoys
broad acceptance. In this respect, it is important for official statistics to follow
the developments in this transition phase attentively and with an awareness of the
importance of their own task to be able to actively advocate for their own position.

With the possibilities of omnipresent, Big Data and the seemingly endless op-
tions for their use (individually and without governmental regulatory authority),
the landscape of data and information is changing fundamentally. The statistical
logic of the past 2 centuries is being replaced by data logic.

With the authority of statistics waning, and nothing stepping into the public
sphere to replace it, people can live in whatever imagined community they
feel most aligned to and willing to believe in. Where statistics can be used to
correct faulty claims about the economy or society or population, in an age of
data analytics there are few mechanisms to prevent people from giving way
to their instinctive reactions or emotional prejudices.

(Davies, 2017)

These anxieties about statistics in light of the growth of data science were reso-
nated in the report of the American Statistical Association (He, Madigan, Yu, &
Wellner, 2019) “Statistics at a Crossroads — Who is up for the challenge?”, which
was the result of a workshop* by the American Statistical Association:

With the fast establishment of various Data Science entities across campuses,
industry, and government, there is a limited time window of opportunity for a
successful transformation that we must not miss. We must effect this change
now by reimagining our educational programs, rethinking faculty hiring and
promotion, and accelerating the cultural change that is required.

(He et al., 2019)

After four years of increasingly intense populist politics and after one year in the
pandemic state of emergency, it is time to return to the discussion, which was
launched by William Davies’ article. In the pandemic, it became abundantly clear
that there was still a need for government services and functions that seemed to
have disappeared from our radar screen (Radermacher, 2020a). This includes —
besides public healthcare — the provision of statistical information, indicators,
dashboards, etc. with solid quality, comprehensibility and trustworthiness. What
became equally clear, however, is the high importance of sufficient education
among the general population to enable them to understand, classify and interpret
such information for their own needs.
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4.2.3 Which crises?

It is required, as in the 1990s after the fall of the Berlin Wall, to ask the fundamen-
tal question again, namely, do we (still and again) deserve official statistics as the
backbone of democratic decision-making, and if so, what should their tasks be,
how should they be financed and anchored in the political system? To do this suc-
cessfully, it is necessary to approach the field of interactions between the world of
data, facts, information, indicators, etc. on the one hand, and the world of opinion-
forming, decision-making, media, etc. on the other, with a somewhat more pre-
cise and differentiated view (Radermacher, 2019). It is important to understand
how statistics and society are co-created and co-produced, including in particular
“governance by the numbers” and “informational governance”.’

Given the urgency and stress of the current situation, it seems natural to focus
the statistical issues of Corona on the decisions that are about to be taken. At this
point, however, a broader perspective and longer horizon are advocated®. Why does
a more strategic and long-term view seem so essential right now, when we hardly
have time for the most dramatic questions?

There are two important arguments for this

First, the most pressing risks identified by the World Economic Forum over the
last years have not simply disappeared because we are now fighting a pandemic:
The Global Risks Report 2021 (World Economic Forum, 2021) analyses

Risks from societal fractures—manifested through persistent and emerg-
ing risks to human health, rising unemployment, widening digital divides,
youth disillusionment and geopolitical fragmentation. ... Environmental
degradation—still an existential threat to humanity—risks intersecting with
societal fractures to bring about severe consequences.

(World Economic Forum, 2021)

Second, it must be borne in mind that more substantial changes, extensions or ac-
celerations of official statistics cannot be realised overnight. Official statistics are a
kind of ocean liner whose course can only be changed with considerable advance
planning and preparation. It is therefore time to look far ahead now in order to be
able to adapt to the information needs of the future, two to five years from now.

4.2.4 Which statistics?

Let us approach the question of the future of official statistics in such a way that
we unfold the trinity of statistical quality and start with the statistical programme,
1.e. the

What: The traditional domains of economic and social statistics will be con-
sulted, but in a way which will call into question their division into specialised
domains. This is illustrated by the example of agricultural statistics. Whereas in
the past the aim was to quantify farmers’ production performance as quickly and
accurately as possible, the aim will be to be able to cast statistical light on sustain-
able food production from the cradle to the grave, including agricultural production



Population census — large scale project of public statistics 121

in connection with its inputs, outputs as well as its impact on biodiversity, water
protection, etc., and international trade in agricultural goods. Let us approach the
COVID exit with a second example, by asking ourselves what effects the financial
support measures have not only on public finances, unemployment or inflation, but
also on the conformity of industrial production and consumption with the goals of
climate protection. In addition, however, it will also have to deal with areas which
do not yet belong to the programme of official statistics or which will be given
higher priority in it. Current examples of this are migration (development espe-
cially since 2015), health (current pandemic) and biodiversity (highly classified as
a risk), for which new statistics or statistics with improved quality (speed, level of
detail, representativeness, etc.) are clearly needed.

How: The need for the reform of statistical production processes is very clearly
summarised in the Bucharest Memorandum of European Statistics of 2018 (Eu-
ropean Statistical System Committee, 2018), which among other things states,
“the variety of new data sources, computational paradigms and tools will require
amendments to the statistical business architecture, processes, production models,
IT infrastructures, methodological and 1quality frameworks, and the correspond-
ing governance structures.” As a response to the existence of important new data
sources and methods of data science and artificial intelligence, the processes of
statistics are fundamentally changing

» Smart Open Statistics’ are seen as a goal and guideline for the entire business
architecture,

* Primacy of the use of existing data (multiple sources — mixed modes),

* Integrated data management,

» Flexible offers for the use of data (multipurpose standard offers, customised
services, access to microdata for research).

In addition, it will also be a matter of official statistics increasingly acting not only
as a producer of information but also as a service provider. Such services should
generally have to do with available competencies, strengths and experience: One
could generally help manage the quality of statistics, even if they are produced
outside the factory walls of official statistics. For example, statisticians could be
helpful in the design of measurement concepts as well as in the use of imputation
and estimation methods or in the application of national accounting to other subject
matters. They could assist in improving communication and providing informa-
tion. They could take over the role of a standard setter and certifier of statistical
standards.

Who: Institutions of official statistics are part of the public administration of
their country (of the supranational or international level, respectively). They enjoy
a status of professional independence that is more or less guaranteed by the respec-
tive state governance. Furthermore, official statistics are committed to adhering
to principles of good public administration in terms of e.g., citizen participation,
accountability, etc. What is important in the near future, therefore, is to emphasise
these strengths of a public institution through which trust can be strengthened and
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maintained. At the same time, networking with the scientific community and part-
nerships with other producers of statistics is to be further intensified, open data
access 1s to be created for everyone and, at the same time, the confidentiality of in-
dividual data is to be safeguarded. Finally, there is an urgent need to invest more in
the general education of understanding, skills and abilities to handle facts, graphics
and maps. Only if the population (and of course the political scene in particular) is
sufficiently aware of the differences in the quality of statistical information, if one
is capable of distinguishing between fake and fact, then a basis of trust can grow
and flourish.

For Whom/What: The mission of public statistics is essentially to provide facts
that are fit for the specific purpose of public discourse and policy decisions. In the
following section, we will look at the different aspects that need to be considered
in order to fulfil this task.

4.2.5 Official statistics: public good, infrastructure, product, language, authority

In this paper, we are less concerned with statistics as a scientific discipline, but
with its application for the purposes of public discourse and policymaking. Evi-
dently, there are two sides to this matter, that of the statistical experts who generate
facts about a country’s population, society, economy and environment, and that of
those who use them; producers and consumers, to put it simply. Statistical infor-
mation, in the sense of convention theory, also known as “Economie des conven-
tions” (Diaz-Bone & Didier, 2016), are artefacts that are designed and produced
(Radermacher, 2019). For such informational products, the same rules apply as for
other products. Their design must meet the needs of the customers, they must be
manufactured with good quality and a professional distribution is just as important
as an educated clientele.

4.2.5.1 The factory

The public infrastructure that provides society, politics and the economy with el-
ementary facts is official statistics. Where would we be without GDP, inflation
rates, mortality tables, population figures, etc.? International comparisons, based
on which momentous political decisions are made, are based on international
methodological standards and classifications. Official statistics must necessarily
work differently than individual, fast and flexible data uses can (Radermacher,
2020b). It works with a long lead time, industrial production lines, international
standards (this is production capital) and democratically decided programmes. In
this way, internationally, infra-nationally and temporally comparable indicators
of high quality are produced with efficient use of resources (value for taxpayers’
money) and a minimum of response burden. This infrastructure must be regularly
maintained and adapted to new requirements. Let’s compare it with transport and
mobility: a data strategy aims at individual mobility, its rules, promotion, etc. In
parallel, however, it is necessary to make public rail transport fit for the future with
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data and statistics. This requires investments in the infrastructure because new
areas are to be opened up and modern high-speed trains are to run on them. Indi-
vidual data use alone can be inefficient and ineffective. In the 1960s, we thought
that promoting and regulating individual transport was the only option. Today we
know that this policy has led us into congested cities and roads because we did
not at the same time push the expansion of the rail infrastructure with sufficient
political weight.

If public statistics infrastructure is not modernised, geared to new technology
(Shinkansen-like fast statistics) and new terrains are not opened up (COVID, ...),
there will be parallel infrastructures both in the public and private sectors, which
will develop their own standards. To continue the picture: we will have an out-
dated, unattractive public railway with multiple rail widths (partly public, partly
private) and incompatible industry standards; a setback for trust, transparency and
education.

To prevent such a situation from occurring, the integration of the various pro-
ducers of a country under one umbrella, into a well-coordinated statistical system
is crucial. Roles need to be attributed; responsibilities have to be defined in order
for citizens to be able to rely on government statistics to meet the highest quality
standards.

4.2.5.2 Dissemination and communication

Is there a profile comparable to retailers when it comes to informational products?
Those who specialise in analysing the data can of course take on this task. One can
also imagine leaving this role to others, because they are more familiar and expe-
rienced with it, such as journalists (data journalists, science journalists). Further,
we would need as “retailers” and multipliers the professionals in education, i.e.,
teachers, etc.

Informational product marketing must be based on the results of empirical mar-
ket research so that one can target for example statistical training in order to be
effective and efficient for the respective group of recipients. Additionally, appro-
priate means of promotion should be applied. Branding and labelling are undoubt-
edly part of a broader marketing strategy to achieve a positive attitude and culture
towards data and statistics.

Seal of quality: To simplify consumer information, a certificate should be in-
troduced that provides trustworthy information about the quality profile of the in-
formational product. The effectiveness of such a quality label depends in turn on
whether trust can be placed in it and whether citizens actually trust it. By way
of example, let’s be more aware of the point: In the area of ecological product
labels, there is a suspicion by consumers that these only serve greenwashing and
are intended to generate demand in the corresponding markets. Certification and
quality labelling require a neutral and trustworthy institution behind the certifi-
cate and label that checks compliance with quality standards and awards a seal on
this basis. The choice of an institution (or its establishment) that has appropriate
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authority and credibility, can and will shape informational governance in a country
(or internationally).

Once again, the question arises at this point about the alternatives, namely mar-
ket or state. History has taught us that there is no unconditional guarantee on either
side that such certification would actually be carried out in a credible, neutral and
reliable manner. In this respect, especially in the current situation of political up-
heaval and in places, where the primacy of the rule of law does not seem to be fully
respected by politics, there may be a need for greater commitment on the part of
civil society in the monitoring of statistical quality and, above all, (professional)
independence (Diaz-Bone & Horvath, 2021).

4.2.6 Users and literacy

The fact that initiatives to improve data literacy are gaining momentum, supported
not only by business but also by politics and science, is extremely urgent and very
welcome. Data literacy serves to promote maturity in a modern digitalised world
and is important for all people - not only for specialists. This education, like other
education, is about several dimensions of competence: knowledge, skills and val-
ues (Schiiller, 2020).

For the citizen, the entrepreneur, the teacher, the student, etc., who wants to
understand and apply the indicators of the public statistical sources, mathemati-
cal and technical skills are of secondary importance. If you want to buy furniture
for your flat, it wouldn’t make much sense to learn carpentry beforehand. Rather,
it is important to understand enough about the product and its properties to be
able to judge its quality in the light of personal application goals and questions.
This indeed already requires a lot of knowledge and experience in dealing with
quantitative information. Such competencies do not necessarily belong to the field
of mathematics but demand practice in interpreting indicators in their context, an
assessment of the reliability of sources and processes, experience with graphical
representations of statistics (including the flaws that may appear in them) and prac-
tice in assessing uncertainties, etc.

There has been ample opportunity in the pandemic crisis of recent months to
observe the lack of successful communication between data experts, policy makers
and citizens. In order to communicate the facts of statistics to the general public
in a comprehensible way, a language, a communication is needed, which in turn
requires (more) effort on both sides, so that the existing gap between producers and
users can be bridged. For someone to understand what facts from the factory of sta-
tistics can tell us, courses in data analytics or in-depth knowledge of probabilities
do not provide much help. Rather, some understanding is required of descriptive
statistics. It is of great advantage to have gained some experience with these em-
pirical methods. In this sense, it could also be helpful to involve citizens more in
the production of statistics. Such co-production could — besides possible provision
of data sources — actually contribute to bridging the gap between producers and us-
ers of statistical indicators (Konig, Pickar, Stankiewicz, & Hondrila, 2021).
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4.2.7 Public statistics — governance and policy

If there is data for policy, there is also a policy for data (and statistics). In principle,
policymakers must be expected to act quickly now and create the conditions for the
statistical infrastructure to develop as described above in the coming months and
years. It is essentially a matter of giving the status of generating evidence relevant
to decision-making in the public sector the status that this has long since been given
in the private sector. The creation of trust, efficiency and effectiveness in the public
information sector will only succeed with official statistics as a powerful actor.

Public statistics require a political framework, if only because they embody a
public infrastructure, maintained by public institutions that carry out a public man-
date financed with tax money. This is hardly a new insight. As a consequence, most
countries (and international institutions) have a corresponding statistical govern-
ance, consisting of a body of laws, rules, principles, codes of conduct, programmes,
in place (Howard, 2021). What is new, however, is that more comprehensive in-
formational governance (Soma, MacDonald, Termeer, & Opdam, 2016) is in the
process of emerging, which deals with the political framework for data, i.e. rules,
rights, obligations, institutions etc. with the focus of the debate being on the dif-
ficult issues of so-called Big Data.

This should in no way mean that a review and corresponding amendments or
modernisations of the governance of public statistics are already included and dealt
with; quite the contrary. In some respects, it may not even be a matter of changing
existing governance, but of fully implementing it in the first place (Sebeo & An-
dersen, 2021). The European Statistics Code of Practice explains what is particu-
larly important in this respect as follows:

Institutional and organisational factors have a significant influence on the
effectiveness and credibility of a statistical authority developing, producing
and disseminating European Statistics. The relevant Principles are profes-
sional independence, coordination and cooperation, mandate for data collec-
tion, adequacy of resources, quality commitment, statistical confidentiality,
impartiality and objectivity.

(Eurostat, 2018)

For official statistics to be able to cope successfully with such a rapid and radi-
cal development of its role, the appropriate conditions must be created in terms
of governance, finances, personnel, etc. Beyond the canon of the already existing
criteria of the Code of Practice, further demands result from the introductions of
this article, e.g. with regard to the introduction of quality labelling and certification
of statistical information as well as with regard to initiatives for the improvement
of statistical literacy.

Adherence to these principles and quality standards is essentially outside the
sphere of influence of the statistical institutions themselves. If there is a lack of
political attention and will to address this issue, public statistics will sooner or later
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fall behind and will no longer be able to meet the demands. The tragedy of the
commons applies especially to public infrastructure. If bridges, roads, canalisations
(and public statistics) are not maintained for a certain period of time, it is hardly no-
ticeable. Later on, however, the resulting damage and repair costs are even higher.

4.2.8 Summary of important steps and developments for public statistics
* Smart Open Statistics are seen as a goal and guideline for business architecture,

* Primacy of the use of existing data (multiple sources - mixed modes),

* Integrated data management,

» Flexible offers for the use of data (multipurpose standard offers, customised
services, access to microdata for research),

» Public’ statistics need to be organised and coordinated by the head of the Na-
tional Statistical Institute as Chief Statistician,

» Aforward-looking programme planning and product development (long-term) is
necessary combined with more flexible evaluations and iterations (short-term),

» Standards for the information quality, their assurance and certification have to
be established for the entire system of public statistics,

» Close cooperation between science and statistics production, access to data for
research; promotion of networks/partnerships are important,

 International cooperation, data exchange under strict conditions, use of interna-
tional data sources will play an ever-bigger role,

+ Improvement of data literacy shall become part of the mandate of public statistics.

4.3 Census

4.3.1 Population census — (the most) important component of the statistical system

In order to be able to explain and describe the establishment and trajectories of
the census, one must understand it in its dual nature: as a singular major statistical
event as well as part of a statistical system. The framework conditions, the political
culture and circumstances, etc. must not be ignored in the analysis. In Anglo-Saxon
countries, for example, where administrative registration of persons is not carried
out, it is still mandatory to conduct a complete registration of the resident popula-
tion from time to time; the same (still) applies in many countries of the developing
world. In contrast, in the countries that have reliable registers (such as the Scan-
dinavian countries), a change has long since taken place in which a classic census
in the sense of a knock-on-the-door survey has been replaced by the evaluation of
administrative sources. Between these two poles, there are as many different frame
conditions as there are solutions and methodological approaches (Kukutai, Thomp-
son, & McMillan, 2015; Ventresca, 1995). New data sources, such as geocoded in-
formation of buildings, further increase the diversity. Modern business architecture
in statistics means the use of different sources and available technology (“smart
open statistics”).
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This diversity does not make it easy at the international level to develop and
agree on statistical standards for the census. This is reflected in the annotations to
the current United Nations guidelines:

The Handbook provides guidelines, mainly, for population and housing cen-

suses based on traditional field enumeration. ... Information on the use of

registers and administrative sources for censuses can be found in the Princi-
ples and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses.

(United Nations Department of Economic

and Social Affairs, 2017, 2021)

For statistics in the European Union, the census represents a very special chal-
lenge in that a convention is needed which, on the one hand, guarantees sufficient
comparability of the results, but on the other hand, leaves the national statistics
sufficient freedom in the organisation and implementation. It was not until the last
census round in 2011 that a compromise and a legal regulation could be agreed
upon in this regard. This compromise defines a set of variables and regulates the
delivery of results to the European level with sufficient granularity and delay. This
approach of harmonising outputs was supported by technical and methodological
innovations such as the Census Hub (provision of Hypercubes) and the possibilities
offered by geocoding (1km? grid). In the 2020 census round, this approach is be-
ing consistently pursued, for example by providing so-called ‘mesodata’ from the
national level that “open new angles of analysis, for example by tabulating data
for sufficiently small areas and/or small subgroups of the population.” (Eurostat,
2019, p. 14) Apart from the diversity of organisational approaches, in the field
of demographic statistics, there is also the fact that these are variables which are
partly codified legally/administratively at the national level, and which are politi-
cally sensitive. In this light, it should also be seen that there has only been a legal
convention for the area of demographic statistics in Europe since 2013, which con-
tains a uniform definition of the “usually resident population” (European Union,
2013, p. Art. 2(c))

In the statistical community, the question of the possibility of changing the
method of the census is fraught with considerable divergence of opinion. Accord-
ing to the introduction to the special focus on population censuses in the Statistical
Journal of the International Association for Official Statistics (IAOS) (Durr, 2020),
some authors question even the theoretical soundness of the register-based census.’
The criticism is ammunitioned with nothing less than questioning the scientific
basis of the census alternatives: “The efforts to replace the census are not based
on scientific or philosophical deficiencies of the former, but because of technologi-
cal developments and political, financial and social considerations” (MacDonald,
2020). Such an approach is characterised by a one-sided natural science under-
standing of what the scientific method is and should be for statistics: “Any em-
pirical science observes physical objects (people, animals, celestial objects, rocks,
etc.) and their characteristics at a clearly delimited location and specific time”
(MacDonald, 2020, p. 19). Such naive realism (Lupton, 2013, p. 49), which is
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neither adequate nor helpful for a description of what (official) statistics is, may
however relatively often characterise the views of professional statisticians, pos-
sibly more often than the view that statistics as informational products are both
“made” and objective (Porter, 1995; Saetnan, Lomell, & Hammer, 2011). Such a
narrow understanding of science is even more astonishing, since it would fit — if
at all — at best to survey-based statistics and would exclude large parts of official
statistics (including national accounts and foreign trade statistics), which are based
on the evaluation of existing data sources, from being able to refer to a scientific
basis (Radermacher & Korner, 2006). Any effort to further develop statistics by
using new data sources and integrating data science methods based on them would
also be discredited generally in this way.

What plays a further role in the positioning of the census within the national
statistical system is its prominent position and significance. In the past, the cen-
suses, which were carried out at longer intervals, were subject to very special
requirements, but also to expectations, be it with regard to the quality of the sta-
tistics (precision, detail), be it with regard to the risks of these large-scale projects
or also with regard to media attention or financial budgets. In this periodically es-
tablished microcosm within the statistical world, professional careers could make
or break. This has also distilled an understanding of what the specific strengths
are in terms of the quality of information provided by the census. Such a domain-
specific definition of quality can also be observed in other areas of statistics, espe-
cially in the contrast between survey statistics and national accounts. Yet, why is
this a noteworthy aspect in this context? Because in a transition from a traditional
census to (whatever) alternative methods, fundamental beliefs are shaken. These
beliefs have much to do with the fact that statisticians want to have a foundation
that they build (and control) themselves without depending on other sources (and
their properties), an inventory that can be used to correct the errors of incremen-
tal updates from time to time; “ground truth” so to say. As understandable and
comprehensible as this view may be, it nevertheless harbours the danger of naive
realism, in that the correspondence of the census results with (unknown) reality
are idealised because they are supposedly based on the simple (and presumably
only scientific) method of enumeration. In contrast, the procedures of merging
data from several sources are perceived as having something artificial, model-like
about them, which makes them appear less credible, less observation-based, and
less scientific, not least in the eyes of the public. The fact that even a traditional
census is based on conventions in many respects and can by no means provide a
one-to-one portrayal of the reality of an entire nation at a moment in time is not
brought to the fore in contrast. For these reasons, a transition to alternative census
methods is difficult over and above the technical and methodological challenges
that need to be solved.

In order to assess whether there is an alternative to the traditional census, it is
decisive how narrow or broad one draws the horizon of consideration. A narrowly
defined framework (a) would focus the analysis on whether the individual statisti-
cal variables collected in the census can be generated with sufficiently good quality
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from other sources, without, however, putting the essential design parameters of the
census (time, granulation in terms of content and geography, response rates, budget,
etc.) up for disposal. In a broader framework (b), on the other hand, one would al-
low the entire design of the census to change, e.g. to mix representative surveys
with an evaluation of other sources, to associate components at other points in time,
and to consider and weigh the costs and benefits (i.e. quality) of these alternatives
holistically. In a very broad approach (c), one would consider the entire system
of demographic and social statistics over a longer time horizon and ask how this
entire system can be optimised under the given framework conditions (data avail-
ability, information needs, the burden on respondents, costs, staff capacities, ...)
(Espinasse, Le Palud, Prévot, &l Solard, & Vanotti, 2021; Roux, 2020).

In view of the options contained in multiple data sources, the current informa-
tion needs and the technical possibilities, an optimal overall solution for the sta-
tistical areas should be sought, which in the past the census has served for several
years. It is necessary to ask what information this statistical instrument is supposed
to satisfy and how these goals can be achieved most effectively and efficiently
given the given circumstances and framework conditions (Kyi, Knauth, & Rader-
macher, 2012). There are clearly defined specific needs (such as providing the basis
for elections) but also requirements that arise from the use of census results in the
official statistics system (the basis for random samples and imputations). Finally,
it is necessary to consider what quality of statistical information over the course
of several years is adequate for the information needs of modern societies (high
dynamics due to migration, etc.). In a traditional alternation between censuses tak-
ing place at intervals of several years and sample collections and annual updates
in between, very uneven qualities are obtained over time and major corrections
have to be made after each census (with corresponding retrospective adjustment of
time series). This problem has a greater impact today than in times of more static
population structures. In this respect, there is a case for integrating the classical
census methodologically (as far as possible) and aiming for continuous statistical
reporting on population, households, etc. Where this optimum lies in each case,
how best quality can be achieved, etc., are questions that must be answered at the
national level. In European countries, the move is towards integrating censuses
into a continuous system of demographic and social statistics. In other countries,
however, the solution may look different.

4.3.2 Population census in Germany

The statistical recording of the population and the associated determination of
sociological-demographic characteristics is an equally important and sensitive area
of statistics for politics. It is therefore not surprising that the census and the char-
acteristics contained in its questionnaire were of great interest to National Socialist
politics. Without being able to go into these connections here (for more details see
Wietog, 2001), however, this period before the end of the Second World War also
shapes the history of the census afterwards to a certain extent.
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Two noteworthy aspects should be pointed out in this context

* The census planned for 1983 in the Federal Republic of Germany was stopped
by a ruling of the Constitutional Court (more on this below). The background
to this was objections raised by civil society concerning the protection of the
privacy of individual data. The consequences of this ruling were extremely
far-reaching, both politically and legally, as it laid the foundation for the devel-
opment of data protection law as we know it today. In Germany, a correspond-
ing right was even incorporated as a legal provision into the constitution.

* Censuses were conducted in the former federal territory in 1950, 1961, 1970 and
1987, and in the former German Democratic Republic (GDR) in 1950, 1964, 1971
and 1981. The 2011 census was the first all-German census since reunification.
This time series is very astonishing, as it refers to a time gap of more than 20 years
in which there have been no new census results and even though there would have
been sufficient reasons to conduct a census after the German Reunification.

From both historical facts, it can be seen that the census in Germany is conducted
under great political and public attention and that each element is determined by
the legislator and reviewed by the courts.

Against this history, the census conducted in 2011 was politically very impor-
tant on the one hand, but difficult on the other, as a compromise had to be reached
between information needs on the one hand and reservations about burdening re-
spondents, secrecy concerns and objections to high project costs. The compromise®
was to forego a full census and replace it with an evaluation of administrative reg-
isters combined with the conducting of a (rather large) random sample (see below).
The future development of censuses in Germany is predetermined and will move
step by step towards greater use of register data and integration of the census (see
Chapter 10 of this book).

4.3.3 Census in court

In a lawsuit, the Federal Constitutional Court of Germany deals with the complaint
of some local authorities and municipalities, which cast doubt on the results of
the census 2011. On the deadline of 9 May 2011, a nationwide population, build-
ing and housing census took place. This was for the first time a combined census,
based on registers and a sample survey of the population. In contrast to the previous
censuses, only about 10% of the population was surveyed. To reduce the number
of required surveys, data already collected in registers has been used; these were
supplemented by primary statistical surveys. Among other things, the census estab-
lished the official population figures for all communities in Germany. In addition
to a double counting test in municipalities with at least 10,000 inhabitants, the
procedure provided for a random sample survey in order to correct inaccuracies
in the register of migrants, as well as a so-called “survey to clarify discrepancies”
in smaller municipalities. Among other things, the results led to the population of
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Berlin being determined to be around 180,000 lower than the population update,
and the Hamburg population to be around 82,800 fewer. In particular, the appli-
cants allege that the rules in the budget sample infringe on certainty requirements.
In addition, the statistical basis of the sampling procedure was not determined ac-
curately enough. A sufficiently precise population investigation was not assured.
The application of various methods depending on the size of the municipality was
incompatible with the requirements of inter-municipal and federal equal treatment,
as it led to a disadvantage for larger communities (BVerfG, 2017).

This was not the first trial before the Federal Constitutional Court. Previously,
in 1983, the census had been stopped by the court. At that time, it was essentially
about the demarcation of the statistical sphere and the fundamental right to infor-
mational self-determination, which has laid one of the foundations for modern data
protection (BVerfG, 1983).

The lawsuit census 2011 is well suited to tracking the questions of truth and
reality in statistics. On the one hand, there is a lot of nostalgia, which transfigures
the old-fashioned door-to-door census as an error-free and “correct” methodology,
because supposed counting is simple, robust and not burdened with statistical-
technical machinery. There is a widespread, almost naive idea that one could sim-
ply count the population of a whole country as a herd of sheep. Since the days of
Emperor Augustus,” however, a traditional census has been a mammoth undertak-
ing, solving a variety of technical and methodological problems, using estimation
techniques and making inaccuracies and mistakes unavoidable. Even if it does not
appear so to non-statisticians, the questions of how accurately and undistorted a
statistic reflects the reality are essentially the same, regardless of whether a tradi-
tional census is used or a multiple source approach, which is based on other exist-
ing information and sampling techniques, thus being able to reduce costs in this
way. What remains are subjective question marks, impressions and reservations,
which seem to be more critical regarding modern statistical methods compared
to the supposedly simple methods of counting (Bubrowski, 2017; Davies, 2017).

As the German court case and the comments in public show, it is essential that
such misconceptions, prejudices and reservations towards more sophisticated
methodological procedures are taken seriously and that they are already anticipated
and taken into account during the preparatory work (as far as this is possible, of
course) (BVerfG, 2018).

The lessons learned are not primarily related to the production of these sta-
tistics, but especially to the design and also to communication. When designing
methodically and technically demanding statistics with far-reaching political con-
sequences, as in this case of the census, it is crucial to leave absolutely no doubt that
the design (of course, in the context of the exogenously given conditions) meets the
current scientific and technical standards. Transparency, (explicit and detectable)
sound scientific advice, and active public relations work are crucial in a modern
statistical process to familiarise a critical public with the procedures and results. In
any case, when there is criticism of supposedly incorrect results, we should at first
focus on the concrete and answerable questions about the adequacy of the design
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of statistics and its error-free implementation (see in particular the considerations
and guidelines concerning the census 2011 court case (BVerfG, 2018).

4.4 Conclusion

Hardly ever has the lack of adequate statistics for making essential political deci-
sions and gaining the support of the general population for their consequences been
as visible and painful as it is now, during the pandemic crisis. For official statis-
tics, these times are challenging in several ways. At the same time, new products,
services, programmes and methods must be developed without jeopardising the
proven quality concept, although the budgetary and capacity framework conditions
are often not very suitable for such an endeavour. Consequently, the decisive objec-
tive must be to regain support for official statistics. For this to succeed, new con-
ventions are needed in which the production model of public statistics is adapted
to the changed framework conditions by using all available data sources and
technical-methodological procedures on the one hand and to modified information
needs of modern societies on the other. These demands apply first and foremost to
the major projects and areas within the statistical system, of which the censuses are
one. For the census in particular, the objective is that it should be policy-relevant,
without being politically driven.

Notes

1 “Statistics is not only, as a branch of mathematics, a tool of proof, but is also a tool
of governance, ordering and coordinating many social activities and serving as a guide
for public action. As a general rule, the two aspects are handled by people of differ-
ent specializations, whose backgrounds and interests are far apart. Thus, mathematicians
develop formalisms based on probability theory and on inferential statistics, while the
political scientist and sociologist are interested in the applications of statistics for public
action, and there are some who speak of ‘Governing by indicators’. The two areas of
interest are rarely dealt with jointly.” (Desrosiéres, 2011, p. 41)

2 Michael Power sees even “audit as intrinsic to modern society,” “a constitutive principle
of social organizations” and an “institutional norm” (Power, 1994).

3 Ulrich Beck has emphasised that the struggle among rationality claims follows from a
division of the world between experts (in rationality) and non-experts (deviating from
rationality) in the non-reflexive modernity (Beck, 1998, p. 57).

4 https://www.amstat.org/ASA/News/Statistics-at-a-Crossroads-Recommendations-Are-
Released.aspx

5 https://officialstatistics.com/news-blog/why-should-there-still-be-need-elaborate-
official-statistics-future

6 See also the discussion platform in https://officialstatistics.com/news-blog/crises-politics-
and-statistics

7 See ‘The Third Discussion on the SIIAOS Discussion Platform: The Definition, Meth-
odology and Relevance of Census Taking’. 1 Jan. 2020: 13—14. https://content.iospress.
com/articles/statistical-journal-of-the-iaos/sji209003

8 https://www.zensus2011.de/EN/2011Census/Methodology/Methodology node.html

9 “Inthose 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” (Luke 2 NIV, 2).
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S Population censuses in crisis

United States, Brazil, and Ecuador
in comparative perspective

Byron Villacis'

5.1 Introduction

Population censuses are technologies of governance that help to coordinate social
activities and guide public actions (Desrosieres, 2012, p. 41). They usually are
interpreted as objective devices that produce comprehensive statistics under the
veil of scientificity (Porter, 1996, pp. 33-35, 41-43). However, their process of
production evolves in interaction within and between diverse political contingen-
cies framed in procedures, usually closed to external interpretations (Prévost, 2019;
Rottenburg, Merry, Park, & Mugler, 2015, p. 8). While there is substantial literature
studying these contingencies in a historical sense for specific countries (Anderson,
1988; Gill, 2007; Loveman, 2009; Prewitt, 2010a; West & Fein, 1990) there are
fewer analyses trying to understand the contingencies in a comparative way, and
particularly, studying the tensions between social agents that influence directly
and indirectly the operation (Baffour, King, & Valente, 2013; Emigh, Riley, &
Ahmed, 2016). The 2020 census round represented an invaluable opportunity to
fill this void: The United States (US), Brazil and Ecuador faced the arrival of the
COVID-19 pandemic and, at the same time, their agencies in charge of the cen-
sus suffered political interventions from their respective central governments. This
chapter deploys a description and analysis of how internal and external political
and social forces affected and reacted to the supposed balanced statistical opera-
tion, and how the interventions impacted dissimilar infrastructures.

The investigation is based on archival research and in-depth interviews. In the
first stage, methodological archives, public announcements, and media reports were
collected, coded, and analyzed. This procedure was complemented by 15 in-depth
interviews with key census administrators, national and international experts, and
local academics observing the operations in the selected countries. Together, it al-
lowed the reconstruction of historical contexts, statistical institutional frameworks,
and details about the processes of crises and intervention. I paid particular atten-
tion to the identification of key actors, mechanisms of intervention, and outcomes
affecting the census.

Three points are salient across the analysis. First, all three cases experienced
political interventions tied to changes in political power at the national level. This
was true in mature and stable statistical systems, such as the case of the US, but

DOI: 10.4324/9781003259749-8
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003259749-8

Population censuses in crisis 137

also in the cases of Brazil and Ecuador, countries with dissimilar weaknesses in
their statistical systems in terms of autonomy, professionalization, and stability.
Second, the capacity to react against interventions depends on two factors. On the
one hand, groups interested in the census’ outcome need previously constituted
social spaces to make visible the demands and to organize reactions. These spaces
can be workers’ unions, associations of ethnic minorities, observatories of public
statistics, or groups of study within academic circles. Brazil and the US have a long
tradition of civil society organizations that entered into action during the 2020 cen-
sus crisis; however, in the case of Ecuador, there were fewer spaces able to embrace
concerns. On the other hand, these demands take the form of political struggles
only if there is a juridical system able to materialize complaints. Through a func-
tional and prompt legal reaction, the US census avoided interventions from the
federal government in the form of attempts to include of a question with political
intentionality. In the cases of Brazil and Ecuador, the absence of a juridical power
capable of legitimize a space for struggle provoked that, either noisy (Brazil) or
discrete (Ecuador) complaints, never took the form of concrete legal reactions.
Third, the COVID-19 pandemic played a justificatory transversal role: in the case
of the US, it served as an excuse to the government for political intervention, in the
case of Brazil functioned as a justification to find a temporal agreement between
the conflicting parts; and in the case of Ecuador, it was used as a pretext to delay
the operative and to justify internal organizational mistakes present before the ar-
rival of the pandemic.

Together, the chapter vindicates the need to understand the contexts where cen-
suses are produced before attempts to analyze its statistical outcomes. The naive
exploitation of their data or — even worse — the merge between several censuses
to then compare results without this consideration, leads to implicit assumptions
that are far from realistic. Censuses are artifacts of the societal and institutional
context in which they are collected, thus, their statistical exploitation and technical
investigation require a broader panorama of reasoning and action. Additionally, the
chapter argues in favor of the need for comparative analysis not only at a statisti-
cal level but also at an operative one. Only then is possible to make visible social
forces interacting with the census from inside and outside its organization. This
perspective is essential to understand the impacts of the quantitative outcomes of
the census, usually couched in a language of objectivity (Emigh, Riley, & Ahmed,
2020, p. 290).

The rest of the chapter is divided into five sections. In the next two, I describe the
conceptual framework and methodology. In the subsequent section, I explain the
results from the analyzed cases: US, Brazil, and Ecuador. Then, I proceed with a
comparison, to finalize with a discussion.

5.2  Conceptual framework

From a disciplinary perspective, the study of population censuses traditionally
has taken four paths. Demographers and statisticians usually pay attention to the
outcomes of the operation itself, either producing fertility, mortality, or migration
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commensurations (Condran, 1984; Eriksson, Niemesh, & Thomasson, 2018;
Jaadla, Reid, Garrett, Schiirer, & Day, 2020; Retherford, Cho, & Kim, 1984), cre-
ating geographic profiles and historical evolutions (Hirschman, Alba, & Farley,
2000; Ruggles & Magnuson, 2020) or using its results as inputs for frequentist or
Bayesian modeling (Vanella, Deschermeier, & Wilke, 2020; Voutilainen, Helske, &
Hoégmander, 2020). Most societies know the census thanks to this knowledge pro-
duction, which usually is inserted afterwards into systems of governance (Mur-
ray, 1992). A smaller but significant number of demographers diagnose quality
characteristics and operational technicalities such as coverage, costs, inaccuracies,
respondent errors, and age heaping, among others (United Nations, 2008). These
analyses usually take the form of evaluations where the intention is to identify
operative gaps (Brown 1998; Hogan, Cantwell, Devine, Mule, & Velkoff, 2013).

In the realm of economics, the census has been the target of analysis search-
ing for associations and causalities between the evolution of population and its
components with economic growth (Howitt, 1999), business cycles (Losch, 1937;
Simon, 2019), development (Coale & Hoover, 2015), labor (Durand, 2015), or
aging (Maestas, Mullen, & Powell, 2016). When economists look at the census
as an administrative operation, usually they apply a cost-benefit analysis (Roseth,
Reyes, & Yee Amézaga, 2019; Spencer, May, Kenyon, & Seeskin, 2017). A third
and popular approach comes from political scientists who usually study representa-
tion and apportionment (Kaiser, 1968; Kastellec, Lax, Malecki, & Phillips, 2015),
quality of vote tallies (Challu, Seira, & Simpser, 2020), the independence of census
offices (Prévost, 2019; Prewitt, 2003, 2010a), and privacy policies (Singer, Van
Hoewyk, & Neugebaue, 2003).

Sociologists usually pay attention to the role they play in relation to social
forces (Alonso & Starr, 1989; Saetnan, Lomell, & Hammer, 2012), the construction
of ethnic categories (Loveman, 2014; Mora, 2014), methodological designs and
implications (Sullivan, 2020), the way they serve to discipline societies (Schwe-
ber, 2006), institutional changes (Ruggles & Magnuson, 2020), its relation with
state formation (Anderson, 1983; Curtis, 2001; Loveman, 2005), the constitution
of conventions and consent (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006; Desrosiéres, 1998, 2011;
Porter, 2011; Rodriguez-Muiiiz, 2017), and historicizations (Anderson, 1988). In
the vision of sociologists and political scientists, censuses are not only interpreted
solely as technical artifacts. They are understood as political gears that play a role
in the political strategies of social actors (Bourdieu, 2014, p. 142). These contin-
gencies imply that the analysis of a census is incomplete if we do not problematize
the broader political economy in which they are undertaken: the incidents inside
and outside the state during the execution, the social conditions surrounding it,
the actors involved, the implications of how governments interpret its functions
(Desrosieres, 2012, p. 53; Kukutai, Thompson, & McMillan, 2015) and the condi-
tions of institutionalization (Loveman, 2014).

Taking these elements as a reference, this chapter embraces the arguments from
the sociology of statistics (Desrosieres, 2012; Porter, 1996; Starr, 1987), deploying
two types of conceptual and analytical tools. First, it complements analyses that usu-
ally retain a strong and implicit state-centered bias because they see the census as a
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state-centered process implying a top-down exercise of state formation and control
(Emigh, Riley, & Ahmed, 2015, p. 486). Instead, it embraces the notion that the
census is a complex progression that finishes producing statistical outcomes through
interactions between and within social forces that shape the census and, at the same
time, shape the society (Baffour et al., 2013; Emigh et al., 2015; Saetnan et al.,
2012, p. 13). However, complementing these critical positions, it problematizes the
role of censuses not only as the tension generated by the construction of particular
categories, for example, race (Mora, 2014). Instead, pays attention to the tensions
inside and outside the organization in charge of the census to understand how social
forces influence administrative and organizational processes. Second, and to achieve
the objective mentioned in the previous point, it uses the framework to understand
how the demands of census users are affected by internal and external operative
procedures that usually are neither visible nor problematized. These contingencies
happen in the middle of a progression of activities where governments attempt to
gain partisan advantage by shaping the statistical production against the judgment
of the statistical agency (Prewitt, 2010, p. 228). Therefore, the aim is to identify and
interpret the interferences through two dimensions: the mapping of social agents
inside and outside the state, and through a systematic comparison across countries,
the identification of mechanisms of intervention and the effects of the operation.

5.3 Research design

The chapter is supported by document analysis and in-depth interviews. In the
first case, I collected methodological and public documentation in relation to the
2020 census round from US, Brazil, and Ecuador. This includes institutional re-
ports from the respective offices in charge of the census (Census Bureau [CB] for
the US, the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica [IBGE] for Brazil, and
the Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Censos [INEC] for Ecuador). I also col-
lected national and international reports from organisms with the function of sup-
porting census programs, such as the United Nations,* the World Bank (WB), and
the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB). These reports are complemented
by analysis and investigations from academic circles under the epistemological
communities described in the previous section.

Public documentation helped to understand formal and official positions re-
garding the census; however, analysis of this kind is limited at the moment of
identifying political actors, contingencies, positions, and points of conflict inside
and outside the state. This gap was covered through two sources: the collection of
media reports, analysis, public opinion, and specialized news reports.®> After this
initial collection key actors and institutions that played a role in methodological
discussions were identified. This included pundits, representatives of organiza-
tions, and academics. I carried out 15 in-depth interviews® divided into two stages.
In the first one, an exploratory interview was developed to identify (1) points of
conflict between the official execution of the census and external positions usually
materialized in attempts of intervention from the central government, (2) strengths
and weaknesses of the operation, and (3) agents that have interest in the execution
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of the process. This initial step mapped the actors with interests and their possible
agreements or conflicts. The second stage of interviews was focused on conclusive
arguments about the position of each identified actor, the role of the institution in
charge, mechanisms, and interpretations regarding their respective crisis, and reac-
tions from the actors in the field. Together, the interviews and media reports helped
to understand the external narratives that are less controlled by the state, the rela-
tion between and within actors in society, and the way those relations influenced
the census operation.

US, Brazil, and Ecuador were included as case studies because they share three
essential characteristics: (1) their censuses were affected, although at different lev-
els, by the common crisis of the pandemic COVID-19, either by delaying or cance-
ling their operations, (2) their censuses were affected by significant attempts of
political intervention from their respective governments, and (3) their governments
share ideological conservative positions: Donald Trump from the Republican Party
in the US, Jair Bolsonaro from the extreme right conservative political field in
Brazil, and Lenin Moreno from conservative alliances in the right in Ecuador.’ This
last commonality helps to signal the limitation of the chapter: the interventions and
crises in censuses happened in diverse political settings and under a variety of gov-
ernmental contexts (Prewitt, 2010b). The findings deployed here need to be read
to understand that, while the comparison among right-wing governments helps to
weigh crises under similar political administrations, the mechanisms can differ un-
der dissimilar settings. This diversity in the typology of selected cases provides the
ground for a reflexive, non-essentialist engagement with global and historical di-
versity, which at the same time, is capable of uncovering patterns in the production
of statistical systems that emerge when contrasting variously positioned systems of
relational political practices within the global power structures (Fourcade, Lande,
& Schofer, 2016, p. 16).

5.4 A polemic question testing the juridical system: the case of the US

The history of federal censuses in the US goes back to 1790. The first census was
taken under the supervision of Thomas Jefferson. The questionnaire included six
questions: name, relation with the head of the family, age, condition of freedom
or slavery, sex, and race (US Census Bureau, 2019). Until 1870, District Marshals
were responsible for data collection, then, the need for standardization and the
incremental complexity of operations opened a period of institutionalization of the
statistical system. The CB was created in 1902, as part of the Department of Inte-
rior, and one year later, it shifted to become part of the Department of Commerce
and Labor (Census Bureau, 2005). The last legal reform happened in 2012 when
President Obama enacted the Presidential Appointment Efficiency and Streamlin-
ing Act. This reform, among other things, set the term of the CB Director at five
years, with a maximum of two periods. Additionally, the position requires demon-
strated ability in managing large organizations, and experience in the collection,
analysis, and use of statistical data (GOVTRACK, 2012). The CB Director must
be appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate.
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The planning of the 2020 census started in 2016 under the direction of John H.
Thompson, a tenured functionary since 1975. He was supposed to be in charge of
the entire operation; however, he resigned in May 2017 (Sweetland, 2017). Ana-
lysts and specialists argued that the main reason for the abrupt exit was the an-
nouncement of budgetary cuts (Bromwich, 2017; Marshall, 2017). This was the
result of political pressures from the Republican party who usually claim excessive
budgets and invasion of privacy in the census (Weyl, 2012). Ron S. Jarmin, another
CB career functionary, replaced Thompson for one year and a half. In January
2019, by the nomination of President Trump, Steven Dillingham arrived at the
CB direction. Due to his extensive public career at the federal level, Dillingham
received support from academic organizations, experts in the field, and the Repub-
lican and Democratic parties (Mervis, 2018). His arrival calmed the waters respect-
ing the upcoming census; however, concerns would soon come from another front.

By legal requirement, the CB must submit the list of proposed questions to
Congress. The first official release was in March 2018, including seven questions.®
Despite this initial formality, the Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross’ promoted
an extra one: “Is this person a citizen of the United States?” He argued that the
inclusion of this question was a requirement to put into effect the Voting Rights
Act, as solicitude of the Department of Justice (NPR, 2018a). However, Demo-
crat representatives, who at the time had recently regained control of the House,
demonstrated that it was a White House initiative and thus, a politically motivated
operation (Wire, 2019). Additionally, President Trump intensively promoted the in-
clusion of the question through public declarations arguing the need for improved
district excluding non-citizens (Baumgaertner, 2018). The reaction from state and
civil society organizations was immediate and methodical, arguing that the pro-
posal was attempting to discourage the participation of immigrants in the census,
which will result in undercounting and reducing political spaces for Democrats and
racial minorities (Lo Wang, 2018a).

The reaction from social forces was diverse, firm, and rapid. Complaints and
concerns appeared from at least 131 groups, including ethnic associations (Muslim
Advocates, Asian American Associations, and Latino Groups), Unions and Confer-
ences (Conference on Civil and Human Rights and the American Civil Liberties
Union), and academic organizations (ASA, 2018; Gamboa, 2018; LCCHR, 2018).
Protests were based on technical reports from the very CB (Census Bureau, 2019),
and even Ron S. Jarmin, the CB Director who lasted only a year and a half in of-
fice, expressed public concerns (Lo Wang, 2018c). Soon, the conflict arrived in the
juridical field: at least three federal lawsuits emerged from the states of California,
New York, and Maryland (de Vogue & Hartfield, 2019). In a matter of weeks, what
started with a political intention to intervene in the census, promptly installed a
legal battle at a federal level.

The conflict faced two points of interest: at the core, the discussion was the
inclusion of the question; at the border, the timing of the juridical resolution. The
latter was converted into a government tactic to delay the juridical result and tacitly
permit the inclusion of the question in the census. On the other hand, the plain-
tiffs were looking for urgent determinations; not only to avoid the inclusion of
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the question, but also to leave the census calendar unaffected. A big portion of
the trial was spent retracing the origin of the citizenship question: Secretary Ross
argued that it was the result of a deep and conscious process considering all legal
procedures. Democrats and plaintiffs argued that the inclusion was political and
influenced by actors like Steve Bannon, an ultra-conservative strategist (Cornwell,
2018). The procedure allowed to have access to personal communications between
the parties; which revealed, five key facts: (1) One of the main tasks delegated from
President Trump to Ross as Secretary of Commerce was to include the question
in the census (Lo Wang, 2018b), (2) former CB Director Ron S. Jarmin and CB
technicians formally disagreed with the inclusion of the question. Six months after
Jarmin’s disagreement, he was replaced by Steven Dillingham (Elliott, 2017; Lo
Wang, 2017; NPR, 2018a, 2018b), (3) there were communications between Steve
Bannon and Secretary Ross with the sole intention of the inclusion of the question
(Lo Wang, 2017), (4) Thomas B. Hofeller, a strategist known for gerrymandering
electoral districts, wrote a report justifying the inclusion because it would be ad-
vantageous for Republicans and non-white Hispanics (Wines, 2019), and (5) new
appointed CB Director Dillingham preferred to have an unvoiced position during
the conflict (Lo Wang, 2019b). Even a year later, he avoided taking a position,
generating energetic criticisms and concerns in the Congress (Mervis, 2020).® This
documentation confirmed the politically motivated inclusion of the question and
revealed key actors involved in the intervention.

Just a few months before the census, in January 2019, Jesse M. Furman, District
Judge, Court for the Southern District of New York, blocked the inclusion ofthe question
claiming that Secretary Ross’s decision violated the Administrative Procedure Act
(Lo Wang, 2019a). However, Furman also rejected the plaintiffs’ claim that adding the
question violated the Enumeration Clause of the US Constitution (Wines & Benner,
2019). The Supreme Court agreed and confirmed Furman’s position, and the Trump
administration decided, on July 2019, to withdraw the question (Lo Wang, 2019¢). The
census continued its march without the polemic question, nevertheless, analysts and
activists consider that the damage was already done, particularly affecting the quality
and representativeness of the census (Williams, 2019).° On the other hand, the Trump
administration continued its efforts to obtain citizenship data through administrative
records outside the census (Mangan & Breuninger, 2019). Later, the COVID-19
pandemic arrived, affecting the schedule of operations, including the decision to
finish operations one month earlier than planned. According to some analysts, this
meant that immigrants and minority communities were not sufficiently included in
the census (Wines, 2020). Finally, a big portion of the tensions was liberated after the
departure of Trump from power: in the first day of office, President Joe Biden decided
to stop the intention of counting undocumented immigrants and immediately the CB
announced a more relaxed calendar of production of indicators (Lo Wang, 2021).
The case of the US exemplifies (1) how an intervention from the central government
involved mostly political actors outside the arena of a professionalized CB, and
(2) how the reaction from social actors achieved political and judicial attention at
a national level. The following case will show what happens when, in a similar
intervention, the role of the judicial system is absent.
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5.5 Austerity as the face of intervention: the Brazilian Case

Brazil has executed population censuses since 1872. Nevertheless, the formal insti-
tutionalization of the agency in charge arrived in 1936 with the creation of IBGE.
The institute is recognized nationally and internationally for its significant level of
autonomy and isolation from political conjuncture.'® Until 2020, Brazil executed
12 population censuses, one of the longest experiences in the region (Dargent et al.,
2018; Villacis & Thome, 2020). Over time, the institution gained prestige due to
methodological improvements, technological advances, and partnerships with in-
ternational statistical offices (IBGE, 2020).

The president of IBGE is appointed by the President of the Brazilian govern-
ment. Historically, this procedure has not been an impediment to the technical
autonomy of the organization. For example, since 2003, three of four presidents
belonged to tenured positions within the organization (Dargent et al., 2018). De-
spite this context of relative autonomy, since 2016 the country faced a severe politi-
cal instability period that affected IBGE and the census. The first woman holding
the presidency of the country, Dilma Rousseff, was impeached, opening the door
for Michel Temer’s interim government. Subsequently, Jair Bolsonaro, a former
military officer, and a recognized conservative extremist, arrived at power. The
political crisis implied a radical transformation in the vision of the government and
its organizations: from a progressive left to an extreme right.

This virulence did not leave the tranquility of the statistical system unaltered. Dur-
ing the 14 years Worker’s Party government (2002—2016) the Presidents of the IBGE
were two tenured functionaries: Eduardo Pereira Nunes (2003—-2011) and Wasmalia
Vivar (2011-2016). The arrival of Temer to the Presidency of Brazil in 2016 meant
the arrival to IBGE of Paulo Rabello de Castro, an orthodox economist from the “Chi-
cago School” recognized by its neoclassical views (Brender, 2010). After 11 months
in charge, he was appointed president of the strategic public bank Banco Nacional
de Desenvolvimento Economico e Social (BNDES). His replacement, Roberto Luis
Olinto Ramos, would only last one year and a half. President Bolsonaro appointed,
in February 2019, Susana Cordeiro Guerra as the head of IBGE.

Cordeiro Guerra is an American-Brazilian political scientist with degrees from
Harvard and MIT. Before accepting her appointment, she was living in the US
for more than 20 years, lately working at the WB as an economist. She came at
the recommendation of the Minister of Economy Paul Guedes, a key political fig-
ure in Bolsonaro’s government. Guedes is another economist from the Chicago
School and is responsible for the austerity and privatization agenda implemented
since 2019 (Chicago Maroon, 2018; ISTOE, 2019). In the first three months of
her presidency, Cordeiro Guerra announced that the priority of the administration
would be the “increment of productivity and austerity”. Immediately, she ordered a
reduction of 25% of the 2020 census budget and a significant reduction of the size
of the questionnaire. The excluded questions were part to the 2010 official ques-
tionnaire and all of them were necessary for the application of key social programs,
such as housing deficit, the population residing abroad, type of education (public
vs. private), income from other members of the household (keeping only income
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from the head), number of hours working per week, and number of babies who
died during pregnancy (Rossi, 2019). These changes provoked a reconfiguration of
the planning of the census and a strong reaction from several social organizations.

One of the first entities reacting was the Brazilian Association of Population
Studies (ABEP), expressing a “great concern regarding the decision of the federal
government cutting the budget”, and warning that “this decision does not imply
only a reduction in the number of questions, but a compromise in the quality of the
entire operation” (ABEP, 2019). Cordeiro Guerra answered that the changes pursue
a “better census, not a larger one”, and that decisions were driven by productiv-
ity principles (Globoplay, 2019). Nevertheless, concerns grew systematically. For
example, labor unions inside and outside of IBGE organized panels to defend the
original design of the census, the association of collective health (ABRASCO)
announced “incommensurable” damages if pursuing the methodological modifica-
tions, scholars from Universities such as UNICAMP and Universidade Federal
do Rio Grande do Norte (UFRN) published lengthy complaints, and observatories
such as the Observatorio das Metropoles published formal protests (ABEP, 2019;
Observatorio das Metropoles, 2019). Additionally, external census experts argued
that the reduction in the number of questions pointed not only to austerity motiva-
tions but also to ideological ones.!' In the words of one of the interviewees: “it is
a tacit and silent privatization. You weaken the public system, and by necessity,
consumers of statistics must find the information somewhere else”.'?

Unlike the US case, the Brazilian intervention provoked also struggle inside the
statistical office: IBGE workers, consultants, and experts took divided positions, key
technicians resigned, and some denounced that the organization was under attack
and that changes represented a raucous ideological shock (Cavenaghi, 2019; ISTOE,
2019; O Globo, 2019). The discussion arrived in the political field through public
hearings at the Chamber of Deputies, the Federal Attorney for Citizens’ Rights, and
the Human Rights Commission of the Federal Senate (Globo, 2019; Senado Noti-
cias, 2019). To complete the picture of actors, and as a second significant difference
with the US case, the authorities of IBGE announced cooperation from international
organizations such as the IADB. This decision was interpreted as an attempt to gain
legitimacy and support for their positions (Parana Cooperativo, 2019).

Despite these mobilizations, the conflict never arrived in the judicial field, and
the president of IBGE declared closed the opportunities to revise her decisions
regarding the questionnaire (Agencia IBGE, 2019). However, in August 2019, the
same IBGE president, as a reaction to the announcements of new budget cuts to
the census, sent a communication to the Minister of Economy warning that the
census was at risk due to a lack of resources (Metro 1, 2019). Curiously enough,
the arrival of COVID-19 meant an agreement between the parties: the census had
to be suspended either due to priorities of health expenditures in the government,
or to have more time to organize a reprogramming of the operation without af-
fecting the methodology (Globo, 2020). Due to increasing disagreements with the
government, President Cordeiro Guerra resigned from her position and the interim
presidency is currently trying to continue the planning of the census under even
more threats of budget cuts from the central government.
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The case of Brazil exhibits three differences and one similarity with the US.
First, it shows a type of intervention from the central government that involved
intermediaries that affected the process from within the IBGE and shows how the
reaction from social actors achieved political attention but failed in the process of
judicialization. Additionally, external actors, in the figure of multilateral financial
institutions, were used as a mechanism of legitimization. However, in the same
way as in the US, the political intervention managed to maintain professional pro-
files in the heads of the statistical office which, as we will see later, it is not always
the case. The consequences of the Brazilian census still need to be evaluated, but
they are far from not affecting the process originally designed by IBGE.

5.6 An IMF agreement weakening an already fragile system:
the case of Ecuador

The Ecuadorian Directorate of Statistics and Censuses (Direccion General de Es-
tadistica y Censos) was created in 1944, partially as a consequence of interna-
tional attempts to institutionalize public statistics in the Latin American Region. In
1950, as a part of the continental initiative labeled as “Census of the Americas”, the
country executed the first national census (Villacis, 2021). The National Institute
of Statistics was created in 1970 under a military regime, and six years later, the
Statistical Law created the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses (INEC)
(Villacis & Thome, 2020). Since then, the country has executed seven population
censuses, frequently affected by political and institutional instabilities (Villacis,
Thiel, Capistrano, & da Silva, 2022). In the last two decades, there have been
three significant institutional reforms. First, in 2007, the institute changed its or-
ganizational dependency from the Minister of Finance to the National Secretary of
Planning and Development (SENPLADES). This change meant an organizational
strengthening due to improvements in the budget and expansion of autonomy.
Then, in 2016 the law “Cddigo Ingenios” comprised the requirement that the head
of INEC must have a PhD in the field and relevant experience."® Finally, in 2019,
a Presidential decree changed the organizational dependency from SENPLADES
to the Presidency of the Republic, provoking a loss of autonomy and damages to
the public credibility of INEC (El Comercio, 2019; INEC, 2015a; Presidencia de
la Republica del Ecuador, 2007). This tumultuous history frames the context of
the Ecuadorian statistical system: an unstable space usually affected by frequent
political interventions.

INEC started to organize the 2020 census in 2017; however, plans were dramati-
cally affected because of accumulated consequences of organizational instability,
technical mistakes, and political interventions. In the period 2012-2021, the entity
had ten Directors, that is, an average nine months per administration. None of the
heads of INEC in the last 20 years had tenure.'* This instability was combined
with polemic methodological changes that affected the public image of the organi-
zation." For example, in 2014, the National Household Survey of Employment
(ENEMDU) suffered major methodological transformations in the categories of
underemployment (Villacis, 2014). This was interpreted as a consequence of public
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complaints from the then President of the Republic, Rafael Correa, who criticized
that underemployment was “too high” and that the category should be revised. A
few months later, INEC took a submissive attitude and decided to change the cat-
egories without public consultation or technical discussion. The change resulted in
a substantial reduction in the proportion of underemployment and the subsequent
creation of a new category: “Inadequate employed”'®. However, President Cor-
rea, publicly criticized one more time the new categories, arguing that they make
no sense, and explicitly ordering that INEC should revise them (SECOM, 2016,
p. 27, 13). Again, INEC changed the methodologies, this time creating the label
“Non-Complete Employed” and eliminating the “Inadequate employed” (Villacis,
2016a, 2016b). A few months later, INEC changed another key indicator of eco-
nomic performance: the level of informality; which, again, the change resulted in
a substantial reduction in its proportion (INEC, 2015b). These changes did not go
unnoticed by the public opinion that interpreted INEC as an organization that po-
litically intervened and passively disposed to change methodologies according to
political moods (Carrion Sanchez, 2018).

Unfortunately, conditions worsened after 2016. Several policies concerning ac-
cess to public data started to be ignored, users complained due to difficulties in
accessing to information, questions in official surveys were changed without par-
ticipative processes, and the calendar of publications started to be informally ad-
ministrated'’. In 2018, the methodology of ENEMDU was changed one more time.
In this case, INEC modified the sample in a way that implied the loss of statistical
representation at the provincial level; breaking a statistical series that used to be
available for more than 15 years. INEC justified the change due to the reduction of
the budget for the survey and redesign of the questionnaire due to efficiency evalu-
ations'® (Villacis, 2019). Then in 2019 temporal heads of the institute changed one
more time the methodology affecting the expansion factors,' to then change one
more time the methodology to come back to the version of 2019. In sum, the most
sensitive survey for the public opinion suffered five methodological changes in
the last six years. This virulence solidified the public concerns regarding explicit
political intervention, loss of autonomy, and dismantling of the statistical system
(Diario La Hora, 2019).

Concurrently to all these events, President Moreno decided to implement in the
country an aggressive agenda of austerity, reduction of the size of the state, and
privatization of public services (Salgado, 2019). The government depended mainly
on an agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which in practical
terms, implied the elimination of the public planification system (SENPLADES),
and a subsequent dismantling of public statistics (Diario La Hora, 2021; El Uni-
verso, 2019b). Public workers and functionaries got fired, and for those who stayed,
their salaries were reduced; all the new positions were eliminated, and public in-
vestments were suspended (El Universo, 2019a). Under these circumstances, the
2020 census was supposed to be planned. By no surprise, its budget, was affected,?
a significant portion of workers of the project was laid off, the questionnaire received
criticism due to the informality in the process of construction of questions and the
elimination of essential variables,?' and the stage of cartographic update (a crucial
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component of the operative) presented major delays.? It is in this context — that
is, an already weak and erratic system — that the pandemic of COVID-19 arrived,
delaying the execution of the census (El Comercio, 2020). In December 2020, the
then Director announced that the census was suspended and that INEC was looking
for external financial support (CEPAL, 2020), especially from the IADB.? Same as
the Brazilian case, the help from international financial institutions was interpreted
as a mechanism to desperately obtain some external legitimacy. Meanwhile, media
reports and opinion experts confirmed that the census will not be executed even in
2021, generalizing the idea that the institution is in a structural crisis. In the words
of a national newspaper front-page report about INEC: “the statistical system and
the census is stuck in a swamp” (Diario La Hora, 2021).

Unlike the cases of the US and Brazil, these interventions, beyond some isolated
opinion pieces, did not generate reactions from civil society. Academics and ana-
lysts were absent or only voiced their opinions in private.* The case of Ecuador ex-
emplifies a structurally intervened statistical system combined with weak (or even
absent) reactions from civil society. In addition to this, the Ecuadorian case shows
a further difference: the heads of the institute have a traditionally less professional
background and less legitimation of credentials when compared with tenure statis-
ticians, such as in the case of Brazil or, endorsement of externally validated profes-
sionals, such the case of the US.

5.7 A comparative perspective

The clearly differentiated space of production of censuses in these countries fab-
ricates statistical outcomes that later are naively interpreted as equal objects of
analysis. In frequent cases, they are merged as if they were produced under homo-
genous administrative processes. In this section, I deploy a systematic compari-
son of the described cases to highlight dimensions that should be considered to
avoid superficial understandings of these operations. I argue that there are three
points of interest at the moment of comparing the crises which, at the time, help
to make visible differentiated spaces of census production: the identification of
actors, the mechanisms of the intervention, and the way in which societies react.
Nevertheless — and as emphasized in the chapter — the point is to make a compari-
son according to each context, to interpret differences and convergences only then.
This context is problematized by the background of each statistical system, by the
nature of the political intervention, and the arrival of the pandemic of COVID-19.

The construction of a dispersed and stable statistical system in the US is a con-
sequence of an institutionalized network of public organizations with defined rules
and administrative autonomy (Sullivan, 2020). However, this background did not
liberate the country from political interventions (Emigh et al., 2016; Mora, 2014;
Porter, 1996, pp. 41-43). In the case reported, the federal government attempted
influence using legal and organizational weapons: (1) assigning the task of inter-
vention to the Secretary of Commerce, (2) deploying a political order inside the
state apparatus, and (3) fighting in the judicial field. Although Trump lost the legal
battle, it is not enough to conclude that his defeat was complete. First, the change of
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Ron S. Jarmin for Steven Dillingham in the CB Direction effectively silenced the
voice that should have played a technical role. Second, the operation of the census
is already affected: there are significant concerns about the impact that the inter-
vention will have on the participation of minorities. Nonetheless, in this case, the
capacity of mobilization of activists and civil organizations avoided major dam-
ages and conquered legal reactions.

If there is one significant difference between the US and Brazil, is that in the
latter, the capacity to capitalize the complaints in the legal field is absent. Despite
the mobilization of NGOs, academia, unions, and even workers inside IBGE, the
protests did not solidify in a place of resolution where an independent third party
or a judge could decide. The place of struggle was predominantly the political field
where the government had a clear advantage. This happened in a country where its
statistical office is recognized as autonomous and exemplary for the Latin Ameri-
can Region. Even with this traditional prestige, the institution could not block the
intervention. For some analysts, this occurred, at least in part, as a consequence of
the political polarization of justice: the crisis of the census happened at a moment
when the change of presidents of the country was linked to political interventions
into the judicial system (Nunes & Melo, 2019). Another difference between the
US and Brazil is that in the latter the reaction and struggle was present outside
and inside the statistical office, showing that society has established mechanisms
to defend the autonomy organically inserted in the statistical system. The case of
Ecuador is more concerning: the country does not have a legitimized statistical sys-
tem. Its history with population censuses is recent, usually affected by international
influences and organizational instabilities with ephemeral periods of strengthening.
What is more significant, however, is the absence of reaction from social groups,
either through organized collectives, such as in the case of Brazil, or through le-
gal channels, such as the US. High levels of instability and weak governments
depending on the agendas of international financial agencies seem to complicate
the panorama. One commonality between Ecuador and Brazil is precisely the at-
tempted role of legitimation that plays these international organizations; however,
the external intervention seems to generate an effect, intentional or not, of silencing
internal actors. Finally, there is one key difference between the Ecuadorian case
with the US and Brazil. In the former the level of professionalization is signifi-
cantly reduced: despite attempts to improve the profile of the heads of INEC, the
system still struggles to have high-level professionals that avoid intervention and
procure an autonomous agenda.

Table 5.1 deploys a comparison among the cases through three categories of
analysis. In the first four rows, it compares the country and organizational contexts.
The size of the population is included to understand the institutional and logisti-
cal complexity. The age of the office in charge and the number of censuses help
to understand the experience and trajectory of the entities. The appointment of the
authorities helps to explain how easy a direct intervention from the central govern-
ment is. This first section confirms the matureness of the US system and the frailer
variations of Brazil and Ecuador. The second set of seven rows explains the nature
of the crisis in each case: the specificity of intervention, using Prewitt’s (2010)
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definition, the agents intervening, the existence (or not) of a ruler solving the con-
flict, the field where the conflict took relevance, the association between the inter-
vention with the change of political ideology in the government, and the effect that
COVID-19 caused in the operation. The last row describes the consequences of the
crisis and general specifications for each country. Despite the three cases depart-
ing from a differentiated context and went through diverse types of interventions,
they converged in the timing associated with changes in the ideological vision of
the government. The shift from Democrats to Republicans in 2017 in the US and
the shift from progressive to conservative right governments in Brazil (2019) and
Ecuador (2017) marked a turning point that materialized the crisis.

5.8 Discussion

Population censuses, when compared with other public statistics, have the appear-
ance of technicality, and reduced political bias. This chapter has documented the
ample possibilities of political intervention even within mature and stable statisti-
cal systems. The identification of actors, mechanisms, effects, and convergences
vindicates the need to understand the contexts where censuses are produced before
attempts to analyze statistical outcomes. In the same way, it showed that political
interventions could take the form of direct methodological modifications, but also,
the form of defunding and dismantling statistical systems and public trust. In this
latter scenario, when no census is produced or when questions are eliminated, it
deploys two effects: the uncertainty is socialized, and the possibilities of statistical
production get reduced to those who have the economic means to produce them
in the private sector. In other words, an intervention in the statistical system in the
form of dismantling public capacities is a latent but effective form of privatization.
From these elements emerge two points of discussion.

First, the performance of public statistics requires a body of expertise institu-
tionalized in the responsible agencies. However, there are at least, two additional
components to procure their appropriate performance. On the one hand, a func-
tional legal infrastructure is needed to facilitate the activation of protections against
interventions. This infrastructure needs to be autonomous and to have sufficient ca-
pacity to resolve conflicts within time restrictions of statistical operations. This im-
plies that knowledge about the role of public statistics should be internalized in the
bureaucratic apparatus. If the effectiveness of juridical resolutions is absent — or
even if they are unhurried — political interventionists will take advantage of the
system.

On the other hand, if social spaces inside and outside the state are not able to
voice claims from civil society, the interventions will be easily executed. This is
evident thanks to the comparative perspective of the investigation and coherent with
the notion that, by far, one the most pregnant dimensions of variation when com-
paring statistical systems has to do with the sheer volume of political engagement,
whether it is of a contentious or a more institutionalized type (Fourcade et al., 2016,
p. 16). In the same way, the comparison exhibits that the distribution of political and
economic capital between professionals, activists, journalists, judges, bureaucrats,
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and elites are essential to understand how societies react when population census are
politically intervened and what institutions are essential to resist the intervention.
The most dramatic case is Ecuador, where the legal system was not tested because
there were no attempts to formalize complaints against the dismantling of the sta-
tistical system. The dispossession of knowledge regarding the most elemental cat-
egories that define social groups is represented by the passive acceptance of severe
modifications in questions, categories, methodologies, and bureaucratic procedures;
a neat demonstration of symbolic violence deployment (Bourdieu, 2014, p. 66, 125,
145). In this sense, the construction of a strong statistical system, and state forma-
tion, implies the strengthening of mechanisms of social mobilization, and even the
recognition of the existence of spaces for collective action. This also points to the
notion that interventions can be explicit and noisy, but also silent and latent.
Second, when analyzing institutional conditions of statistical systems is neces-
sary to pay attention to the organizations performing a formal role in the state but
also in the social structures in society. What is the role of academia? What do civil
organizations have to say? What is the role of workers and unions? What is the
position of those who are not in power? Population censuses belong to the fam-
ily of public statistics embedded in societal complexities; this implies that they
are constructed — or destroyed — within social contexts. Consequently, the global
scripts of census that attempt to define (or associate) them with the idea of objec-
tivity are inevitably the result of political and social struggles, whether apparent or
unobtrusive, which social sciences has the role of documenting and interpreting.

Notes

1 Tam very grateful for the comments from Mara Loveman, Laura Enriquez, and partici-
pants of the Genealogies of Data Junior Scholars Workshop (May 2021) supported by
the UC San Diego Institute for Practical Ethics, the USF Center for Applied Data Ethics,
and the UC San Diego International Institute.

2 This includes the subsidiary offices of UN: United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
and the Economic Commission for Latin American and the Caribbean (ECLAC).

3 Media reports were systematized through the three major newspaper of each country
and complemented by segmented searches through Factiva Dow Jones ® under the
license of UC Berkeley.

4 In the case of the US the interviews include: one former CB census manager, one di-
rector in charge of communications and public relations, two academics specialized in
census methodology and one journalist covering in detail the 2020 census round. In the
case of Brazil, the interviews included two directors from the IBGE, one external census
analyst (and former IBGE manager), one journalist covering the census with weekly
reports and one academician with extensive investigations on the Brazilian census. The
case of Ecuador included one former director in charge of the census, one academician
studying the census and one head of an NGO investigating the 2020 census round. Fi-
nally, I interviewed two directors of regional offices in charge of supporting and found-
ing Latin American census operations through offices of United Nations. All interviews
were recorded in audio, transcribed, coded, and analyzed.

5 While there is vast literature regarding the ideological position of Trump and Bolsonaro,
there are fewer contributions analyzing the case of Moreno. Becker and Riofrancos
(2018) and Chiasson-LeBel (2019) offer a detailed description on how he implemented
a radical neoliberal agenda in Ecuador through alliances with right-wing elites.
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Number of people living or staying at home, type of ownership, sex, age, race, ethnicity,
and relation among members of the household.

The Secretary of Commerce supervises the CB.

Interviews with academic specialized in census methodology (June 2019) and journalist
covering in detail the 2020 census round (August 2019).

Interview with academic specialized in census methodology (January 2020) and Inter-
view with former CB census manager (March 2020).

IBGE headquarters are in Rio de Janeiro, not in the political capital Brasilia.

Interview with external census analyst and former IBGE manager (November 2019).
Interview with journalist (October 2019) and interview with external census analyst and
former IBGE manager (November 2019).

This theoretical advance in the autonomy of the institute only worked in paper because,
since its conception, the law has not been put in practice: on the one hand the govern-
ment ignores the requirement, and on the other hand there are no complaints from civil
society actors or politicians.

At the end of 2012 the statistician David Vera was temporarily commissioned for three
months, then President Correa designated the economist Jose Rosero, who stayed in
office four years; then Jorge Garcia was temporarily commissioned for 22 days, then
President Correa designated David Vera, who lasted six months; then Jorge Garcia was
temporarily commissioned for eight months, then President Moreno designated Rein-
aldo Cervantes who lasted six months, then Rodrigo Castillo was temporarily commis-
sioned for one year, and then President Moreno officially designated Diego Andrade,
who abruptly quit on January 2021, delegating the direction to Victor Bucheli who was
temporarily commissioned until the arrival of the new government.

Interviews with regional technical advisor from international organization (January
2020) and former head of the census operative (September 2019).

Before this change the official survey used to publish employment indicators dividing the
total of the Economic Active Population in three big groups: unemployed, underemployed,
and employed. After the change it appeared a new category “Inadequate employed”, split-
ting the previous underemployed in two big subgroups (underemployment and inadequate
employment). The decision caused that the underemployment now was about 50% of its
previous value; however —and this is essential — the name of the category “underemployed”
did not change with the methodological variation, causing obvious confusion among users.
The three interviewees from Ecuador (director in charge of the census in September
2019, academician studying the census in October 2019, and one head of an NGO inves-
tigating the 2020 census in December 2019) pointed to these complaints at some point
of the interviews.

Interviews with an academician (October 2019), a head of an NGO investigating the
2020 census (December 2019).

These factors are sets of numbers used to expand, or in simple words multiple, the indi-
vidual responses up to an estimate for the entire population.

According to interviews to the internal director and the head of the NGO investigating cen-
suses in Ecuador, the budget for the first stage was cut in 35% and 42% for the second stage.
This included the attempt of eliminate the category of “mestizos” from the alternatives
in the question of ethnic self determination. The elimination would have immense im-
pact in the ethnic depiction of the country; this is because according to previous census
the category of mestizos has around 70% of the population (Villacis, 2020).

Interview with former director in charge of census (September 2019).

Interview with regional officer in charge of supporting and founding Latin American
census operations (January 2020).

This was a consensus in the interviews with regional technical advisor from international
organization (January 2020), with the former head of the census operative (September
2019), with academician studying the census (October 2019), and the head of an NGO
investigating (December 2019).
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6.1 Introduction

Governments around the globe count their population. They have been known
since almost five thousand years ago, from the dawn of organized societies (Gra-
jalez, Magnello, Woods, & Champkin, 2013), and nowadays, countries conduct
them around every ten years. Likewise, censuses have historically been fundamen-
tal for the state, science, and civil society. Today’s cornerstone of statistical sys-
tems provides essential information for developing small area knowledge, sample
frameworks for specialized surveys, and securing considerable technological and
methodological investment in official statistics.

Despite the innovations in different information systems, such as alternative
methods of demographic data, the relative ease of access, and specialized stud-
ies, modern censuses still represent a unique and powerful tool in Latin America
to quantify and investigate demographic, social, and economic facts toward pro-
viding invaluable knowledge about population structure and dynamics. Users ex-
ploit census results, assuming they are valid and reliable due to homogenous and
technical procedures. This traditional approach to census data has two limitations:
first, it usually disregards the extra-statistical elements of the census, that is, its
preparation, (political) contingencies, and additional technical factors that affect
the outcomes; and second, even if users go beyond a purely instrumental approach
to census results and pay attention to the socio-political context of their production,
they generally analyze production processes in a framework of methodological
nationalism, that is, neglecting the possibility of studying them across countries or
regions. Usually, we understand population censuses as tools utilized by state agen-
cies where governments extract information that later is employed to design public
policies. As we know from valuable contributions such as Desrosiéres (2012) and
Emigh, Riley, and Ahmed (2016), the census bases its definitions on social reali-
ties, and the outcomes are co-produced by societies.

How are censuses interpreted in spaces that are not academia or government?
This chapter describes the experience of a project developed to minimize these
limitations with a transdisciplinary tactic. The Latin American Observatory of
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Population Censuses (OLAC) was formed in 2015 to analyze Latin American cen-
suses’ technical and non-technical matters. We describe its experience contributing
insights that divulge what is frequently missing when we observe censuses in an
isolated and exclusively statistical way by displaying the point of view of a third
party that documents and analyzes the heterogeneity of population censuses re-
garding the social actors involved. At the same time, the initiative shows that there
are open spaces in the Global South to discuss ideas about the census in conversa-
tional ways.

The rest of this chapter divides into three sections. First, we synthesize the con-
ceptual corpus from where the Observatory? develops. Second, we describe the
project’s historical context and to which part of the literature it contributes and
explains the mission accomplishments after seven years of work. Finally, we de-
pict the crisis we faced during the 2020 census round, closing these thoughts with
theoretical and practical questions for the future.

6.2  Theory of modern census

Paul Starr (1987), in his seminal work on the Sociology of Public Statistics, pointed
out five types of interrogations that illuminate the objectification of products of
statistical systems: the origins and development of the systems, their social organi-
zation, the cognitive organization, the uses and effects, and their current system
change. The observation of state action implies the possibility of registering what
states want to make visible in the socio-technical design of their efforts. The rela-
tive transparency of state actions is amplified when the object observed seems to
have the appearance of a technical and objective device (Saetnan, Lomell, & Ham-
mer, 2012). When we face statistical devices such as population censuses, we tend
to assume that a significant proportion of its production is guided by balanced,
technical, and scientific criteria (Prewitt, 2010) but quantifying governance tech-
nologies is also affected by political struggles (Davis, Fisher, Kingsbury, & Merry,
2015; Prévost, 2019). In the case of population censuses, the object produced by
National Statistical Offices (NSOs) is the methodological documentation that for-
mally claims to embrace the statistical production process. The task of the external
observer is to realize that these documents are the very selective result of a diverse
set of forces that interact when a census is conducted. Hence, where to start the
critical observation of population censuses?

A relevant line of research highlighted the effects of governments on official
statistics, particularly social and economic statistics (Desrosieres, 2002). This work
showed that official numbers shape government decisions. In specific cases, the
literature displays the relationship between public policies and official statistics
during modern censuses.? It has documented, under long and medium-term per-
spectives, the growing position that official statistics were taking place in the po-
litical arena and the design and implementation of public policies (Ho, 2019) — for
example, Otero (2006) in the case of Argentina. Although the literature is divided
on how to conceptualize the census as a tool of democratic governance on the one
hand and as an object of micropolitics on the other (Aragdo & Linsi, 2020; Prévost,
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2019, 2020; Prewitt, 2010), historically, official statistics are recognized as a pillar
of democracy (Sullivan, 2020), underpinned by maximum transparency. Moreover,
this recognition is essential since the construction of statistics is expensive for the
public and companies.

In addition to providing legal frameworks for conducting censuses and financ-
ing, national states, many of them quite diverse, provide logistical support to carry
them out. However, the participation of federal and local authorities in census op-
erations coexists with many strains. On some occasions, the independence of the
census can be compromised, and the population perceives the census as an admin-
istrative operation rather than a statistical one, diluting its primary objective. This
situation may imply a lack of public confidence in using data and the guaranteed
confidentiality of the information provided (Emigh et al. 2016). Despite having
works of this nature for the current historical cycle, the panorama of the contem-
porary situation in the region shows the difficult task of building transparent and
accessible data in Latin America, still in the 21st century.

This theoretical framework facilitated OLAC to deploy a systematic observation
of population censuses in Latin America, considering the specificities of each sta-
tistical system and, especially, the social conditions behind them. The observation
of censuses became a diverse set of text pieces published on an open access blog
post that reported, analyzed, and interpreted the production of population censuses
considering the particularities of each country. Additionally, the challenge was to
embrace official actors and agents out of the state that likewise shapes the produc-
tion of censuses, for example, unions, academicians, experts, and students. In this
sense, to open the discussion with a broad audience, the objective of developing
content related to the dissemination of science and following the idea of “public
demography” by borrowing proposals from the field of sociology, in particular,
those that aim to advance in a “public” discipline (Buroway, 2005).

6.3 Modern censuses in Latin America

While Latin America is changing rapidly, its demographic, social, and economic
transformations require quality in public statistics. As economies, societies, and
environments change, official statistics evolve and develop and have often grown
in line with those changes (Schweinfest, 2020). However, at the same time, the
reaction to the disruptive innovations arising from globalization, the structural ad-
justment of the economies, the solid technological advances, cultural changes, and
the rate of change of official statistics seems not to accelerate in the NSOs of the
region. The reasons for that can be diverse, but the common characteristic is the
budgetary restrictions of the state organisms, where motivations for change are
usually scarce, given the uncertainty of the working conditions of institutes work-
ers and the constant political pressure to which they are subjected.

Due to restricted resources in Latin American nation-states and a lack of inter-
est from political power holders, censuses and registration statistics were irregular
before the first half of the 20th century. During the second half of the 20th century,
a new period was reached, characterized by its technological development and
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methodological standardization thanks to international organizations that promoted
and even financed census operations. When global financial markets became more
integrated, nation-states developed potential recipients of private and multilateral
international credit. As potential debtors, states had to prove their creditworthi-
ness, including the size of the economy, development, and poverty, among other
indicators. For this, national accounts and censuses were needed. At the same time,
there was growing attention to the development concept that came mainly from the
United Nations (UN). To coordinate the creation of the required statistics, transna-
tional statistics commissions such as the Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the Center of Demography for Latin America
and the Caribbean (CELADE in Spanish) were formed. Together, economic and
humanitarian forces created a homogenizing environment for states (Alonso &
Starr, 1987; Prevost & Beaud, 2015; Schweber, 2006). Also endorsed by organiza-
tions that supported population control (Connelly, 2008), these two movements
remained especially strong during the social and economic shifts that accompanied
the demographic transition in Latin America and other regions within the Global
South.

In the 2020 census round, plural social pressures on those responsible for carrying
out census operations are perhaps more significant than in the previous four decades
(Schweinfest, 2020). Fiscal austerity, increasingly advanced user expectations,
technological innovation in data gathering, COVID-19, and the pressure to produce
statistics using administrative records are just the tip of the iceberg in a long list of
challenges facing the NSOs in Latin America. The discussion on methodological
innovations has been going on for quite a while in the literature, primarily focusing
on the cases of some countries in Europe and other high-income countries (Abbott,
Tinsley, Milner, Taylor, & Archer, 2020; Coleman, 2013; Dygaszewicz, 2020;
Scholz & Kreyenfeld, 2016; Valle, Jiménez, & Julidn, 2020). In particular, the
COVID-19 pandemic has brought attention to the difficulties of the traditional
approach of census taking, implying gathering information on all people living
on a specific territory at a given time by visiting them face-to-face. Consequently,
many countries in Latin America have implemented population censuses with a
combination of methods or plans to do so (for more information, please see the
Appendix to the Introduction of this book).

In contrast with other regions like North America or Europe, there is a field to
explore as an adequate input for formulating public policies or as an instrument for
socioeconomic development. Even though its scope is challenging to measure, cen-
suses are underused in the region. While there has been substantial attention to the
construction of ethnoracial categories in Latin American censuses (e.g., Loveman,
2014), little attention has been paid to the systematic evaluation of census quality,
in-depth data analysis, data dissemination in different formats, the institutional and
political context under which they carried out methodological decisions, and the
institutional correlation of the NSOs pre- and post-census. Many modern censuses
(from the 1960s to the present day) tend to have metadata with insufficient docu-
mentation and inadequately systematized files, which makes such data unavailable
in practice for sophisticated statistical analysis.
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As if this was not enough, in recent census rounds in countries like Argentina,
Brazil, and Ecuador, for example, alarms have been raised about the role of political
power in the operations of the NSOs concerning issues such as confidentiality,
reading, and use of individual data and the contexts and uses of census operations.
Beyond the political dispute behind it, mistrust of the possibility of exposing
personal data to internal and external abuse by various data producers has reoriented
contemporary public perceptions regarding producers of official statistics from
census information.

The actors involved in census taking in Latin America must be understood as
an unequally structured field of hierarchies and networks (Bourdieu, 2014). There-
fore, the Observatory has aimed to identify actors that play a role in the region and
their background in terms of institutionalization, history, and political power. In
Latin American countries, the role of expertise in censuses have been tradition-
ally concentrated in the contributions of the ECLAC and its office CELADE and
the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). One of OLAC’s missions’ is to be
critical with this concentration of knowledge, recognizing contributions from aca-
demia and non-affiliated experts. That is why we consider censuses an endeavor
that includes social actors with distinctive distances to centers of power, including
internal agents with unique interests across the field of experts.

6.4  The Latin American Observatory of Population Censuses (OLAC)

6.4.1 OLAC mission

OLAC organizes an independent, specialized, and participatory space to discuss
the processes inherent to population censuses in the region (in particular, those of
the 2020 round) from a civil society perspective. The operational objectives are:

* Promote population data in Latin America and expand the user base and under-
standing of population dynamics.

» Observe, propose, and update theories, methodologies, and tools that make it
possible to understand and use population data in the region, including promot-
ing transparency and creating a critical contribution to the production, analysis,
and dissemination of census data, with an emphasis on the design of the 2020
round.

» Compare and compile methodologies and population information to contribute
to a better understanding of the demographic dynamics of the region.

» Compile and promote studies on population issues in Latin America based on
censuses.

* Create a collaboration network on population issues for academics in the area.

* Promote access to information and open data.

Under the premise that transparent and high-quality statistics benefit everyone,
OLAC had, in principle, a project horizon of five years (2015-2020), but contin-
ues until the 2020 census round finishes and has addressed groups of users and
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producers from different Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Colombia,
Ecuador, and Uruguay). With this interest in common, the website was online in
August 2015.4

The criterion followed by OLAC is that the census processes can only be more
democratic if there is greater participation in both the production and the use of
data by the academy and the public (Eyraud, 2018) — in this sense, the blog lan-
guage is Spanish and Portuguese promoting dialogue between academia, research
institutes, independent data users, and the public. Using the two major Latin Amer-
ican languages is essential for empowering local actors, epistemic decolonization,
and creating cultural capital (Swaan, 2010). As some scholars argue about other
collaborative platforms (Wright, 2011), OLAC highlights the importance of peer
exchange among users to acquire a specific census literacy/numeracy. Following
ideas of equality, open access, participation, and deliberation in a domination-free
environment, we build bridges between frontiers of producers and consumers of
information, potentially making all readers contributors. Therefore, although fo-
cusing exclusively on censuses in Latin American countries, OLAC’s scope is also
global since the experiences of other countries have been incorporated into the
analyses, particularly those where the Latin American community is relevant, such
as the United States and Spain.

Emerging scientific and technological developments allow new questions about
census processes and assess whether they present threats or offer opportunities for
users or civil society. One of the group’s evaluations based on these practices is that
the recent census experience in Latin America (the 1960s and onwards) showed
that these operations do not have the permanent resources to carry them out on
their own and often need the support not only of national governments but also of
international organizations, which influence, as in other social and economic areas,
sovereign decisions of national states.

OLAC’s proposal differs from international organizations, such as CELADE,
The Census Project,’ The African Census Analysis Project,® or databases such as
IPUMS-I" or specialized journals (Journal of Official Statistics or Statistical Jour-
nal of the I[4OS) — to name a few programs with similar objectives.

First, since it is a project without funding (only the individual contribution of
its members), without concrete institutional residence (has no affiliation with any
university, research center, NGO, private company, or professional association),
and second, it has an audience that tries not to constrain the expert, and finally,
anyone can participate.

Most of these proposed dialogues are supported by the interests of its mem-
bers and followers of the space. OLAC is characterized by bringing people with
some common intellectual interest to read and criticize documents (scientific and
non-scientific). Furthermore, this way, the group’s proposal is given based on the
experience of its members (who worked or have investigated the censuses in their
respective countries), their different specialties, and academic training.

In addition to capitalizing on news and compiling documentation accessible to
any user, the website promotes technical debates on demographic issues based on
census data, providing a terrain that maintains a balance of institutional, academic,
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and individual opinions. The OLAC team’s evaluation was that although there
were specific spaces for exchange, such as professional networks, both in statis-
tics and demography, for example, the ProData Network of the Latin American
Population Association (ALAP), or information being made available through the
website of CELADE, little space was open to sharing ideas about censuses on a
relatively regular basis, both for experts and the public. We sought to frame the
conversations concerning censuses’ purely methodological aspects by focusing on
the institutional and organizational conditions in which those methodological deci-
sions were made.

Including experts and the public as the target audience of our network was a
pillar of the project. It started from the premise that population censuses have ac-
cumulated learning experiences that are not always socialized. Hence, there were
three main criteria through which the OLAC project executed its objectives: open
access, friendly dissemination, and academic collaboration. The website was
meant to be an online forum for facilitating collaboration and wide dissemination
of content. It has been updated relatively systematically every month by the team
members, and at the same time, it has been free to access any content. In addition,
a resources section was created where different forms of information related to
censuses in Latin America are compiled, from questionnaires to manuals, reports,
and data access procedures.

Thanks to the enormous increases in the computing power available and the
evolution of ideas about demographic dynamics, the analysis of population pro-
cesses in Latin America has become increasingly accessible and independent of
researchers’ institutional affiliation. Due to improvements in civil registration and
vital statistics systems, the collection of demographic data in censuses, and the
growing technological possibility of data exploitation, it is now possible to circu-
late access with a regional perspective without neglecting the theoretical and politi-
cal debate behind the information built.

OLAC has observed census in Latin America since 2015, investigating meth-
odologies, registering external experts’ opinions, analyzing official statistics un-
ions’ roles, identifying regional convergences, and promoting public debates with
actors from inside and outside statistical offices. The Observatory also deployed
analyses and investigations, paying attention to scientific evaluations of coverage,
under-reporting, selection of questions, costs, benefits, and estimations’ accuracy.
This task did not imply indifference to the technical details of the operations. Still,
it allowed us to criticize the census process through an integrative lens regarding
the complete production chain.

Two conceptual criteria complement this vision. First, the knowledge of con-
ducting censuses is usually standardized and formalized in academic and bureau-
cratic centers in the Global North (Santos, 2018), a consequence of historical
experiences regarding the operation and the infrastructures in traditional centers
of knowledge production. While contributions from the Global North are positive
and help the Latin American region avoid determined mistakes, the Observatory
aims to add a perspective from the region, understanding the problems generated
in countries with different realities compared to high-income countries. This is
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particularly important regarding statistical infrastructures, public budgeting, so-
cial forces participating in guarding the production of public statistics such as the
census, and the differentiated set of needs that societies have in the Global South.
If we define census as the tool to obtain critical population data about society, and
if societies go through distinctive development processes, it is clear to reconsider
the content and scope of national public statistics. At first view, we could take this
as self-evident; however, when we analyze the sources and references of scientific
production of censuses in the region, it usually is the case that a conceptual varia-
tion must complement the realities of our countries.

6.4.2 Implementation and achievements: articles, resources, and sections

The plan developed by the group has outlined a series of sections on its page,
catering to various visitors. Different users have consulted the resource sections,
students, NSO workers, and international organizations of the region, as inferred
from communication with visitors who interacted directly with the site editors
or left public comments. The OLAC page has received, from its inception until
mid-2022, more than 150,000 visits. The visits have grown yearly; in the first half
of 2022, the blog received 25,500 visits from 19,000 visitors. The ten countries
where the most visits originated were Mexico, Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, the
United States, Brazil, Peru, Spain, and Chile. The webpage contains the census
questionnaires and, in addition to technical discussions on census issues, the Ob-
servatory has served as a repository of technical documents regarding censuses in
the region.

One of the Observatory’s main activities is producing short articles written by
the group’s researchers and collaborators. Although there is no formal editorial
committee and the authors are responsible for their texts, all published articles
need approval from the active members of the Observatory to ensure the technical
quality of posted content.

The articles (more than 150 in total) published on the site in the five years since
its foundation has dealt with several topics related to population and housing cen-
suses, mainly in Latin America, and their intersection with sociodemographic as-
pects, policies, and public statistics (Athias, 2016; Campos, 2016¢, 2016¢; Sacco,
2016b, 2019c, 2022; Villacis, 2015, 2019¢, 2021a). The contents published on the
OLAC page have highlighted population and housing censuses as the primary
source of demographic and socioeconomic information in the region’s countries
due to administrative records’ weaknesses and household surveys’ limitations in
terms of providing small area information (Borges, 2016a, 2016b; Campos, 2015,
2016d; Sacco, 2016b, 2019c¢, 2022). The importance of censuses to measure and
characterize minorities and marginalized populations has also been pointed out
(Campos, 2016a). Censuses remain the only source of information for small ar-
eas on various topics, as household surveys do not produce information at this
geographic scale (Urdinola, 2018). Administrative records — not only in Latin
America — are often inaccurate and incomplete, and different systems are not inte-
grated (Borges, 2016a, 2016b; Campos, 2015, 2016d; Sacco, 2016¢).
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Some articles describe how to access the documentation on principles, recom-
mendations, and manuals to carry out the population and housing censuses. Other
reports have discussed using census data in sociodemographic analysis in the re-
gion for research on fertility and reproductive behavior, migration, mortality, and
occupation (Campos, 2016b; Marria & Campos, 2016; Minamiguchi, 2019; Sacco,
2016a; Sacco, & Borges, 2018; Sacco, & Fanta, 2017; Urdinola, 2017b, 2020b).
In this sense and connected to the Observatory’s objective of promoting the use
of census data, the articles have also offered an extensive discussion on accessing
census data in Latin American countries, examining the different existing modali-
ties (Nathan & Sacco, 2016; Sacco, 2017; Vazquez, 2015).

Concerning technical and operational issues, the quality and coverage of Latin
American censuses has been widely discussed on OLAC’s website. Conceptual
aspects of the collection of different topics have also been debated, such as what is
the best way to ask about age (Nathan, Sacco & Borges, 2017), the possibilities of
measuring inequality and poverty (Sacco, 2016a; Urdinola, 2018), issues related to
population health (Borges, 2017a, 2020; Urdinola, 2020a; Villacis, 2020b, 2020c,
2021b), and the relevance of incorporating the measurement of mortality (Quei-
roz, & Sacco, 2018), conceptual aspects of quantifying migration (Campos, 2016b;
Nathan, 2018), information regarding occupations (Sacco, 2016a, 2016c) and the
year of birth of the first child (Borges, 2015; Nathan, 2015). Another conceptual
aspect that received attention was discussing the advantages and disadvantages
of conducting a de facto or de jure census in the region’s countries, the subject of
debate in four articles. The set of articles published on the OLAC website clarifies
a substantial discrepancy in the quality and coverage of the Latin American cen-
suses, both between countries and over time (Villacis, 2017b, 2018a, 2018b; Wil-
liams, 2019). At the same time, despite different conceptual aspects that reflect the
particularities of each country, there has been a standardization of census data col-
lection processes within the Latin American region, primarily due to international
recommendations and the exchange of experiences between countries.

A great variety of articles has been written in recent years to fulfill the objective
of producing critical material for census processes and data, with an emphasis on
the design of the 2020 round censuses (Borges, 2015, 2017b; Sacco, 2019a; Vil-
lacis, 2020a, Urdinola, 2021). For example, pieces of investigation have analyzed
the organizational heterogeneity of the region, revealing a “census disparity” (Vil-
lacis, 2019a), meaning the differences in the statistical capacity between coun-
tries due to their census experiences. This has implications not only in descriptive
terms but also has helped to interpret reasons behind organizational and operative
achievements or operational failures. The disruption in the planning and execution
of censuses in the region is a reality familiar to several countries, represented by the
irregularity in the periodicity of the application of censuses, their postponement,
and cancellation, which has been a recurring theme of the articles a transversal
issue in many government areas in the Global South (Merry, 2019). For example,
the non-completion of population counts, particularly in Brazil (Borges, 2021) and
Mexico in the last decade, has been discussed, as well as the delay in carrying out
various censuses, such as the postponement of censuses in Colombia (Sandoval,
2018; Urdinola, 2016a, 2016b, 2017a), no definitions about the date of carrying out
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the censuses of Argentina (Sacco, 2019b), El Salvador (Tresoldi, 2018), Guatemala,
among others. More recently, some articles discussed the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic in the next census round (Borges, Urdinola, Villacis, & Sacco, 2020).

To contribute to the debate on planning and executing the 2030 census in the
region, OLAC has paid particular attention to evaluating the recent experiences in
Latin America and other areas to consider lessons learned. It has been identified
that the recurrent economic, political, and institutional crises in the region are fac-
tors that have affected the quality of censuses. Furthermore, the structural aspects
related to the organization of NSOs have also played an essential role in their qual-
ity. The 2010 census round in the region had some drawbacks, aggravated by a
shortage of human and financial resources, a lack of autonomy for statistical insti-
tutes, and difficulties coordinating the census within the national and international
statistical systems. The prominent examples of failure are the censuses of Chile
and Paraguay, both carried out in 2012 (Neupert, 2017). These censuses were by
far the worst in their countries regarding quality and coverage. Experiences from
developed countries have also been discussed. The contrasts between the event
of the last Canadian census and the difficulties faced by the most recent census in
Australia differed in terms of communication, financing, and the momentum of so-
cial cohesion experienced by the countries (Villacis, 2016b, 2017a). The planning
and processes that led to the unsatisfactory results of these two experiences were
discussed in various articles published by the Observatory. The 2018 Colombian
Census recommendations have also been addressed (Borges, 2019a, 2019b; Vil-
lacis, 2019b). One of the lessons learned is that long-term investments to develop
solid national statistical systems, in which statistical bodies play a critical role,
are fundamental to ensuring the quality of censuses. This involves, among other
things, providing financial and human resources for them. Furthermore, censuses
must be adequately planned, and the NSOs need to have guarantees that they can
conduct their technical project. In addition, a permanent technological update plan
is recommended, and careful with implementing new methodologies or collection
systems.

Another topic of discussion present in at least five articles published on the blog is
technological and methodological innovations in censuses, such as self-completed
internet questionnaires, use of administrative records, and incorporation of Big
Data in official statistics (Borges, 2016b; Campos, 2016d). Several potentialities
of Big Data have been identified. Still, the articles also indicate the need for a cen-
sus combined with traditional surveys, where demographic censuses are essential,
which implies that these are complementary sources (Villacis, 2016a, 2021c¢).

6.5 The 2020 census round in Latin America

Increasingly, population censuses, and official statistics, in general, are forced to
differentiate themselves from the emergence of modern technologies that dissemi-
nate an enormous amount of information today (MacFeely, 2016). Furthermore,
three factors weigh in the 2020 census round and make it a particular challenge
for Latin American countries. First, the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic disrupts
the operational plans of each statistical office in the region. The second issue is
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each country’s local institutional capabilities and competence to adapt to organi-
zational challenges. The third element is the regional and local economic condi-
tions, which directly influence the comfort or adjustment that each country needs
to go through. Together, these factors determine that we face one of the most com-
plex and challenging scenarios in the recent history of census statistical operations
in Latin America. The coverage, quality, and efficiency results are still early to
analyze, but we would like to outline three scenarios on the possible impact of
these challenges.

In the best scenario, we will have statistical offices with an economic and adap-
tive aptitude to organize (or continue to organize) a census under the impact of the
pandemic; or due to their execution schedules, they were only slightly impacted
by its effects. In an intermediate scenario, we will have statistical offices that, al-
though they have the institutional capacity and tools to face crises, have nonethe-
less been affected by the economic imbalances before and after the pandemic. This
situation makes them vulnerable to changes in their schedules and methodological
planning. The third case, the most pessimistic scenario, involves countries with lit-
tle institutional strength and high vulnerability to economic shocks and pandemic
impacts. In these cases, census taking might be completely abandoned, or data
quality could be severely impaired.

It is not easy and not very responsible to attempt to predict which way those
Latin American countries that have yet to implement their censuses will take with
certainty. However, OLAC has analyzed the institutional logic behind census tak-
ing and proposes three factors as relevant when identifying related challenges: het-
erogeneous institutional preconditions, the external shocks from the pandemic, and
the economic crisis; together, they are likely to impair the quality, opportunity,
and efficiency of the region’s census operations. This implies that the intellectual,
organizational, and interinstitutional efforts should focus on solving the problems
resulting from missing census data for at least ten years. In this direction, we
would like to raise some urgent questions: Will it be necessary to rethink the role
of population projections? What steps should be taken to avoid the naive reliance
upon administrative registry systems plagued by problems of under-coverage and
over-coverage simultaneously? What intra- and inter-regional collaboration mech-
anisms are needed to support the looming statistical deficit supposedly induced
by COVID-19 and its impact on public policies lacking new or high-quality data?

Population censuses result from institutional and governmental conflicts and
struggles that must be visible and understood — accepting censuses as an isolated
analytical tool or as a mere producer of social data neglects the responsibility and
need to understand these devices as entities inserted in complex social and institu-
tional realities. The analyst who ignores this distinction is in danger of using infor-
mation that, in extreme cases, has no practical utility or functionality. An analyst
can take advantage of the information produced only once the dynamics that lead to
running a census have been considered. Using census data gathered under sensible
planning schedules, with budgets managed according to needs and questionnaires
elaborated through processes valuing public participation and scientific contribu-
tions, is not comparable to data from an erratically performed census deprived of
resources and without a participatory approach.
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For these reasons, OLAC is at the forefront of those aware that the upcoming
decade requires even more work and commitment to understand and alert census
stakeholders about the probable data quality conditions. Failure to do so would
naturalize the alarming absence and deficiency of census information and allow
decisions to be made based on questionable primary data sources. This problemati-
zation is particularly necessary due to an unmistakable trend in which governments
value data-based policies, but without questioning too much the origin of that data
or, when process automation requires high efficiency of information management,
underestimate the necessity to understand the origin of that information.

Finally, OLAC’s challenge lies in didactics. Censuses produce countries’ crucial,
demographic, social, and economic statistics. Observing censuses’ management,
organization, deficiencies, and strengths require new didactic concepts. For exam-
ple, there is an increasing demand for technical indicators in social stratification,
more complexity in treating gender and race, and more dimensions in the analysis
of poverty (income, basic needs, consumption, and subjective poverty, among oth-
ers) that users demand to be quantified. In this context, describing the scope and
limitations of censuses requires increasingly complex didactic processes, which are
not easily implemented in a digital environment.

For this reason, it is essential that the Observatory improves and redesigns the
channels and formats of its analyses to facilitate the communication of messages
that lie within its competence and turn the communication process into a two-way
mechanism where we ensure that the information is received and understood. Of
course, these challenges summon the need to build bridges, form alliances, and
generate responsible academic and intellectual communities. This chapter intends
to make a step in this direction.

Notes

1 Authors in alphabetical order, all authors collaborated equally in all sections of the
chapter.

We use Observatory in the same sense as the acronym OLAC.

We are using the label modern the label modern as some other authors in the literature,
for example Baffour, King, and Valente (2013), Ventresca (1995), Whitby (2020).
https://observatoriocensal.org/.

https://thecensusproject.org/.

http://www.acap.upenn.edu/.

https://international.ipums.org.
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7 The politics of the population
census in Nigeria and
institutional incentives for
political interference

Temitope J. Owolabi

7.1 Introduction

Concern has been raised about Nigeria’s urgent development problems both do-
mestically and internationally (Idike & Eme, 2015). Nigeria is currently one of
the world’s poorest countries and efforts to promote self-sufficient growth must
move quickly to improve the well-being of Nigerians. However, population statis-
tics, which includes the actual population’s size and its distribution by factors like
age, sex, and location of residence among many others, remain mostly unknown.
Current population estimates for the country, each state, and each local govern-
ment region are only speculative estimations. Planning for development is akin to
stumbling in the dark without the most basic information, such as the number and
characteristics of the individuals whose well-being is to be enhanced and those
within this count who must work in all sectors of the economy to bring about the
urgently required development.

Successive Nigerian governments in both the colonial and post-colonial periods
came to understand the importance of an accurate census for development plan-
ning. Censuses — with limited territorial coverage in the first instances — have been
conducted in Nigeria since 1866, but with varying success (Bamgbose, 2009). One
of the many factors contributing to unsuccessful census attempts since Nigeria at-
tained political independence from colonial rule in 1960 is an inadequate under-
standing of population issues in general and the production and use of census data
in particular. The majority of Nigerians are really not aware of the significance of
population counts for social and economic planning or how they are conducted.
People to be counted in a census have frequently been apprehensive of enumerators
as a result of this widespread misunderstanding, and in some cases, they have even
been hostile or uncooperative. Inaccurate presumptions about the use of census
data lead to fake information provided to data collectors and to attempts by some
inhabitants to be counted more than once.

Petty-bourgeois politics and Nigeria’s population census politics are related.
It speaks of the conflict between states and ethnic groups over the exploitation
of census numbers for particularistic gain (Kurfi, 2014). No issue has sparked
more dissent, heated discussion, and interethnic conflict than the falsification of
national census data. The country has undoubtedly paid a high price for this. As
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a result, Nigerians have grown disinterested in censuses on a systemic level and
think that neither a civilian nor a military government can successfully conduct a
census in Nigeria. In order to explain this, this essay aims to discuss the politics
of Nigeria’s population census, socio-economic planning, and underdevelopment
crises. First, it will look at different concepts of population censuses. Second, the
study’s specific focus is on the — basically ethnocentric — politics that have taken
over Nigeria’s system of socioeconomic planning and political power sharing, and
the consequences it has had on underdevelopment crises. Third, this chapter will
also provide evidence of political interference and manipulation of census taking
in Nigeria with emphasis on the 2006 census based on press coverage. Fourth, the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on planning for the 2020 census round will
be described. Finally, discussing the policy implications of the aforementioned
political processes may assist population policymakers in identifying and creating
effective population census policies that are in line with long-term development
strategies.

7.2  Population census: a conceptual overview

From the perspective of world polity theory, it seems natural that governments
would support census taking based on trustworthy and efficient methods given
the enormous resources needed to produce a census and the range of uses for
census data (Ventresca, 2002). Similarly, political scientists have argued that al-
though the census is embedded in political institutions and decisions, it should
nevertheless be conducted in an autonomous way, according to professional
standards, and free from undue political interference (Prevost, 2019; Prewitt,
2010). However, other social scientists emphasize that counting and identifying
people is largely a political activity which is impacted by pressures from, both,
the top-down and the bottom-up (Anderson, 1991; Arel, 2002; Bonnett & Car-
rington, 2000; Kertzer & Arel, 2002; Morning & Sabbagh, 2005; Nobles, 2000;
Prewitt, 2000). Morning (2008) shows that, in the 2000 census round, 63% of the
141 countries under examination incorporated some form of ethnic enumeration,
reflecting various conceptualizations of race, ethnicity, indigenousness, and na-
tionality. Variations in questionnaires might indicate different political purposes
of ethnic categories.

According to Rallu, Piché, and Simon (2006), at least four different types of
ethnic categories in census taking can be distinguished. The model which they
termed “counting to dominate” dates back to colonial times and applies to both
colonial Nigeria and to the interethnic conflicts in post-colonial Nigeria. In this
model, ethnic categories are viewed as an expression of power structures and pre-
vailing group interests. A historical example of the impositions of this model is
early U.S. censuses which classified the population as free vs. enslaved and Indi-
ans, furthermore, according to whether or not they were taxed (Morning & Sab-
bagh, 2005, p. 58). Depending on the category, the personhood of an individual
varied; an individual could be considered a “complete” person, “three-fifths” of a
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person, or not a person at all. This symbolic stance influenced the power dynamic
in the USA to guarantee that state interests would be prominent in federal politics
and to support and legitimize prevailing racial logic and racial disparities (Ellis,
2000). The population census’ shift from a tool to preserve minorities’ subjection
to one that helps to ensure compliance with anti-discrimination laws is a hallmark
of bottom-up politics for positive action in the USA and elsewhere (Morning &
Sabbagh, 2005; Rallu et al., 2006; Simon, 2004). In contrast, a repeated interpre-
tation of census taking in sovereign Nigeria has been that results are not used for
anti-discrimination and development but instead as a means for the dominance of
majoritarian ethnic groups over minoritarian ones (e.g. Ezea, Iyanda, & Nwangw,
2013; Mimiko, 2006).

Multicultural policies in Nigeria with a particular focus on the constitution of
political power are even better captured by a typology developed by Kertzer and
Arel (2006). Their Territorial Threshold Model and the Power Sharing Model are
especially useful for investigating processes of census politics in Nigeria. In the
Territorial Threshold Model, people of a specific ethnic category are given political
rights and political power depending on their group achieving a specific statisti-
cal threshold within a delimited region. A presumptive majority is a highly prized
threshold. According to Gellner (1983), this approach can be used to distribute
power in more remote regions of larger states. In these regions, people who share
a specific “national” identity are more likely to hold power, which allows them to
control the state’s policies and resource distribution. Majoritarian electoral systems
are institutional examples of the Territorial Threshold Model. As an example of
the Territorial Threshold Model, Kertzer and Arel (2006, p. 671) following Weiss
(1999), refer to Pakistan which reorganized its administration along provincial
lines in the 1960s, splitting the nation into provinces, each of which was associated
with a specific ethnic group that was thought to have a clear demographic majority
in the respective province. Another example they give is Eastern Europe where in
the 20th century many countries, following the tradition of the Austro-Hungarian
empire, have implemented minority policies stipulating that if there is a minimum
concentration of speakers of a particular language in a region, they should have
access to a reasonable number of services in that language, starting with public
schooling.

Different from the Territorial Threshold Model, the Power-sharing Model con-
tends that members of two or more identity groups are distributed among govern-
ment positions and other activities under political authority using a formula. The
formula makes power-sharing more adaptive to demographic changes than a fixed
threshold. The unity between the members of disparate groupings is maintained
through the mutually agreed-upon division of resources and authority. While a
given formula will often specify proportional apportionment, there is no necessity
to do so. However, a proportional split of power and resources is often consid-
ered legitimate because of political conventions for constructing symbolic equality
among groups. The next section provides more detail about how power-sharing
based on census figures in Nigeria is politically constituted and practiced.
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7.3  Politics of population censuses and socio-economic planning
in Nigeria

Typically, information from population censuses is used in the planning processes
of a variety of economic sectors, including the healthcare system, industry, tel-
ecommunications, transport, education, housing, agribusiness, and public utilities.
This form of calculation in kind is essential for governance and development, in
addition to determining the labor supply. Nevertheless, the conduct of the census
is heavily influenced by politics in many countries of the world (e.g. Chapter 5 and
Chapter 8 of this book). Nigeria is not excluded either, despite all the preparations
and the substantial funding granted for it by foreign organizations like the World
Bank and the European Union (Bamgbose, 2009). Censuses in Nigeria were taken
in 1866, 1871, 1881, 1891, 1901 in Lagos, 1911 in what was then Southern Nigeria,
and afterward in the entire national territory: 1921, 1931, 1952-1953, 19621963,
1973, 1991 and 2006 (Obono & Omoluabi, 2014; Okolo, 1999; Olorunfemi &
Fashagba, 2021, p. 355).

The 1952-1953 census took place before Nigeria started its oil production in
1958 and questions of revenue distribution linked to population numbers were po-
liticized. Despite producing fairly reliable numbers (Udo, 1998, p. 354), this cen-
sus shaped the political character of all subsequent Nigerian censuses.

It reported the total population as 30.4 million with Northern Nigeria constituting
54 percent of the country’s population. These figures were used by the colonial
authorities as the basis for allocating regional seats in the 1954 parliamentary
elections and the 1959 general elections. [for the House of Representatives].
(Obono & Omoluabi, 2014, p. 250)

The census and these elections marked the beginning of the politicization of census
figures by various ethnic interests that still exist today.

The 1962-1963 census, the first census in post-colonial Nigeria, was strongly
contested and the fierce controversy around its results led external observers to
state that the country was “Planning Without Facts” (Stolper, 1966). Another com-
mentator wrote:

The importance of accurate population figures has hardly been widely ac-
knowledged in Nigeria. The manner in which the country has conducted its
census in the past and the population figures claimed each time have never
earned the respect of most articulate Nigerian citizens. The controversy that
has usually arisen about the reliability of the figures has made them suspect
abroad, even though the rest of the world, for lack of any alternatives, has
had to quote and use the official Nigerian figures.

(Aluko, 1965, p. 371)

The 1962—-1963 census crisis led to a military coup d’état in 1966. As part of the
transition to civil rule the next census was conducted in 1973, whose results were
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canceled after a new military coup d’état in 1975. Today, the reliability of Nige-
rian census figures has remained questionable. The census of 1991 is still seen
as having produced relatively reliable figures (Akinyoade, Appiah, & Asa, 2017;
Udo, 1998). In terms of legitimacy, the 2006 census has once again become a very
contentious operation in the history of Nigerian censuses even though questions of
ethnicity and religion were removed from the questionnaire as in 1991 and satellite
images were used to help avoid undercounting of remote areas (Makama, 2007,
pp- 206-208). Falsification of data was a life or death situation since states not only
attempted to inflate their own results but also exerted influence over top census
officials to deflate figures from other states by publishing false data or purpose-
fully excluding certain localities from the exercise (Bamgbose, 2009; Obono &
Omoluabi, 2014). The present section will first outline the institutional setup of the
Nigerian polity, then review the literature on the politics of census taking in Nigeria
and assess to which factors they attribute the high politicization, focusing on for-
mal rules for political apportionments and resource allocation on the one hand and
practices of ethnic competition on the other hand.

7.3.1 Institutional setup and demographic composition

Nigeria became a Federation in 1954. At independence in 1960, Nigeria was a Fed-
eration of three regions, which consists of Western, Northern and Eastern regions
along with the Federal Capital Territory (FCT), Abuja (Idowu, 2021, pp. 3-4). In
1963, a fourth region, the Midwestern Region was created out of the Western Re-
gion. The fiscal system was largely decentralized initially. To resolve the issue
of revenue sharing, several commissions were appointed between independence
and the military takeover in 1966. However, the federating units were severely
unbalanced which weakened the Federation. The territorial size and population of
the Northern Region put the rest of the country under the perpetual domination
of the North. In order to resolve federative conflicts, in 1967 before the outbreak
of the civil war, the country was split into twelve states by the military govern-
ment. The independence constitution contained a 50% derivation formula for rev-
enue allocation to the states, while the other 50% went to the federal government
(Obono & Omoluabi, 2014, p. 256). However, the transformation of the federal
structure was accompanied by a concentration of the main government revenues
into a common pool for distribution among the various tiers of government, leading
to a greater financial dependence on the common pool revenue by the federating
units. This situation continued until 1999. In the 1999 constitution, the Nigerian
Federation was made up of three levels of government, the federal government, 36
state governments (plus the FTC), and 774 local governments.

In Nigeria, there are more than 200 ethnic groups, some estimate 389 (Obono
& Omoluabi, 2014, p. 249), the three largest being the Yoruba, the Hausa-Fulani,
and the Ibo. While the size of ethnic groups had been important also in pre-colonial
times mainly for warfare, the relevance of ethnic group size was translated into the
Nigerian polity during the colonial and post-colonial periods. Under British rule,
the three major groups for example were disproportionally represented in public
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service. On the way to independence, the major political parties and the territo-
rial division of the country formed along ethnic boundaries. The National Coun-
cil of Nigerian Citizens (NCNC) represented the Ibo living in the eastern region;
the Action Group (AG) represented the Yoruba living in the Western Region, and
the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) represented the Hausa-Fulani living in the
North. In this context, political opposition was constituted by the parties of ethnic
minorities, which stood in the way of forming a sense of national unity (Udo, 1979,
pp. 173-175).

In Nigeria, a population census is required by the constitution of 1999 to be
done periodically, typically every ten years (Obono & Omoluabi, 2014, p. 257;
Political Bureau Report, 2017). The Political Bureau Report (2017) defines a cen-
sus as the comprehensive method for gathering, collecting, analyzing, evaluating,
and publishing or otherwise distributing information on demographic, economic,
and social data about all individuals in a country or in a clearly delineated part of a
country, at a specific time. A census activity is solely a statistical activity based on
this concept. According to Idike and Eme (2015), census taking and the publica-
tion of the findings follow meticulous inspections producing a reliable source of
information needed by both developed and developing nations. According to Shry-
ock and Siegel (2013), a well-conducted census must have the following qualities:
individual count; universality within a defined territory; simultaneity; and defined
periodicity.

The National Population Commission, an autonomous agency tasked with con-
ducting censuses and disseminating population data for planning and policy mak-
ing comprises a Chairman and 37 commissioners, i.e. one person from each state
of the Federation and the FCT, Abuja. However, this composition causes members
of the Commission to view their membership in terms of political representation of
their state rather than as a member of an expert group assuring scientific standards
(Obono & Omoluabi, 2014, p. 257). The Census Act, which regulates the census
procedure, calls for the formation of a Census Board to supervise the enumeration
process. The Board consists of the Chairman and eleven commissioners and is ap-
pointed by the President in consultation with the Council of State and confirmed
by the Senate. In contrast, the eight Board members of the Population Commission
responsible for the 1991 census had no political alliances; they were appointed on
professional merit (Obono & Omoluabi, 2014, p. 257). Additionally, the Act calls
for the appointment of census officers at the levels of the federal, state, and local
governments, who are responsible for the enumeration and data collection process.

The National Population Commission Act of 1988 in section 26A, amended
to the Act in 1991, establishes Census Tribunals to hear complaints and objec-
tions to census results relating to specific Local Government Areas. The Tribunals
consist of a Chairman and two other persons of unquestionable integrity; they are
appointed by the Chief Justice of the Federation. Two members shall be profes-
sional legal practitioners and one not. Upon a decision by the Census Tribunal,
the President may order a statistical verification or a recount of the particular area
considered (Nwauche, 2002, pp. 437-439). Judicial review is intended to increase
the credibility of the census.
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The results of a census enumeration provide the government with information
about the population of a given area, the social services that can be found there
such as schools, healthcare facilities, roads, pipe-borne water, and electricity, as
well as the social services that would be offered in accordance with the population
within the designated zones. Though this is done at the discretion of the govern-
ment, oftentimes, communities with larger populations are given priority. To gain
more from these government policies, states and ethnic groups, through the instru-
mentality of their Governors and Local Government Chairmen, knowingly falsify
their population estimates, which are reflected in public discourse (e.g. Leba, 2006;
Serra & Jerven, 2021).

7.3.2  Incentives for political interference in census taking in Nigeria

In Nigeria, the issue of political interference is centered on state governments’ pro-
pensity to exaggerate or otherwise alter demographic data in an effort to maximize
their share of national resources. Problems in the country’s development arise as a
result of this propensity to inflate census results. For this reason, the Chairman of
the National Population Commission stated the following about previous censuses
in Nigeria when presenting the provisional results of the 1991 census to the Provi-
sional Ruling Council of Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida’s administration: “The in-
creasingly bitter situation combined with certain problems experienced have been
mainly accountable for the tale of failure which characterized the conduct of the
people’s perception of the post-independent censuses in Nigeria” (Odenyi, 2005).
The knowledge that census findings impact the relative political and economic
dominance of ethnic groups in the nation is what, in fact, led to mistrust against
population counts (Idike & Eme, 2015).

While the concept of a population census is that everyone is tallied, the reality
is a certain level of error will always remain because it is practically impossible
to conduct a complete and accurate census anywhere in the world. However, a
population census is still necessary despite its inherent difficulties. Fred (1988) and
Cuktu (2016) came to the conclusion that the census is essential to the country’s
quest for sustainable development. In line with these academic observations, the
Nigerian government has over the years invested and spent great effort to accom-
plish an accurate census. Population statistics heavily influence national revenue
distribution in Nigeria (Bamgbose, 2009). Other purposes for which population
censuses are utilized include the provision of basic social facilities and determining
the exact number of unemployed people to facilitate sufficient planning. Addition-
ally, it provides the base of information on other things like the number of students
enrolled in schools, the assessment of development, the standard of living, the defi-
nition of constituencies, population density, and the migration rate.

The background to the census conflicts in Nigeria concerns attitudes toward the
population question, especially in terms of its absolute magnitude and how this
impacts states and sub-regions. The major factors influencing census controversies
in Nigeria, especially from the 1950s, have been national resource sharing and
allocation, elections, constituencies’ demarcation and distribution of seats in the
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states and Federal House of Representatives, the North-South rivalry and mutual
suspicion, ethnicity and religious undertones by the two main religions (Islam and
Christianity) trying to outnumber each other. As a consequence, the census in Ni-
geria’s history has been highly politicized (Achebe, 2012; Kurfi, 2014; Owolabi,
2019; Udo, 1998).

In a developing country like Nigeria, the necessity to purchase social facili-
ties was a major driver of political interference in the population census (Gupte,
1984). Public provision of technical and social infrastructure depends on revenues;
therefore, it is crucial to understand how institutions of fiscal federalism in Nigeria
create incentives to politically manipulate census results. Nigeria has grappled with
how to effectively balance the fiscal capacity among its federated units that re-
sult from their different economic potentials. Economically prosperous units have
shown reluctance to share their resources with poorer ones. Since 1946, Nigeria
has adopted 16 revenue sharing principles. Among the equity principles applied,
derivation, population, landmass, and equality have dominated the system of rev-
enue allocation in Nigeria (Benjamin, 2012, pp. 134-135; Idowu, 2021, p. 20).
The derivation principle is based on the argument that a federated unit from which
revenue is derived deserves to be compensated according to its contribution. The
derivation principle was argued for by the powerful three regions in the 1950s
and early part of 1960s when each wanted to maximize benefits from the natural
resources located on their territory. However, the principle of derivation is at the
moment no longer given a prominent place (Benjamin, 2012, p. 134):

The main principles of revenue sharing amongst the states and local govern-
ments are equality, population, social development, land mass/terrain and
internal revenue effort. Over time, each of these principles has had the fol-
lowing weights 40, 30, 10, 10, and 10 per cent, respectively. This took ef-
fect from January 1990. Equality refers to the equality of states, regardless
of variations in population. Land mass is expected to take into account the
differences in the geographic areas covered by each state. Population refers
to sharing of revenue among states and local governments in proportion to
population size.

(Benjamin, 2012, p. 135)

Considering that the principle of derivation in fiscal federalism would only work to
the benefit of the oil-producing states in Nigeria, some of the major ethnic groups
that hardly have any income-generating raw resources at their disposal favor the
population criterion instead of derivation. At the same time, the attempt to manipu-
late population statistics has hampered Nigeria’s progress as a state and as a nation.
Since state borders often also demarcate ethnic boundaries, the population 